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  I

  

  THE SORCERER


  IRILLIAN BY THE SEA remained a prosperous city even during the uncertain times now spreading across the land. It was a major hub for import and export and its ruler was known for relative fairness to his subjects, be they of his kind or of other races.


  Not all dragons were so benevolent.


  Tall, three-masted ships filled the harbor, many of them loading or unloading cargo. A sleeker vessel with all the hints of being a state-sanctioned privateer began to pull away from the dock. Workers and sailors in free-flowing garments designed for quick movement went about a multitude of tasks as they intermingled with fishmongers, traders, and customers. Armed patrols marched through the throngs, wary guards keeping an eye out for any disorder. Children scurried among the adults, ignoring reproving eyes. At first glance, Irillian might have been any other city in all the world . . . save that many of its inhabitants were scaled.


  Humans dominated in numbers, but it was clear that they did not dominate in power. While signs of respect did pass between them and members of the other prominent race, authority without a doubt rested in the latter. After all, were the drakes not the dragons’ children?


  Most stood taller than the humans around them and appeared even taller yet due to the varying crests atop their slitted helms. The males all appeared as armored warriors, even those obviously part of the ships’ crews or occupying positions as traders and dockworkers. Yet, while the crests of the guards and their captains were intricate—nay, almost lifelike—representations of fierce dragon visages, those of the drakes performing more mundane tasks were crude, even in many cases non-existent.


  What was consistent was that all the adult males were of a sea-blue coloring and that the faces hidden within the helms were scaled in a manner identical to the drakes’ mail armor. The eyes were reptilian and the lipless mouths contained the sharp teeth of a carnivore.


  If it appeared that there were no drake females within the crowds, that was due to the fact that what seemed a number of exotic, azuretressed elven women were, in fact, the counterparts to the males. However, though superficially they seemed much more akin to the humans, evidence of their true nature was revealed each time the mouths opened and the smaller but still no less sharp teeth of a predator were displayed.


  The humans among them treated all of this with much disinterest. For generations, both races had served the Blue Dragon and his predecessors, and while in other lands drakes and humans were bitter foes, here they lived in relative harmony, with generally the ambitions of outsiders their major concern.


  And into their midst came one such outsider.


  He formed in the black shadows of an alley and seemed to remain a part of them even when stepping away, so enshrouded was he by his dark hood and cloak. The deep hood obscured his face entirely, making it appear as if only emptiness existed within. The sorcerer, for he could be nothing other, straightened, then cautiously peered around. Seeing no witness to his arrival, the figure glanced toward the direction of the nearest street. There, far beyond him, he watched with brief interest as a drake captain astride one of the large lizards called lesser drakes that were used as mounts gave orders to a human complement more than a dozen strong.


  Their orders received, the sentries dispersed. The captain surveyed the area, his burning eyes finally fixing on the alley.


  But by then, the sorcerer was gone.


  The shrouded spellcaster materialized next in the midst of a shop not far from his initial point of arrival. He had no trouble finding his way around the darkened shop. From previous observance, he had determined that the shopkeeper closed his place of business immediately upon the arrival of the fifth hour after noontime, as did many here. The clientele for a place such as this generally went to dine at that hour and no practical merchant wasted time and money on the slim chance that there might be a late peruser.


  What light glimmered through the drawn curtains of the establishment was just enough to illuminate a vast, eclectic collection of wares that seemed to have originated from every point on the compass. There were statuettes of tree nymphs that might have come from the vast Dagora Forest, intricate vases from Gordag-Ai, fine horsehair brushes created in Zuu, and ancient, crested swords probably forged by the reclusive dwarves on the far northwest part of the continent. Other items could not be identified as being from any of the thirteen lands that made up what had been for centuries referred to individually and collectively as the Dragonrealm. Irillian benefited from its vast natural harbor and strategic location on the eastern shore. Both traders and privateers brought riches and unique items from every civilized and uncivilized place in the known world.


  And it was for just this reason that that sorcerer had come. The castings had all pointed to this place as holding the possible key to his quest, a quest upon which he had been on far, far longer than most could imagine and even fewer could appreciate.


  At last, there was hope that he might free himself of his curse.


  From the voluminous robe emerged two nimble hands gloved in grey. They matched well the intruder’s stance, marking him as one apparently in the bloom of life. Yet, as with so much else about him, that was misleading. With perhaps a few exceptions, he was far older than anyone or anything else alive.


  A simple gesture brought forth a tiny, emerald light. A twist of the left hand sent the glowing dot darting about the overfilled chamber. Now and then it would hesitate near some object but then move on. While those other items evidently held some interest to his studies, they were not that for which he had come.


  The sounds of activity increased outside. The deep hood turned briefly to the window, then ignored all but the search again.


  The light abruptly stopped over a decorative box. Even when the sorcerer signaled it to move on, it remained frozen over the piece.


  The shrouded spellcaster vanished, then reappeared next to the table upon which the box and several other antique pieces sat. His gloved hand hovered between the light and the box. A faint white glow stirred from his palm, then quickly faded.


  This is it . . . but what is it? he wondered. Even after so much research, he barely knew more than any of those walking past the shop. As gingerly as a mother picking up her newborn, the sorcerer lifted up the small box. He gently opened the lid.


  The box was empty.


  A primitive growl escaped the recesses of the hood. Pent-up frustration nearly made the sorcerer throw the box across the room. However, at the last moment, reason returned and instead of destroying the offending container, he curtly pointed at the interior.


  The light darted inside, spreading over bottom and sides before reforming. Immediately, it shot upward, then raced farther back into the shop. The sorcerer followed on foot.


  In the back of the shop, the light flew directly toward a side wall. A few small and rather mundane illustrations decorated the wall. The light appeared to notice neither the decor nor the wall itself, soaring toward them at its greatest speed.


  The emerald point struck.


  The wall flashed bright green, and as it did, it also became transparent.


  In the center of the wall stood a hinged metal door three feet by three feet.


  The image faded away as the light vanished. The sorcerer did not care. He reached for the wall where he had seen the door. His hand sank into what appeared stone, then touched what felt like the handle he had briefly seen.


  The momentary revelation had also shown that the door required a key, but that hardly disturbed the cloaked form. Concentrating, he tugged on the unseen handle.


  The wall flared. The illusion dissipated, revealing the shopkeeper’s special vault. It was not unknown for prosperous merchants these days to pay for a few magical safety measures. While magic utilized by humans was still frowned upon in most of the lands ruled by the Dragon Kings, Irillian was more like the freed kingdoms, where such abilities were now rising again and, in the process, making some of their possessors wealthier for offering such services.


  The thought brought a rare chuckle from the intruder. He had witnessed generations where even the slightest talent for magic by a human would have had that would-be wizard scorched to a cinder or executed in a thousand other unique manners by the cautious drake lords. Now magic was becoming almost as ordinary as when he had first—


  Fragmented, somewhat surreal memories of his own distant youth swept away any amusement and bitterly reminded him of why he was stooping so low as to break into a shop. The sooner he had his prize, the better.


  There was no sound, but the sorcerer immediately sensed that he was no longer alone. The hood swung to the right, deeper into the back of the building.


  “By the moons!” gasped a bearded, elderly man. In one hand he held a brass oil lamp. In the other was a small crossbow, not nearly as powerful as the larger weapon after which it had been modeled, but still strong enough to kill. Two metal-tipped bolts just over half a foot in length pointed directly at the intruder.


  But the shopkeeper had lost all apparent interest in firing on the would-be thief. He stood as if frozen by the long-slain Ice Dragon’s glance, but not through any direct action by the spellcaster. No, all that made the unfortunate merchant helpless before the sorcerer was the elderly man’s astonishment and horror at the face now revealed within the hood.


  Or rather . . . the hint of a face. Even in the direct glow of the curved brass lamp, the sorcerer’s countenance remained a blur. There were traces of what should have been eyes and perhaps a nose beneath them. Of the mouth, only a vague slit was evident. It was as if the merchant were seeing the face through murky water, for at times it even rippled slightly.


  The sorcerer gestured just as the shopkeeper’s shaking hand finally tried to fire the crossbow. A grey mist swirled around the elderly man. He stiffened, this time the result of a binding spell from which he would only wake long after the intruder was gone. The merchant would no doubt be surprised to find himself among the living; having recognized the hooded figure, the elderly man had probably believed a horrible death awaited him. At least, that was what the legends would have made most expect . . .


  And, unfortunately for the sorcerer, the legends were not entirely wrong.


  Impatience boiling over, the spellcaster returned his attention to the vault. He reached out with his power and sensed safeguards about the door, but they were primitive, useful only for keeping out those without skill at magic. Dismissing them with barely a thought, he tore open the door.


  A number of pouches and small boxes lay within. However, there was no need to hunt for that which he desired, for a hint of the emerald glow now bathed one small leather bag secreted in a corner. An eager hand tugged the pouch free. The sorcerer undid the strings and poured the lone piece within onto his palm.


  The medallion, forged from that most durable and age-defying of metals, gold, was scarred and beaten and clearly very old. Despite that, the centerpiece of the design remained quite evident. A phoenix, a creature so mythic even in a world ruled in part by shapeshifting dragons, reared up over a blazing fire while two circles hovered over the magnificent bird’s head. The artisan had gone to great lengths to perfect the stylized figure, but most of that effort was lost upon the sorcerer, who had searched for the artifact for more practical reasons. All that concerned him about the design was that it was, indeed, a phoenix.


  The bird suddenly moved, a wing shifting and the beak and talons turning to the sorcerer.


  Before he could react, the image of the phoenix enveloped him. The wings and talons became bonds of white fire that sealed his arms to his sides and forced him to drop the medallion. The sorcerer cared not a whit for the artifact anymore; the piece was a fake. Worse, it was a fake purposely designed to dupe him.


  The phoenix opened wide its sharp beak, then swallowed his head. As that happened, the last vestiges of the bird dissipated, leaving the sorcerer immobile in a cocoon of energy. His concentration wavered despite his efforts, the magical forces penetrating his mind wreaking purposeful havoc on his thoughts. If he could not think, he could not cast.


  The spell was a masterful one whose caster he recognized, a wizard who had been both his friend and his foe in but recent times. The sorcerer did not blame his counterpart for arranging this admittedly cunning snare. The wizard had surely spent months of careful planning on it and perhaps sought the aid of others who knew the intended target even better, such as the inhuman lord of Penacles—the great City of Knowledge.


  Well played, Cabe Bedlam! the sorcerer thought. Well played!


  He thought no more about his adversary save that Cabe Bedlam’s work meant there was little chance of there being some weakness in the spell. Still, a search was better than simply accepting his fate, although Cabe surely had no intention of slaying him. Instead, the wizard no doubt intended to “kindly” imprison his prey until such time as he and the others could come up with a “cure” of their own for the curse. A thousand lifetimes might pass before that improbable event . . . and already had for the sorcerer. He would not wait a thousand more.


  All those thoughts came in jumbled fragments forced together even as he delved into Cabe’s spell. Too quickly he saw that it was as he had feared; the energies had been intertwined expertly—in fact, so expertly that he saw the Gryphon’s furred and feathered hand in it, too. While that verified the sorcerer’s suspicions as to the lord of Penacles’s participation, it also further lessened any hope that there would be some chance of escape.


  He considered one last option. Death was no desired choice, even for one for whom it would not be permanent. The curse had already taken a turn for the worse in a manner that he could not have expected, and risking a new incarnation might prove the final straw.


  Had his features been defined, the sorcerer’s frustration would have revealed just a hint of fear in it, too. Imprisonment or the other path. He could not say which was the more damned fate.


  That the wizard or his allies, and surely somehow Cabe, had made some pact with the Dragon King here but had not yet come for him bespoke not their great confidence in the snare, but rather his own perpetual efforts to mask his presence wherever he went. The spellwork had muted any alarm the trap might have sounded, but Cabe would quickly realize something was amiss, if the wizard did not already know.


  The sorcerer found a weak point in the trap.


  It was minute but still so very unexpected for a spell cast by one as skilled as a Bedlam. He at first thought it another trick, yet saw no choice but to act upon it. That he had held his focus as much as he had this long was a credit to his determination, but he was weakening fast.


  He poured his efforts into the defect.


  The spell collapsed, the energies scattering in every direction. He fell back as the brunt of the escaping forces struck him hard. In an attempt to keep himself from dropping to the floor, the sorcerer grabbed for the edge of a table covered in tapestries.


  His outstretched fingers went through the wood.


  He landed in a heap, the voluminous robe for a moment making him look more like a pile of loose cloth than anything human. Sparks of magical energy continued to dart over the sorcerer, each bright burst inflicting pain. Despite all that, he managed to push himself up to his feet.


  “I see I’m just in time. It ends here, Shade,” a so-familiar voice sadly declared. “It must.”


  The sorcerer turned to where the shopkeeper had stood, not at all surprised to find the elderly man vanished and, in his place, a young male in blue robes. He had a strong head of black hair save for a great streak of silver running from the front to a good part of the back. By the standards of the heroic tales sung by bards, the newcomer was not glorious of face, but with his strong jaw and slightly bent nose he had a ruggedness that appealed to many women, and especially one in particular. The newcomer looked little more than two decades old unless one stared into his solemn brown eyes and saw the bitter experience there. Cabe Bedlam was more than twice the age his appearance indicated; one of the benefits of being a spellcaster was the ability to hold one’s youth for potentially some three hundred years or more.


  “Cabe.” Shade greeted him, his tone dark. “Would that I could say it was a pleasure to see you. A trick most cunning.”


  “It needed to be, to lure you. Don’t worry about the shopkeeper. The real one is far from here. What you ensorcelled was one of the Gryphon’s golems with an illusion cast over it.”


  “I’d wondered. You were never one to risk an innocent.” The sorcerer could sense the energies building around them, energies all summoned by his companion. It was a mistake to judge Cabe by his appearance; he was possibly the most powerful spellcaster in all the Dragonrealm.


  But even with the arcane knowledge and ability inherited from his famous grandfather, Nathan, Cabe was not the most experienced. Not compared with one who had lived countless centuries.


  Or so Shade hoped.


  He drew his cloak into him. His body twisted, shrank into the folds.


  “Shade!”


  A spell tugged at him, nearly made the hooded sorcerer falter. In addition, the effects of Cabe’s previous spell still played havoc with Shade’s thoughts.


  The shop faded, the frustrated image of the wizard with it. Shade felt his insides wrench but pressed his escape.


  Cool, moist air struck his blurred face. Shade fell forward, only a stone wall preventing him from hitting the ground.


  Even before his gaze could focus, he knew that he was still in Irillian. The smell of the sea cleared his head slightly, but not enough. Shade knew that he needed to concentrate if he hoped to transport himself farther away. Cabe would be right behind him, and worse, the wizard’s most obvious ally here in Irillian would be on the hunt for—


  He sensed something terrible about to take place in the alley in which he had landed. Unable to focus enough to transport himself away, Shade was left with an ignoble sprint into the public areas.


  A tremendous fwoosh erupted from behind him. The roar of water filled his ears. A flood surged past his boots toward the startled citizenry, the water rising up to his knees before the open areas let it settle again.


  Had he been anyone else, his heightened senses would still likely not have been sufficient to warn him of the Blue Dragon’s attack. From far away in his lair, Irillian’s master had sent forth a small bit of the sea to entirely fill the alley. It had not simply been dumped into the narrow passage; the water had materialized there. Shade would have instantly drowned.


  The humans and drakes eyed him with astonishment. Most did not recognize him—for who expects a dark legend in their midst?—but a few did, and the name by which he was known, the name now so much more apt than his original, sprang from more and more mouths.


  The guards needed no such knowledge to urge them to action. Whether or not they knew who the intruder was, they clearly knew him as an enemy. A mounted drake officer sent the mainly human contingent forward. Swords and lances drawn, the guards converged on Shade.


  Gasping for air, the sorcerer gestured. The guards’ weapons twisted down to the street, the tips digging deep into the stone. Several of the soldiers stumbled, some falling to the ground.


  There was another rumble from the direction of the crowd, one that had nothing to do with Shade’s spell. He felt Cabe Bedlam’s nearby presence.


  “You must stop this now, Shade! It’s for—”


  It’s for your own good! How many times had he heard those words from the ones who felt that they knew best for him? They meant well, they had all meant well, but they had always proven themselves even less able to comprehend his curse than he.


  Before the wizard could finish speaking, Shade drew a line at his feet. The street peeled upward, forming a wall between him and his adversary. Cabe Bedlam, ever mindful of the lives of others, did not dare cast blindly, exactly as the sorcerer had hoped.


  Before Cabe could compensate, Shade again tried to transport himself away. His surroundings shimmered, changed.


  A savage set of teeth nearly tore off his head.


  Shade had more than once perished in grisly manners that made even this moment seem tame, but that in no way diminished his desire to avoid such a fate. He muttered under his breath and a tendril of energy encircled the reptilian maw barely a foot away.


  The riding drake clawed at the fiery bands keeping its jaws clamped tight, but its efforts only garnered it singed nails. Shade forgot the beast as its rider, another blue-tinted, reptilian warrior, flung himself at the still-disoriented sorcerer.


  The drake officer outweighed him by at least half again as much, most of it muscle. As the pair collided, Shade stared full into the false helm. The inhuman eyes narrowed with anticipation of battle and the lipless mouth twisted into a grin filled with predatory teeth.


  Shade succeeded in bringing a hand between the drake and himself. Through the glove, power radiated.


  His foe went flying over the head of the startled mount. The drake warrior crashed into the side of a building, shattering the clay face and even cracking part of the stone beneath. The armored figure slid to the street, senseless. It would take more than such a collision to slay or even much injure one of his kind, and the sorcerer had not had any such desire. He had come here only to save himself, not to add further blood to his foul legend.


  Of course, not even Cabe Bedlam would likely appreciate such care on his part. They knew what he had been, what he might still become.


  Shade prayed for a few moments’ respite, just enough to clear his head and recoup the strength he needed to finally fling himself from Irillian. However, at that moment, the riding drake did a curious thing that promised the sorcerer would have no such chance. It started heaving, rasping for breath, even though the sealed jaws would not have prevented the beast from inhaling or exhaling.


  The reptilian mount rose on its hind legs. Onlookers in the area, only now realizing that there was a danger here, fled as the creature swelled in size and quickly began to transform.


  A shock of energy devoured the magical ring the spellcaster had placed around the jaws. The beast hissed at him, then roared, “Accursed warlock, you will at last pay for the sundering of Irillian!”


  The drake already stood several times his size and now looked more sleek, more aquatic. He bore vestigial wings smoothed for swimming through the turbulent seas and had a crest that bent far back, the better to enable its wearer to cut through the waves.


  The leviathan was now a brilliant green-blue. The eyes, once those of a simple animal, filled with an intelligence clearly of a high degree.


  Irillian’s lord had possessed the beast. The Dragon King loomed over the nearest buildings. Compared to him, Shade was but an ant.


  The transformed drake opened its mouth wide, but fire was not what emerged. Instead, a fierce plume of water shot at the sorcerer.


  Shade fell to one knee as tons of water struck. Yet, the plume split around him, battering the nearby buildings and ripping apart the street.


  Pressure pounded Shade, but not in the form of water. The invisible shield he had managed to cast held, but the endless stream worked to weaken his concentration further. If he lost control for even a moment, the shield would vanish and he would be crushed to death.


  It . . . seems . . . your ally . . . has a different end to this venture . . . than you . . . Cabe . . . Shade thought as he pushed his will to its limits. The wizard had wanted a prisoner; the Blue Dragon wanted vengeance for a wrong done more than five hundred years ago.


  In truth, Shade could not fault him. A creature of darkness then, the sorcerer had been responsible for the deaths of hundreds, both human and drake, including the Dragon King’s heir of that time. That the incarnation of Shade responsible for that catastrophe had later slowly burned to death at the pleasure of another Dragon King would not have satisfied the lord of Irillian. To those who did not understand the curse, Shade was simply Shade no matter how many times he died.


  The onslaught would not let up. Shade fell to his hands. He could not spare enough will to escape. The notion of having his flesh and bones pounded into an unidentifiable mass sent shivers through him, especially since he had already suffered such a doom once before. While a swifter way to die than some, it was not among the most desirable.


  The torrent ceased—or rather, it suddenly veered skyward. As he sought to catch his breath, Shade realized that he had not been spared due to any sudden remorse on the dragon’s part.


  Cabe Bedlam had caught up. The wizard used his power to counter the Dragon King, an action that earned him a menacing hiss from the lord of Irillian.


  “This is not what we agreed!” Cabe shouted at the behemoth.


  “This is what must be!” roared the possessed drake. “This is what jussstice demandssss!” the Blue Dragon proclaimed, his words becoming more sibilant as his anger grew.


  Shade took a deep breath. He could only afford to try one more time.


  Every nerve screamed as the spell took control.


  “No!” rumbled the Dragon King. “You will not—”


  Irillian faded. Shade continued to pour all he had into making the spell work. He dared not land in Irillian again. If he did, those seeking his capture or death would need no magic to catch him. They could simply drag his limp body from the streets.


  Silence encompassed him. He felt as if he floated in some dark, empty world—


  He was hit by smothering heat. Shade gasped for air, only to then collide with what felt like some rocky surface. He bounced hard against another unseen protrusion, then landed on his back.


  The sorcerer tried to rise but failed. He had given his all to escape, although to where, his addled senses could not say. The stifling air brought something to mind, but it was lost as with his blurred vision he beheld a vague figure looming over him. Even though the shape rippled, Shade felt certain that he was not imagining its presence . . . nor that it had a feminine silhouette.


  The figure leaned over him, her long silver-blue hair draping down. At that moment, the sorcerer felt his tenuous grip on consciousness slip away. Still, in those last seconds, as he returned to the darkness, Shade thought he could make out the face.


  He tried to reach out a hand to her, a hand his last thoughts vaguely noted was somewhat transparent, glove and all. That sinister revelation bothered Shade not in the least, though. All that he cared about was the woman who he thought smiled down at him.


  “Sharissa . . . ,” he whispered.


  She faded, and Shade blacked out.


  II

  

  THE LIBRARIES


  A THICK, OPPRESSIVE MIST covered the land for as far as could be seen, leaving only shadowy hints as to details. A twisted tree here, a high hill there were the physical extent of what the land of Lochivar deigned to reveal of itself in the foot-wide image floating over the triangular marble pedestal.


  The three-foot-high pedestal appeared unremarkable save for four tiny blue gems embedded in the top. Each gem was triangular in shape and pointing as if in the various directions of the compass.


  A clawed hand covered finely in both fur and feather reached for the one that would have represented south. As the index finger grazed the stone, the vision shifted as if someone now raced deeper into the murk. Mile upon mile passed by with little more detail to be seen.


  The hand withdrew. The scene calmed.


  A vague shadow slowly moved from the top of the vision toward the bottom, as if heading toward the one observing the hidden land. As it neared, it grew wider, spreading across the vision and beyond. Individual movements became noticeable. What had at first seemed a single thing now revealed itself to be scores and scores of figures moving side by side, rank after rank.


  This time, both hands reached to adjust the image. They touched the western and eastern gems simultaneously.


  The vision magnified, focusing on just one part of the marching ranks. Although the thick mist continued to obscure many details, it no longer hid the fact that these were soldiers, grim warriors clad in grey mail and sporting long beards.


  In their midst coalesced a larger shape. A rider. A drake warrior clad in black. Standing, he would have been taller than not only any of the humans he commanded, but also most of his own kind.


  The hands again adjusted the vision, seeking better focus on the drake.


  The image sparked, then dissipated.


  There was an intake of breath, then the watcher leaned close to observe the magical device. In the glow of the crystals, his cocked, avian head took on a supernatural look. He resembled a raptor—an eagle—with white feathers that toward the back melted into a mane of golden fur.


  “You drew too close,” the voice of Cabe Bedlam said. “You knew he would sense you and act, my lord Gryphon.”


  “And in acting, reveal himself to us,” the master of Penacles replied in a rich, deep voice. The Gryphon was, as his name implied, a being resembling a cross between a man and the creature he was named for. He stood a bit taller than Cabe and was somewhat wider of shoulder. His stance was that of a veteran fighter, and indeed, the Gryphon had spent some two centuries as a mercenary and rebel. It had been he who, during the Turning War—when Cabe’s grandfather Nathan, leading the group of wizards called the Dragon Masters, had sought nothing less than to free the entire Dragonrealm—had slain the drake lord ruling Penacles. The people had acclaimed him their new king and he very reluctantly had accepted.


  “So, it’s Duke Ravos himself?”


  “The Black Dragon’s heir not only leads Lochivar’s fanatical force but also may be the source of the mist’s resurgence. He has that much power.”


  In a world ruled by dragons, not all dragons were equal. The Dragon Kings were, in general, the most mighty, but some had groomed successors with the potential to surpass their sires. And even those without the birth markings on their eggs—jagged streaks and other signs that denoted the hatchling as of the highest caste among their kind—occasionally rose to great prominence and infamy.


  “He bears some similarity to Toma,” Cabe mused darkly, thinking of his own past.


  “But Toma could not become a Dragon King nor, as his sire was, their emperor. He had to settle for being the power behind the throne. An ambition you ended quite smartly, Cabe.”


  “He threatened my family,” the wizard replied with a frown. “Even at cost of my own life, I couldn’t let that happen.”


  The Gryphon nodded. A creature of magic, it did not matter that his beak only opened and closed as he spoke. He was far more than even his appearance indicated. His origins were across the turbulent sea to the east, on a continent once ruled by the followers of an ancient entity that had fashioned itself as a wolf-god. Even though Cabe had witnessed so many fantastic sights, the Gryphon remained one of the most astonishing.


  Of course, there was always Darkhorse, too . . .


  The lionbird went on, joining the wizard. “Ravos is a greater danger in at least one aspect. In this age of uncertainty, it would not be above him to seek to claim the imperial throne. The current emperor is not supported by all.”


  “Kyl is a fair ruler, eager for peace between humans and drakes.”


  “But not all humans and drakes share that desire and not all drakes care for an emperor raised by a wizard. A particular wizard.” When Cabe only frowned again, the Gryphon cocked his head and changed the subject. “The trap did not spring as planned, eh?”


  “Something was flawed. I don’t know what, but Shade found a way to free himself. It was probably painful, but he managed.”


  A harsh laugh escaped the lord of Penacles. “You feel for his suffering even despite being aware of the danger he may represent.”


  “Shade’s been a friend and ally to us.”


  “And nearly killed you at least once.” The Gryphon held up a hand to cut off the wizard’s protest. “I know you understand that. You wouldn’t have made this pact with the Blue Dragon if you didn’t.”


  As he spoke, the Gryphon guided the wizard out of the chamber. Guards in breastplates and visored helms stood at attention as their leader passed and did not appear at all surprised that Cabe Bedlam walked with him. In truth, they knew as well as their lord that he was probably better capable of protecting himself than they were, but even the sharp senses of the Gryphon could not keep track of everything and with so many weighty matters upon him these days, the lionbird had actually doubled his personal guard, something he had not done since the days when first a young Cabe had been dragged into the land’s dire troubles simply because he was the grandchild of Nathan Bedlam.


  The Gryphon walked with the smooth movements his predatory image suggested. Very few realized that the body underneath the flowing red robe was not nearly human. The legs bent back at the knees and the feet were clawed. There were also vestigial wings.


  To the wizard, such remarkable things had long become commonplace. Cabe Bedlam himself had unique secrets, some of them shocking. He had once declared to the Gryphon that the price of power appeared to be the loss of normalcy.


  A burly, armored figure came marching down the hall from the opposite direction, his boots clattering loudly on the marble floor. The swarthy officer wore a proud black mustache, a red cloak billowed behind him, and a crested helmet rested in the crook of his arm.


  Upon reaching the pair, the officer went down on one knee before the Gryphon. “My lord.”


  “Rise, General Marner.”


  Obeying, the general nodded to the wizard, then immediately said to the Gryphon, “Word comes from the Hell Plains. The forces of the Red Dragon are stirring.”


  “Hardly a coincidence, with Black also on the move.” The Gryphon glanced at Cabe. “Still, not the news we like confirmed, eh?”


  “Red hardly seems that ambitious,” the spellcaster replied. “He’s only been in power a relatively short time. Black remains the prime mover.”


  “Duke Ravos, you mean. He rules as much as his sire, if not more by now.” The Gryphon noticed that the general seemed eager to pass on some other information but had been too polite to interrupt his lord and the great wizard. “What is it, Donal?”


  “’Tis your elder son, milord. He continues to goad some of the men into sparring with him. I know he’s good for a youth, but I worry about his getting injured or—”


  The lord of Penacles visibly tensed. Donal Marner clamped his mouth shut and even Cabe looked perturbed at the Gryphon’s reaction.


  “You know he admires you so much,” the wizard interjected, putting a comforting hand on the Gryphon’s shoulder as he spoke. “And he knows how his oldest brother’s murder affected you. He wants to be able to defend himself and his family.”


  “Bad enough that I should worry about kidnap plots like all other rulers, but neither his mother nor I wants him charging into war so young!” The lionbird bristled, then nodded apologetically to both men. “Evidently I am growing old at last. I remember a time when I likely would’ve expected my son to be expertly wielding a sword at five years or so!” He chuckled. “I’ll speak to him, Donal . . . and if I can’t get through to him, I think his mother might. She will not want him influencing little Trajan as well!” Trajan was the youngest of their offspring, a child who even more than Darot resembled the pair’s long-lost firstborn.


  “Thank you, milord. Thank you.” The general bowed his head. “With your permission, then, I’ll return to my aides and see about coordinating matters better with this possible double attack.”


  “Do that.”


  As the commander departed, the Gryphon abruptly stared off to the side. “Perhaps I should let him continue his unofficial practice. With the Hell Plains and Lochivar seeking the City of Knowledge, he may need to fight regardless of what his mother or I desire.”


  “You know we’ll stand with you. All of us.”


  The Gryphon nodded his appreciation. “The formidable might of the Bedlam family is very welcome, as is their friendship. Yet, I know that you and the lady Gwendolyn have your own troubles, Shade aside.”


  “If Penacles falls, everything we’ve worked for falls with it.”


  “I’ll not deny that potential.” As they continued down the corridor, feminine voices could be heard again. “Ah, we near our mates . . . and your daughter, too, if I’m not mistaken.”


  The wizard’s brow furrowed. “Valea was supposed to stay back at the Manor.”


  “She’s of age to make her own choices, Cabe.”


  “I know, and that worries me as much as your son’s sparring does you.”


  “Perhaps more?” asked the Gryphon with a hint of returning humor.


  Before Cabe could formulate a reply, they reached the entrance to what proved to be a wide, roofed balcony overlooking Penacles itself. The walled city with its tall, narrow towers spread as far as the eye could see, a burgeoning kingdom made all the more prosperous by the Gryphon’s deft handling of affairs. Through his efforts, the lionbird had made alliances of varying strength with such other kingdoms as Zuu to the far west, mountainous Talak to the far north, and even, to an extent, the Blue Dragon’s domain. It was the Gryphon’s friendship with the Dragon King’s son, Morgis, that had enabled Cabe to put together the snare with which they had hoped to capture Shade. Of course, neither the wizard nor the lionbird could have suspected that Blue would let his own desire for vengeance overwhelm his pact with them.


  A ready quartet of guards saluted the Gryphon, who nodded back to them. The lord of Penacles always acknowledged those serving him, appreciative of the threats to them merely for doing so.


  Three feminine figures stood near the carved rail. Two were human and of such similar features that one might have taken them for sisters. Both were quite striking, their lush, long red hair adding to their appearance. One with a hint more of maturity was clad in a forest-green riding outfit that well complemented her shape. The other, with a slightly softer face and touch of uncertainty, was dressed more traditionally in a white and green dress that still allowed for swift movement. She also wore her hair somewhat over the left side of her face, as if seeking to hide a bit from the world around her.


  The woman in the riding outfit looked relieved to see the wizard. “Praise be! Maybe you can talk some sense into our daughter.”


  Cabe had already focused on the other woman. She was indeed their daughter, despite there barely being much visible difference in age between parents and child. “Why are you here, Valea? You know the risks these days. We’ve only now news that both Black and Red are on the move.”


  “I—I wanted to tell you that there’s still no word from Aurim,” she quickly answered.


  “Your brother’s affairs will be dealt with accordingly,” the wizard replied, brow wrinkling at mention of his son. “I’ve little doubt that he’s secreted in the Dagora Forest, helping Yssa with her father.”


  “I could go to him! He’d listen to me.”


  A slight flush of anger touched the wizard’s cheeks. “Out of the question! Aurim should never have returned there, much less offered assistance to the lord of Dagora! Green’s proven that he can’t be trusted anymore! He’s chosen over and over to make decisions he believes best for the Dragonrealm without any consultation with others and without thought of the possible repercussions . . .”


  Valea glanced at her parents, then looked for help from the other female present. “Troia . . . ?”


  “I am inclined to their opinion,” the feline creature murmured as she left her place by the rail to join the Gryphon. She was of a tawny color and clad in much slighter garments that would not inhibit her in any manner. Her short fur covered all but her face, which was an exotic and appealing combination of cat and human. In contrast to the Bedlam women, her hair was short, just above the shoulder, and fashioned tight, as if to keep it from getting in the way during a hunt. “After all, it was my husband’s best friend and trusted general, Toos, who died because of Green’s vision of what course the Dragonrealm should take.”


  As she leaned toward the Gryphon, his face transformed. He now bore the handsome, somewhat weathered patrician features of a human king, the feathers and mane becoming silvered hair that flowed down past his neck. The two briefly kissed.


  “Toos died performing his duty,” the Gryphon commented as his face returned to that of a bird of prey. The human form was but a temporary one and seen little by any outside a small circle of trusted friends and his own family. “A duty made necessary by Green’s belief that Kyl’s brother would better serve as Dragon Emperor.”


  Cabe confronted his daughter again. “Except that Green didn’t know that Grath was Duke Toma’s puppet. Imagine if Green had succeeded.”


  “But, Father! Aurim is just—”


  “Enough.” Cabe spoke quietly but firmly in a tone that brooked no further argument. When Valea silently nodded, he added, “We’ll deal with Aurim’s situation when we can. For now, we’ve weightier matters.”


  “You’ve captured Shade?” the younger enchantress gasped.


  “No . . . he escaped.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  Gwendolyn Bedlam guided her daughter from the rest of the group. “I know you hate being asked to stay in the Manor, but times are very treacherous now. You know that we have been and will be targets of those serving the Black Dragon, darling. Besides, your skills are needed to maintain the security of the Manor itself. Outside of the Libraries of Penacles, it is the greatest fount of magical knowledge known.”


  “We really do not have time for this,” the Gryphon rasped. “Cabe, if you wish to continue with the hunt for Shade, we need to discuss that now.”


  “You’re right. Valea, please return home.”


  “Yes, Father.” She gestured slightly with both hands. Unseen by Troia but visible to the rest, Cabe’s daughter manipulated lines of force that crisscrossed the area. In fact, they crisscrossed not only the balcony but the entire building and even the kingdom without. The lines represented the magic of the world itself, the very energies that kept it in balance. Those with the gift often saw magic this way and, with practice or special aptitude, could use it to their greater advantage.


  Valea disappeared.


  Cabe exhaled greatly. “I was afraid she would refuse.”


  “She is nearing that point, my love,” Gwen replied with some caution. “You will have to accept that she no longer needs to listen to us. If she does listen, it will only be out of respect, not duty.”


  “Well, I pray that she understands the need for caution. Just until we can deal with the push by the Black and Red . . .” The wizard’s expression darkened further. “And I don’t want her anywhere near our hunt for Shade.”


  “What happened with that, Cabe? We were so thorough with everything.”


  “Lord Blue, I think. I can only guess that he did something to the spell to weaken it enough for Shade to destroy it, then used that as an excuse to try to slay the warlock. Another untrustworthy Dragon King, as if that should’ve been a surprise.”


  The Gryphon made a clacking noise with his beak, a sign the others had long recognized as marking the lionbird’s desire to make a particularly unpleasant point.


  “It may not have been Blue’s doing that caused the actual escape from the spell. I believe that he was simply making use of the moment. In truth, I suspect the hand—or hands—of someone else in this matter.”


  “‘Hands’?” Grave concern tinged Cabe’s tone, concern and understanding.


  The Gryphon cocked his avian head and stared back at the wizard with one unblinking eye. “Yes, they would have much interest in anything concerning Shade.”


  VALEA BEDLAM REAPPEARED . . . but not in the Manor as she had promised. Rather, she materialized not all that far away in another part of the palace.


  The chamber was clearly one fashioned after the Gryphon’s tastes, with mementos of battle hung on most of the walls and a long table covered with maps and charts in the center of the room. The huge oak table might have been the focus of attention in the room if not for the vast and intricate tapestry that all but covered the far wall.


  But even as all of this came into focus, Valea immediately turned to face the iron door behind her. The thick, bolted door had clearly been designed to keep the chamber secure and would have succeeded against most intruders, even those wielding some form of magic. Even now, the door glowed a soft blue, a sign that the spells cast upon it were in play.


  However, the blue meant that there would be no repercussions for her entry, even though it had been without the Gryphon’s knowledge. Valea was one of those granted permission to enter here. Now she used that trust in her by the lord of Penacles to betray not only him but her very parents.


  Two hulking statues that appeared to have been forged from the same source as the door flanked the entryway. They looked as if someone had begun to fashion a pair of identical figures resembling brutish warriors but had stopped after barely beginning. Each had one fist raised to its chest and the other hanging at its side. Like the door, they glowed a soft blue.


  Had she been some invader, those two statues—iron golems, actually—would have stirred to life and seized her even as she solidified. They were the latest variation of one of the Gryphon’s favored protections for the most important item now residing in this chamber. After some recent attempts at violating the original sanctum by both known and unknown parties, the lord of Penacles had recently moved the prize in question to this special place and crafted this pair of sentinels. Valea was well aware that the spells cast upon them were potent enough to give even her parents pause.


  Cabe’s daughter relaxed only slightly upon seeing that she would not be attacked. The Gryphon might have other new traps in place, and he would also be furious if he discovered what she intended.


  Valea did not even want to think of how her father would react.


  Aware that she might be noticed at any moment, she turned to the reason for her intrusion. The tapestry fluttered lightly even though there was no breeze in the windowless room. Other than the door and the golems, the only illumination radiated from four pale white globes set in curled bronze holders fixed into the corners of the chamber. Barely radiating any light at first, they stirred brighter when the enchantress gestured toward one of them.


  She approached the tapestry with awe. All her life, she had heard of it, and even though when older she had watched it being used, Valea had never gotten used to the artifact. She knew it predated the city, yet it displayed Penacles as if only sewn yesterday. The detail was fantastic. The buildings were not simply marked, they were re-created with perfection. There were even two that showed current construction.


  The tapestry was of an ancient magic, perhaps the same magic that Shade represented. Part of that magic enabled it to ever show the region as it currently stood. At some point in the far past, that would have meant a mostly wooded area devoid of any sign of civilization save one thing.


  That one thing was the only structure not marked by a true image of itself. Valea thought perhaps that was because no one knew if it even had a permanent shape. She peered through the immense display, seeking whatever symbol the tapestry had chosen this time to represent her goal.


  In a high corner of the scene, Valea at last spotted what had to be it. The icon of a closed book lay half-hidden among the buildings there. There was some sort of bird on the cover, but she could not make out exactly what it was and did not care. Valea stretched as high as she could but still could not touch the image. She could not recall the tapestry being quite so tall, but the artifact had altered itself in other ways over the years, so growing did not seem so odd a thing for it to do.


  In too much of a hurry to even bother dragging over a bench from the side of the table, Valea cast a minor spell. As if suddenly weighing nothing, she rose a foot above the floor. The icon finally came into reach. She put a finger to it and began rubbing.


  The grating of metal behind her warned the enchantress of her mistake. The Gryphon had evidently altered his commands to the golems; her simple spell had stirred them to action.


  Rubbing the icon harder, Valea concentrated. It was hard to do so with the knowledge that death might be inches from her. The grating rose to a crescendo, all but deafening the enchantress. She sensed at least one of the iron guardians already right behind her and imagined the powerful hands reaching for her neck or swinging hard at her spine.


  She suddenly stood in a white hallway at the intersection of no less than six corridors, all lined with shelf after shelf of huge, thick books.


  The Libraries of Penacles, or at least some meager part, stood before her.


  Valea gasped and could not help looking behind her even though she knew all she would see was another corridor. Only through the magic of the tapestry could one reach the fabled libraries. Who had built them, no one knew, nor how extensive they were. The hundreds of ancient tomes in sight represented only a fraction of the wealth of knowledge found in them. Her father and the Gryphon were of the opinion that some sentient force inside the libraries continued to add information at a constant rate.


  Yet, with so much knowledge said to reside here, finding what one desired and divining the meaning of it was often difficult. Valea went to the nearest shelf and seized one hefty book. She let the tome open wherever it pleased and found herself staring at two blank pages. Turning a few more pages revealed more emptiness. All the books would be the same. One could not simply choose a volume at random and peruse its contents; the libraries kept all their secrets until properly asked.


  She had never attempted this herself, but she had accompanied both her parents on previous sojourns. Those times, a gnomelike librarian generally came to assist, but Valea saw no one. Not certain what to make of that, she decided at last to press on with her quest alone. Valea had no way of knowing whether her spell had also sent some signal to the Gryphon. He might materialize behind her at any moment. She still hoped to be away before anyone realized that she had come here.


  Replacing the tome, Valea drew herself straight, then stretched forth her hands. She had no idea if what she intended would work, but she had no other choice.


  The secrets of Shade . . . , the enchantress silently called to the libraries, aware that in some ways her request was both too vague and too particular. Show them to me . . . show them to me . . .


  How long had she been caught up in the legend of the accursed sorcerer? Most of her life, Valea had to admit. She knew the tale spoken of by so many. She knew about how a sorcerer—or warlock, those terms having become interchangeable in her world over the centuries—whose name was forgotten by the world at large had supposedly sought the secret of immortality. Indeed, he had been said to have had a great fear of death, as if something terrible awaited him beyond.


  The sorcerer had journeyed from one land to another seeking the answer to his improbable quest . . . and had apparently found what he believed the answer. The legend went on to say that in a vast cavern he had finally cast his grand spell. But instead of achieving immortality, he had been destroyed.


  That should have been the end of it, but with legends, it generally wasn’t.


  The library remained still and silent. Valea eyed the books in growing frustration.


  Concentrating harder, she tried one last time. Show me! Show me!


  As the enchantress waited, her thoughts drifted back to the legend and the aftermath of that supposed great spell. The sorcerer had been utterly destroyed . . . but then had awoken resurrected fully far, far from his sanctum. Yet, he had not been whole. His mind had fragmented—most of his memories were now lost—and his personality had shifted entirely to the darker end of human thought. More visibly unsettling, his face—his entire being, so Valea suspected—had taken on a blurriness, as if the sorcerer were not entirely in tune with the world.


  Thus had Shade been born.


  Valea glared at the heavy tomes, which still had not responded to her entreaties. Defeated, the enchantress lowered her hands.


  The endless rows of books began quivering, as if shaken by some great tremor, but the floor beneath Valea’s feet was motionless.


  One of the books farthest away flew into the air, the covers flapping as if wings. Another book nearer to her did the same.


  Scores of ancient tomes took flight. Even as she backed away in surprise, Valea knew that they had not done so at her command. The enchantress already understood just how foolish her demands had been. Surely, her father or the Gryphon would have long ago made similar requests. Without the aid of the librarian, though, she had done the only thing of which she could think.


  But now the libraries acted of their own accord.


  The books darted about like a vast flock of startled birds. They flew close to Valea but never came near to striking her. Nevertheless, she stood ready to defend herself. Nothing like this had ever been mentioned by anyone else and the enchantress had no idea how it would end.


  One tome abruptly ceased flapping. The bulky book dropped like a stone. Another followed suit, then another, and another. Everywhere lay strewn volumes, leaving the scene a shambles.


  Yet, not every book fell. More than a dozen fluttered around Valea. They flew up before her, gathering together.


  And as they massed, they somehow formed an image, a blurring figure that Valea could just make out.


  A great bird. A great bird rising from a fiery pit. Behind it, barely visible, stood a single mountain.


  Vaguely had Valea time to register the image when those books also fell to the floor. At the same moment, a furious growl arose from one of the corridors behind her.


  “What is the meaning of this?” piped an ancient voice.


  She anxiously looked over her shoulder to see a short, thin figure clad in dark robes that dragged over the floor. The bald, wizened head shifted back and forth as the librarian drank in the chaos.


  He fixed upon Valea. “What sort of madness possesses you, my lady? Just look at this! I’ll have to spend hours trying to sort this mess out!”


  “My apologies!” Despite the fact that it might mean discovery, she added, “I’ll certainly help put them away—”


  The librarian—it was never known if he or, assuming there was more than one, they had names—cut off her apology and offer with a curt wave. Straightening to his full possibly four-foot height, he more calmly asked, “How may I serve you? What knowledge do you seek?”


  Valea looked around anxiously. “I—never mind! I must be going.”


  “As you like.” Without another word, the gnomish figure bent to retrieve one of the books.


  Cabe’s daughter started to concentrate on returning to the chamber of the tapestry. She already had a spell ready that would transport her away from any danger the golems might still present. What concerned her more was another matter.


  “Master librarian . . .” When he paused in his efforts to look up at her, Valea quickly asked, “Can you avoid mentioning that I was here?”


  It was a tremendous gamble. Simply by asking such a question, she revealed that her excursion here had not been one permitted by the lord of Penacles.


  “If he does not ask, there is no need to speak of this,” the librarian flatly replied.


  “Thank you,” she said, much relieved. Staring again at the books, the enchantress added, “I should truly help—”


  “There is no need.” With that, he returned to his task, his tone and stance utterly dismissing her.


  Biting her lip, Valea vanished.


  THE LIBRARIAN STRAIGHTENED. He dropped the book back onto the pile, then snapped his fingers.


  The books disappeared, moments later reappearing on the shelves as if never having moved.


  His eyes narrowed as he stared at where the enchantress had stood.


  “The phoenix . . . ,” the librarian whispered to himself. “May the land preserve us, he searches for the phoenix . . .”


  III

  

  IN THE SHADOW OF THE DEAD


  A CHILL COURSED through his bones, jarring him from the darkness. A sound echoed in his head, the clattering of hooves. The clattering was slight at first but steadily grew.


  Shade awoke and the sound ceased.


  His gaze focused, revealing a desolate land shadowed by night, with only the half-seen crimson moon, Styx, giving anything resembling illumination. The sorcerer knew instantly where he had sent himself, even though the casting had been random, or at least it should have been.


  “The Hell Plains . . . ,” he murmured.


  A sound again briefly assailed him. Shade stiffened, realizing that it was one heard with not his ears but rather his mind.


  Seizing the edges of his vast cloak, he wrapped himself deep within the garment. Only his eyes remained uncovered.


  Silence reigned again, silence punctuated by an occasional rumble of the ground. The Hell Plains never remained completely still, their seismic activity a reflection of their lord, the Red Dragon. Even though this particular Dragon King was young in comparison to the others—his sire slain by Cabe’s mad father, Azran, and Azran’s deadly creation, the sword mockingly called Nameless—he was still a potent threat.


  But it was not the drake lord whom Shade sought to evade. Barely a breath after he had secreted himself with his power, a huge, equine form charged into sight.


  The stallion was so black that he stood out even against the night. He was larger than any mortal beast and appeared as much shadow as substance. Ice-blue orbs without pupils glittered with a light of their own as the steed reared.


  The creature surveyed the area. Nostrils flared. The stallion snorted as if in frustration. Returning to all fours, the horse angrily scraped one hoof against the hard ground, and despite the volcanic heat having sealed it harder than ordinary rock, the hoof easily gouged a ravine.


  Shade remained perfectly still and protected, yet the stallion looked his way. The sorcerer did not flee, did not try to defend himself.


  With another angry snort, the nightmarish steed raced off to the southwest. His hooves made no mortal sound, just as they had made none prior to his arrival, and did not even quite touch the ground as the supernatural beast rushed into the distance.


  Shade continued to hold his place long after the ebony stallion had vanished. Finally, the spellcaster slowly drew back his cloak and stepped from his hiding spot.


  It was not fear of the creature that had made him hide, but rather the unnecessary and certainly violent confrontation that would have taken place. He could ill afford anything that might prevent him from pursuing his quest, especially this. The two of them had fought titanic battles in the past and never had there been a clear victor. That was likely in part because they knew each other better than any . . . and because they had been friends as much as they had been enemies.


  Steer clear, old companion, he thought with one last glance at the path the fearsome stallion had taken. This time . . . I may be more than willing to vanquish you. This time . . . I know how . . .


  Finally satisfied that the demonic steed would not return, Shade turned to his left. There, he beheld a sight nearly as familiar to him as the shadowy horse. There was little left of what had once been a towering citadel, the ash and tremors so constant in this forsaken realm doing their best to bury the remnants of a place even more foul.


  Here had once stood the hidden sanctum of Azran Bedlam.


  Had his features been distinct, they would have revealed something of the sorcerer’s disturbed thoughts at the understanding that his “random” flight had taken him so near to the ruins. Bad enough for anyone to find themselves in the Hell Plains, but to pass so close to the madman’s citadel was to risk life and limb—and soul.


  The ground trembled again. Shade adjusted his balance and cautiously trod toward the ruins. Wisdom warned him to leave the area; desperation drove him forward.


  As if to emphasize the last, a gut-wrenching pain sent him doubling over. Gritting his teeth so as not to call out and possibly alert minions of the Dragon King, Shade dropped to one knee. He started to bring one gloved hand to his face, then paused when he saw the hand.


  The appendage—glove and all—was transparent.


  Forcing himself to focus despite his agony, Shade stared at the hand. Slowly—much too slowly—the hand solidified again.


  He exhaled in relief.


  A feminine chuckle echoed through the ruins.


  No longer concerned with secrecy, the sorcerer spun toward the sound. The hand that had been transparent now radiated dark blue light.


  What remained of a stone wall shattered, the fragments hurtling yards in every direction. Those that soared toward Shade struck an invisible barrier just inches from him.


  Now, is that any way to greet your own blood, Gerrod?


  Hearing the name disturbed him as much as the woman’s voice reverberating in his head, for it stirred more memories, memories so old yet so powerful that they could never completely die.


  “Gerrod is dead,” he whispered to the unseen speaker. “I have seen his ghost . . .”


  You are his ghost . . .


  Turning toward an area deeper in the ruins, Shade cast once more. Icy crystals fell upon the area and, where they touched the ruins and the ash covering them, turned brittle, then dissolved.


  But this only served to amuse the speaker, whose voice, while alluring, also had a hollowness to it that reminded the sorcerer of the grave . . . and with good reason. You are becoming your father’s son at last . . . a few millennia late . . .


  “Show yourself,” he grated. “Show yourself or I’ll bring the Eternal One back here . . .”


  And he would be just as likely to pursue you as he would to fight us . . .


  The last word further stirred his sense of foreboding. There were others. She was not alone.


  But I shall grant you that small favor . . .


  Even as the words faded, Shade noted a presence in the eastern section of the ruins. A figure clad in breastplate and mail and wearing an open helmet with a small dragon crest took form. It was quickly evident by the curve of the breastplate and the flow of silver hair from beneath the helmet that the shadowy form was female, but that was all. The cloak fastened to her shoulders billowed even though there was no wind in that direction and somehow even obscured most of her body, especially the legs.


  “Kadaria . . . ,” Shade murmured, at last recognizing the voice.


  So delighted you remember . . . She turned her head slightly and the crimson light of Styx briefly revealed a striking woman with a slight sardonic smile on her dark lips. Yet, it was not that smile that most demanded attention, but rather her eyes.


  They were crystalline. Styx made them seem as if they burned with fire.


  Kadaria shifted her gaze and her face vanished into shadow, only the helmet visible now. The land is playing with you again . . . the land will have you, as it has all . . .


  His laugh held no humor. “Even the vaunted Lords of the Dead?”


  We have . . . an agreement with it, let us say . . .


  “Gods must make agreements? Very limited gods, you are.”


  He struck a chord. The air took on a dryness that bespoke the crypt, decay. Kadaria might not have shown it, but this mockery did not sit well with her unseen companions.


  You have this one chance to return to us . . . to join us . . . you need our strength, our skills, to keep you whole . . . just look at your hand again . . .


  He did, and saw that once more it was transparent. Not so much as in times previous, but if he did not maintain his concentration, it would worsen.


  Still, he shook his head, wishing that for this moment, he could reveal his disgust at the offer. “The art of necromancy presents only the facade of life draped over the emptiness of death.”


  How poetic . . . Once more, Kadaria’s face briefly appeared. The mocking smile had grown. Her lips did not move as she added, And do you really hope that the tower will offer you better?


  Although his face could not betray him, his stance evidently could. As her own pale visage returned to the darkness, the necromancer laughed more harshly. This time, she was also joined by unseen companions. The laughter of the Lords of the Dead resonated through the sorcerer’s head, making it pound.


  “The tower may be able to aid me,” Shade replied without a hint of his pain or his tumultuous emotions. “But for some, there is only lingering putrefaction . . . forever . . .”


  The laughter ceased. Kadaria grew more indistinct. A willing fate, if tremendous power goes with it . . . you know that power too well . . .


  “And dealt harshly with those who wielded it, Kadaria.”


  She chuckled. There was little visible by the light of the moon now save her silhouette. But that was Gerrod Tezerenee who did that . . . and, as you said, you are but his ghost . . . which makes you a slave to our domain . . .


  The ground stirred, but Shade sensed that it was not tremors that caused it to do so. Everywhere around him, the earth pushed up, as if large beasts were burrowing to the surface. He could think of a few such creatures, such as the armored Quel of the Legar Peninsula, but with the Lords of the Dead so near, the sorcerer knew what arose.


  The skeletal forms burst through the baked soil. The skulls ended in sharp beaks and the arching frames that had once been wings shifted back and forth as if the undead could still fly.


  Living, they had been known to most as Seekers—a bastardization of their original, lost name that was yet apt, considering their ways—and these dead had unwillingly served Azran Bedlam up to the point where the predecessor of the current ruler of the Hell Plains had attempted to assault the citadel. That day, a Dragon King had perished, along with many of his servants, but so had these and a great number of other creatures enslaved by Cabe’s father.


  The skeletons threw themselves at Shade, their browned talons still sharp enough to rend, their beaks still able to snap through bone. Had they lived, he would have had to concern himself with their magic, too, but Shade took no consolation in the absence of that threat considering the powers that controlled them now.


  Muttering, he drew his finger across the line of ghoulish forms converging upon him. A brief flare of reddish energy followed in the line’s wake and as it moved along, the upper half of each skeleton tumbled off as if cut by a scythe.


  But although the first line fell easily, more and more neared. Shade inhaled and snarled, “Stop!”


  The voice was not his own but perfectly altered to be that of Azran’s. In life, these avians had been compelled to obey through the mad sorcerer’s magic and such had been the power of Cabe’s father that the residue of that spell even now caused the skeletons to hesitate one vital moment.


  Seizing that vital instant, Shade crouched, scooped up a handful of the broken soil, and threw it into the air. At the same time, he cast.


  A tremendous dust storm blanketed his monstrous assailants yet did not touch him. Even as the sharp beaks and talons again sought his flesh, the dust caked them. They tried to continue forward, but more and more dust clung to their bones. Within a few seconds, the skeletons could no longer even move, so buried were their lower halves.


  Shade gasped for breath as he seized his cloak and literally curled within himself. As he vanished, Shade felt the magic seeking to take him from this place but also sensed the power of the Lords of the Dead attempting to pull him back.


  They’re stronger . . . they shouldn’t be, but they are . . . Shade had no idea how they had managed to regain such might, but then, he had thought them vanquished, at last sent to the oblivion that they had long evaded. In that he had erred, so why not also err in his estimation of their awful might?


  He rematerialized. The stench of sulfur was enough to warn him that he had not traveled far.


  A wave of vertigo struck him. He would have fallen save that he had apparently appeared next to some rocky formation. A bit less focus, and Shade knew that he could have just as easily become part of that formation.


  You need not rush off . . . , Kadaria’s voice murmured with amusement. Shade managed to turn and, thanks to the moon, noted the silhouette of the ruins on the horizon. Unfortunately, the physical distance meant little to the necromancers.


  A thundering tremor shook the entire area. The formation cracked. Shade threw himself from it before large chunks could crash down on him. At the moment, he could not trust that he had the concentration to protect himself from the deadly rain.


  However, retreating from the crumbling formation only placed him nearer to the center of the quake. The ground heaved as if breathing, or as if something of tremendous size sought to break to the surface.


  It only occurred to Shade then that somewhere in this vicinity had perished a Dragon King . . . and that anything dying violently surely fell under the sway of the Lords of the Dead.


  He tried to gather his concentration—only to see that both of his hands were somewhat translucent. Shade could not imagine how the rest of him appeared. Whatever turn his curse was taking, the flight from one struggle to the next was adding too much of a toll.


  You will join us one way or the other . . . cousin . . .


  Shade was tempted to snap some last, futile rebuke, but then something glowing faintly near another, larger formation caught his eye. It was a vaguely seen figure that immediately flitted out of sight by walking directly into the rock.


  The name escaped him before he could stop it. “Sharissa?”


  He remembered now what he had thought he had seen before passing out. His seeing her again—and although this second sighting had been a murky, questionable one, Shade felt certain that he had seen the young woman with the silver-blue hair—could be no coincidence. Indeed, the logical assumption should have been that he had been shown her image as a ploy by the necromancers . . . for had she not been dead for thousands and thousands of years?


  Yet, despite being aware of all that, the sorcerer pulled himself together and ran. The ground shoved up under his feet, almost tossing him more than once to his knees. Shade concentrated on protecting himself as he moved on, ever aware that he might simply be charging straight into his enemies’ trap, but compelled by something to believe that the Lords of the Dead could not have cast this vision.


  A figure erupted before him, a towering fighter still wearing the dry, fragmenting scale armor of a drake warrior. The drake, a ragged gap where his throat had been giving testament to the power of Seeker talons, slashed at Shade with a sword nearly as long as the sorcerer’s arm. Shade had to throw himself back to avoid being impaled.


  Bits of scale dropped off the skeleton as it moved to attack again. What appeared armor, including the head, was actually the scale of the dragon when it took this mortal form. Many drakes preferred to walk almost as men despite their contempt for them, a curious subject that only Shade truly understood.


  As the blade came at him again, Shade seized one edge of his cloak and wrapped it around the rusting weapon. The cloak tightened around the blade, forcing it to turn.


  Both the sword and the hand wielding it broke from the drake.


  The drake warrior shook wildly. The sorcerer snapped his fingers.


  The skeleton shattered, the bones and scale scattering for some distance.


  The earth behind Shade had swollen to the size of a hill. Crevices ran across it. It continued to shake. The ground would not much longer hold what was buried there.


  He made it to the other formation . . . and found nothing. Despite having been certain that the necromancers were not responsible, Shade cursed himself for playing the fool. There was nowhere to run now.


  The rock on which he leaned suddenly glowed.


  A magical portal, a passageway called a blink hole by spellcasters, opened up.


  The landscape finally exploded. Something huge began to rise up from the ruined ground.


  Shade leapt into the blink hole.


  The portal sealed the moment that he passed through it. A cool wave of air washed over him as he landed on one knee.


  A glittering light surrounded him. Shade looked up . . . and saw himself over and over and over.


  He was in a vast natural chamber—a cavern—studded with crystalline growths that covered the walls, the ceiling, even the floor. The source of the illumination was not evident, but it was more than ample to enable him to see the incredible length and breadth of the chamber.


  And everywhere his blurred face stared back.


  Then, to his surprise, one of the foremost reflections shifted position and spoke. The words were not audible, but like Kadaria’s voice, Shade heard it quite clearly in his head.


  Call me Madrac . . . this time . . .


  Shade stiffened.


  Call me Simon . . . this time . . .


  He glanced at another reflection in a smaller facet, certain that it had spoken.


  Call me Karas . . . this time . . .


  All at once, every reflection spoke, each using the same phrase but with a different name. Shade knew them all, knew full well what each represented. They were all him, all incarnations created by the death of the previous one. That had been one of the greatest jests of what had once been a spell sought to preserve his life, his soul. Instead, each incarnation sought to be its own self and thus had chosen its own—albeit ever temporary, as it turned out—name.


  And afterward, each had followed its path of either good or very ill, depending upon what was opposite that of their predecessor.


  Even as the voices assailed him from within, the sorcerer straightened. He peered around, then called out, “I know myself well! Now I would see my host!”


  A deep, throaty chuckle resounded through the chamber, a chuckle that Shade knew did not originate from anything human.


  His image vanished from the countless facets. For a moment, it was as if Shade had no reflection whatsoever, as if he was a ghost even to this multitude of mirrors.


  Then the crystalline facets again displayed an image, but it was not one that originated with the spellcaster nor anything visible in the chamber. Yet, each and every facet revealed it and even Shade briefly felt daunted by the sight.


  The eye was long and narrow and reptilian in nature. When it blinked, it revealed glittering scale akin to the very walls of the cavern. Even the eye itself gleamed.


  “Welcome, fabled sssorcerer . . . ,” rumbled a voice from everywhere. “Welcome to my domain . . .”


  The eye receded and as it did the facets no longer reflected the same image, but rather parts of a vast creature, a looming form that spread across the walls and ceiling. It glittered as much, if not more, than the facets that displayed it.


  The vision of the gargantuan beast peered down at Shade from the walls. His gaze swept over the tiny figure of the sorcerer, seeming to assess Shade on a multitude of levels.


  Shade stared back, pondering whether he might have been better off facing the Lords of the Dead. He had been “rescued” by nothing less than a Dragon King.


  And worse, nothing less than the most enigmatic of all the drake lords . . . the Crystal Dragon.


  IV

  

  THE MANOR


  VALEA BEDLAM HAD KNOWN the Manor all her life. She had been born and raised there and so all its magic was something very familiar to the enchantress. Yet even she continually marveled at its very existence and all that it contained.


  The Manor, both its true name and its creation lost to time, was an intricate melding of stone and tree. It rose some height and from the outside clearly indicated a structure with much space, but those who entered were ever surprised at how vast the interior actually was. The Manor within was much greater than the exterior permitted. There were countless rooms, each with its own uniqueness and elegance, and sometimes they would even change locations.


  But this was only a minor aspect of the Bedlams’ sanctum, which surrounded a small community of humans and drakes who willingly served the family of wizards in return for the freedoms they gained living surrounded by so much magic. Some of the humans were novice spellcasters themselves, while among the drakes there were those with similar abilities. All were refugees from one conflict or another and all were willing to die to defend their home here.


  Of course, with or without its current occupiers, the Manor could defend itself fairly well. It could also repair damage done to it, at least to a point.


  However, chief among the many astounding aspects of her home was the one that had eventually set Valea on a course that might—no, certainly, so she thought as she materialized—put her at odds with her parents. Indeed, an example of that aspect manifested itself at the wide, curling steps of the large hall, steps of both shining marble and living wood, leading to the floors above.


  It was an elf, a male with sleek, silver hair and clad in a regal set of green robes. The most common form of elf stood about a foot taller than most humans, though the size did vary some. There was elven blood coursing through the veins of Valea thanks to her father, whose line claimed such far, far back. That was not the source of the Bedlams’ magical might, but it certainly added to it.


  The intricacies of her lineage of no importance to her at the moment, Cabe’s daughter paused to watch the elf. He paid her no mind, instead seeming to be having an argument with someone unseen who also stood by the steps. What that argument concerned was lost due to the fact that only silence escaped the elf’s mouth.


  Neither his actions nor his lack of voice in any way disturbed Valea. She had witnessed this particular scene often, although its meaning forever eluded her. Neither was the enchantress disturbed by the fact that she could see through the elf.


  After all, he was just one of the many ghosts of the Manor.


  “Ghost” was perhaps not quite the correct word, although the humans and drakes who worked within the Manor found it more than satisfactory. Until recently, these phantasms had only been visible to those with an aptitude for magic, but now they were revealing themselves to all, something disconcerting to her parents. They had been forced to quiet the concerns of more than one startled victim. The Bedlams, long familiar with the sights, knew that none of the figures or scenes represented an immediate threat. In truth, visions such as the elf were more like memories that played out over and over due to some significance of the events they concerned. The Manor had its own reason for retaining these memories, but only recently had Valea uncovered some evidence of why, and that was the reason she now had risked much by secretly entering the Libraries of Penacles.


  Valea kept a deep secret from her parents. Not long ago, when they had been elsewhere, she had without warning witnessed—no, experienced—a unique memory involving no one less than the infamous Shade. Valea had grown up alongside her older brother, Aurim, hearing tales of the good and evil wrought by the accursed warlock. He had tried to sacrifice her father’s life in an attempt to free himself and yet he had also earlier given his own existence to help protect the City of Knowledge.


  It was true that Valea had, as often a young woman was prone to, seen Shade as a tragic, romantic figure despite the darkness of some of his deeds. He could not help what the curse made of him. Still, even with those notions, she had not been entirely displeased that, for much of her life, the land had believed that it had finally seen the end of one of its greatest villains . . . and heroes.


  The elf ceased speaking. He started up the stairs, then suddenly bent forward as if punched in the stomach. Each move was noted by Valea despite her having written down the scene in tremendous detail over the years. She was certain that he had either suffered an attack of illness or, as her imagination better preferred, had been struck down by poison or magic. Whichever the reason, the image faded just as he began to pitch forward onto the steps.


  The elf was a memory with no apparent link to the present, unlike the one that she had lived through concerning Shade. That memory had concerned another elf, a maiden, who for a time had lived here with her brother, a mage in his own right. She had become enamored with the faceless, hooded sorcerer assisting her brother in a secret project. Unfortunately, much had gone awry and death had come to the Manor, for Shade had evidently “died” at some point between visits and returned not to aid but to trick.


  By itself, the long, stunning vision might have just been a singular, special memory, but the end had laid forth enough evidence to point to the fact that Shade still existed in Valea’s time, and events afterward had proven that all too true. However, she had noticed something different, something that to her family, to the Gryphon, and even likely to the Dragon Kings had been shrugged off as merely a variation on the same theme.


  The curse was changing. It was not merely in a different stage, as her father surmised. It was changing. Valea felt certain that Shade’s ultimate fate had altered from what it was supposed to have been. She knew this better than anyone, having discovered more of his past than even any of the others had.


  A voice arose from one of the larger chambers in the back of the main level, the one that her father currently used for a personal library. Valea forgot about ghosts and memories as she wondered who would be in there. The voice was not her father’s and no one other than the family was allowed in there without permission.


  She started toward the library only to sense that something else had just entered the Manor behind her.


  “Well, Valea Bedlam! You are not the one I hoped to find here, but it is good to see you nevertheless!”


  The voice boomed through the building, echoing in its many halls. The enchantress ceased the spell she was about to cast, aware that the sudden arrival was not only a friend of the Bedlams but likely would have laughed off her attempts to defend herself.


  She turned around, then looked up.


  The shadowy stallion stood several hands taller than any mortal steed and was almost half again as broad at the shoulder. That was the least of the hints that this creature was far more than the equine he appeared. His piercing blue orbs radiated just a hint of the powerful magic forces that were not simply a part of him but were him.


  Finally finding her voice, Valea greeted the creature. “Darkhorse! Were my parents expecting you?”


  “No one truly ever expects me . . . until it is too late!” Despite the seeming threat in his words, the ebony stallion laughed heartily.


  Valea smiled, aware that she and those around her were in no danger but that those who were enemies of anyone this being considered a friend truly risked oblivion at his touch. Darkhorse—the oft literal-minded creature, had apparently chosen his name himself when first he had taken this form—was something akin to living magic. He had come to the Dragonrealm millennia ago from an endless, nearly empty dimension called the Void, a frightening place from what little the enchantress knew about it.


  “In truth, I returned but this moment from my own quest seeking Shade to see if your parents have noted any sign of him.”


  Valea saw no trouble in answering. “He was nearly caught in Irillian. At the last moment, he escaped.”


  “Indeed?” Darkhorse snorted in frustration. “Alas! Would that he had been captured safely, though I still distrust our having made a pact with the master of that realm!”


  “Yes.” She agreed a bit too quickly. Fortunately, the stallion did not notice. “My parents are in Penacles, if you’d seek them.”


  “I shall do so. They may be able to make some sense of something I thought I noted in the Hell Plains.”


  Trying not to display too much interest, she asked, “What was it?”


  He tilted his head in thought. “I am not certain. I thought as I raced near that foul place I sensed Shade! I rushed to where he should have been but found nothing.”


  “And yet, your tone says otherwise.”


  “Aye! I thought I sensed . . . some darker magic at work, but it was faint and may even perhaps have simply been residue from your grandfather’s sanctum!”


  Mention of Azran made Valea momentarily shiver. She had been born years after his death but had learned enough about him to be glad that such had been the case. He had supposedly murdered his own brother, betrayed his sire, and would have used her father, just an infant, for his own sinister plans if not for her great-grandfather and others. She had never been to the ruins but was not surprised that there might be some latent magic still radiating from them.


  “Surely nothing, then,” she replied.


  “Nothing . . . and still . . .” Darkhorse pawed at the floor. Fortunately, even though his hoof cut through the marble and wood, the magic of the Manor sealed up the wound instantly. “Ah, Shade!” the black steed rumbled as he looked up at the ceiling. “If only there were some other way.”


  The enchantress kept silent. The ice-blue orbs blinked, then Darkhorse returned to the moment at hand. “If what you say about Irillian is accurate, he will be more wary than ever! I fear that he will be harder to find, perhaps impossible!”


  “You’re probably right.” She frowned, then added, “My father would still no doubt like to hear what you told me. He or Lord Gryphon might have some insight we don’t.”


  Darkhorse nodded, his dark mane flying wildly. “You talk sense. I will go there—” He suddenly paused to stare at her again. “Is all well?”


  “I—I’m only concerned about my brother,” she managed to answer.


  “Ah, yes. He and Yssa present a predicament, considering her sire’s duplicity.” When Valea looked away, the stallion snorted. “Forgive me! I should not have pressed!”


  “It’s all right.”


  “Century after century among your kind and I still persist in stepping where I should not!” Darkhorse snorted again, then added, “I will go to Penacles at once. Farewell, Valea!”


  She gave him a slight smile. The shadowy steed reared up, then vanished.


  Only then did the enchantress exhale deeply. “You should forgive me, Darkhorse,” she whispered. Then, with a frown, Valea added, “And you, too, Aurim.”


  Valea did not like having used her brother’s precarious position as a distraction, but at that particular moment she had not been able to think of any other excuse. Certainly she had not wanted to tell Darkhorse the truth. While he might have been sympathetic to her cause, he also likely would have insisted that her parents be informed of her activities.


  She could not permit that.


  Aurim, even with his own troubles, would have laughed at her efforts. Too many bard’s tales for you, Val! What, you think you’ll break the curse and Shade’ll turn into a handsome prince?


  There was no doubt in her mind that her romantic tendencies saw the dread fate of the sorcerer somewhat the way her brother would have described it. However, Valea’s quest had more depth to it by far. Yes, she had started in part researching all that was known—or, more often the case, conjectured—about Shade because of the intrigue, but in the process Valea had uncovered enough to make her believe that there was much to his curse that even he did not understand.


  And if half of what she had divined was true, it served everyone best if Shade were saved, not imprisoned or, worse, finally somehow slain.


  If only I could explain to someone what I think . . . But no one would believe her. No one, not even her parents, would take seriously her notions concerning Shade . . . and the land itself. There was no one.


  No. Valea corrected herself with a rueful expression. There was one person who would listen and perhaps even have access to information the enchantress needed.


  The only problem was, if she went to him and her parents discovered that visit, their fury would know no bounds.


  Still . . .


  The voice that she had heard just prior to Darkhorse’s arrival rose again. Grateful for the moment to think of other, more mundane matters, Valea headed for the library. Whoever was in there was breaking serious rules set for their own safety, not her father’s simple desires. Many of the tomes and scrolls collected in there could prove dangerous to one untrained in manipulating the energies of the world.


  Steeling herself, Valea became her parents’ daughter. She had to ensure that this incident would not be repeated.


  Expression set, she entered the chamber and immediately proclaimed, “This is the sanctum of the wizard who has given you a home and should not be—”


  Her voice faltered as she stared into the chamber. The empty chamber.


  She focused, drawing upon the lines of energy crisscrossing everything and turning it into a spell. Some saw the magic of the land in such a manner, while others perceived a spectrum running from light to dark. In scarcely a breath, Valea created an invisible web that draped over all parts of the room. If there was someone hidden from her sight, she would know it instantly.


  But the spell dissipated without revealing an intruder. Valea stepped farther into the chamber, studying each direction carefully.


  She could still find nothing.


  The enchantress at last exited. Her skills were not inconsiderable. It was possible that whomever she had heard had vanished immediately upon her entrance, but even Darkhorse, as formidable as he was, had alerted her senses just before his appearance. She should have felt something.


  Frustration over so many other matters made her finally push aside the incident. Nothing had looked out of place. Perhaps her father had briefly returned to the library along with either her mother or Lord Gryphon. That seemed most reasonable, although it did strike her that if such was the case, surely they would have heard Darkhorse and come out to see why he had visited.


  Once more she considered what next to do. Each time, Valea returned to the notion of journeying to that one place where she might find the information she sought. It would mean some risk, not only in regard to how her parents would react if they learned but also, in truth, to her life. He might be glad to see her, but those who surrounded him, assuming they learned of her visit, would not be pleased in the least.


  She saw no choice. She would have to go see Kyl.


  She would have to turn to the Dragon Emperor himself.


  TALAK WAS A KINGDOM set south of the vast mountain chain separating the rest of the Dragonrealm from the chill desolation called the Northern Wastes. It was also a kingdom once thoroughly under the claws of the Gold Dragon. Yet, the last two decades had seen not only freedom from that long rule, but also a rise in prominence that put Talak on par with Penacles as a bastion of humanity’s growing influence.


  However, that transformation had not come without a price. The previous king had been driven mad by his contact with the servants of the Gold Dragon and his heir, the current ruler, had, in his zealousness to avenge his father, become terribly maimed. For a time, it had appeared that he would follow his sire into insanity.


  From a distance, King Melicard still looked to be a fit man for his years. Despite his hair, which was all but grey, he had the form and stance of the warrior he had been when forced to take the throne upon his father’s death. As he rode through the city toward the palace—the dozen men of his personal guard warily surveying the vicinity all the while—those on the streets who saw only his right profile recognized the weathered but determined visage that had begun to resemble his predecessor.


  But for those on his left . . .


  The crowds cheered as Melicard led his men toward the palace gates. He nodded to both sides equally, ever aware of the true position of a king among his subjects. Melicard ruled well and wisely and was the first to say that he did so because of his queen, chosen for him for political reasons but beloved by him for both her beauty and her heart. It was she who had drawn him from the brink, from the darkness that had overtaken him after not only his father’s loss . . . but also the loss of his arm and one side of his face.


  The hand that gripped the reins was flesh and blood and well muscled. Scars ran across it, the scars of battles.


  The hand that ever remained near the sword sheathed at his side—a necessity with so many enemies, mostly drake, always seeking his death—was carved of wood.


  Melicard adjusted his left hand, the fingers shifting the hilt so as to allow him a better grip on the weapon should the need arise. The fingers moved with almost as much grace and dexterity as those of any skilled warrior, though that had not been the case when first the false limb had been grafted onto his body. Then, it had moved more stiffly, although it had still moved. The arm had been carved from elfwood, a rare wood found only in a few places on all the continent. The cost to have the work on the arm done had been high.


  And to re-create the face had cost even more.


  Magic had destroyed Melicard’s arm and face, magic that he had sought to wield in his pursuit of the vengeance against all drakes. To replace what was lost of his visage, the artisans had worked even more skillfully with the elfwood, even carving it so that it would stretch into those areas where only streaks of skin had been destroyed. The new face had been a perfect fit.


  But nothing had been able to repair the mind within until the arrival of then-princess Erini of Gordag-Ai, betrothed to Melicard when he was a youth and she an infant. The petite western princess had drawn him back to life.


  As he rode into the palace grounds, the king looked for her. She and their two children were everything to him. Princess Lynnette would be in her room practicing her lute. The young prince would be in bed at this time. Erini, though—


  As with many structures in Talak, the palace was a ziggurat—a step pyramid—albeit a very well-fortified one. It rose higher than any other building and the upper levels had several windows where the personal quarters of the royal family could be found. On a balcony overlooking the left side of the ancient stone structure, Melicard spied a blond figure clad in a blue gown leaning over to wave welcome. To an outsider unfamiliar with Talak, it might have seemed that the king’s daughter waved to him . . . either that or, assuming they were told who it was, that Melicard had married a woman less than half his age. However, while it was true that Queen Erini was some years younger than her husband, the visual gap in their ages was due to another reason.


  The queen of Talak was an enchantress. In a realm where once all magic had been cursed, her unwanted, burgeoning powers had saved both her future husband and his kingdom from one of the Dragon Kings and Melicard’s own duplicitous adviser. Erini had become a symbol of Talak’s hope for the future, and the birth of first a daughter and then a son had only magnified the people’s love for her and often made them forget her abilities.


  But they only had to consider her true age to be reminded. Erini should have looked older, even if only a few years, but as with most spellcasters of great power, her aging had all but stopped. If not killed by accident or on purpose, the queen had the potential to live three hundred years or more, barely growing old until the very end unless she forcefully drained herself through excessive use of her abilities.


  King Melicard, on the other hand, had no such power. More to the point, not only was a spell of youth difficult for any mage to cast upon another, the effect requiring constant renewal, but the elfwood that had been used to rebuild him had gradually affected Melicard in a unique manner. He had become resistant to most spells. While that had its benefits, it also meant that magic designed to heal him in any manner, including the prevention of aging, failed. It had made for some fear on the queen’s part, even more so now.


  Talak was going to war.


  Before Melicard could return his bride’s greeting, she literally vanished. With expectation, he looked to the front steps, where Erini materialized a moment later. He dismounted before she considered teleporting herself to the saddle, which the queen had done once upon his return from the field of battle.


  “My love!” Erini kissed him passionately, utterly ignoring the elfwood and the guards. There was no pretense; she loved the man inside the mask, for which he was grateful. “You promised to be back more than an hour ago.”


  “Details needed to be approved, Erini. I’m sending men to fight. Many won’t live. I have to see to it that as few as possible die.”


  She was not put off by his bluntness. The queen supported him wholeheartedly in this venture, although she made no attempt to hide her concern for her husband. “I should travel with you. My power—”


  “Is needed to protect our children. They are more important than me.”


  “Don’t say it like that.” Still, Erini nodded. Either one of them would have given their life for their daughter and son. Frowning, she asked, “How long before you march, then?”


  “The drakes are on the move from the Fire Lakes. The Red Dragon seeks to catch Penacles while it battles with Black in the southwest.”


  His comment caused a stirring among his guard. Someone muttered a curse at the drake lord.


  “He would never have been so forward if not for Black’s influence,” the queen replied, scowling. “Red lacks the confidence. Black must have promised him much.”


  “He did. He promised him Talak and everything in between, no doubt.”


  Thunder roiled. The nearby mountains attracted an unusual number of storms, believed by most to be due to the ancient magics said to permeate them. After all, the greatest of those peaks, Kivan Grath, was also the citadel of the Dragon Emperor, who had remained stubbornly silent on the subject of war despite missives from Melicard.


  “Best to get inside, milord,” the captain of the guard said as the wind picked up.


  Nodding, Melicard handed the reins to a waiting attendant. The queen placed a hand on his arm and the pair entered the palace.


  Dismissing all but two of his guards, Melicard led his queen up the grand stairway to the royal family’s personal quarters. From far to the right, he heard the faint sounds of Lynnette’s gentle playing. She had become quite proficient and Melicard loved to watch her enthusiasm when she performed before audiences.


  As they reached the second floor, the king peered to the left, where a pair of sentries stood stern guard over a thick wooden door leading to the chambers of the heir to Talak’s throne.


  “Does Rennek sleep well?” he quietly asked.


  “Sleeps well and safely,” Erini said. “Two men outside and two men inside. I’ve also seen to it that the windows are bespelled. No creature may enter and live.”


  Melicard nodded to the two sentries, then turned back to his wife. “So glad to hear.”


  His eyes widened. The king tore free of Erini, drew his sword, and whirled back to his son’s bedchamber.


  “Melicard!” the queen cried out. “What are you doing?”


  “See to Lynnette!” He had neither time nor breath to answer more. His entire focus was on Rennek’s room. Even despite the king charging toward them, the two sentries made no move, did not even change expression.


  Melicard barreled into them, sending both men sprawling. They fell as if marionettes cut free from their strings.


  He crashed against the door, muscle and armor forcing the last barrier to snap free and tumble inside. Ignoring the shock to his body, Melicard surged inside.


  His one good eye took in the horrifying scene. The two guards inside already lay sprawled, their bodies shriveled, cadaverous. They had perished violently, yet no sound had evidently reached ears beyond the door nor had anyone noted the spell cast over the men in the hall.


  But more terrible than the deaths of two, possibly four, brave men was the image of the prince in bed . . . and the monster looming over him.


  It spun to face the king, hissing and flapping its webbed wings. Melicard thought it resembled nothing less than a gigantic bat that had attempted to take human form. Standing straight, it would have towered over the tall king, and even though permanently crouched over, it came to his chest.


  The fiend leapt at the king. The wings ended in sharp claws that sought to rend through the armor. The mouth was filled with pointed teeth as long as his palm. The eyes were without pupils and as white as death. The skin was barely darker, seeming more the pale ivory of a bleached bone.


  As it fell upon Melicard, the lord of Talak was assailed by a stench that reminded him of the dead rotting on the battlefield. He stifled the urge to throw up, aware that if he hesitated one second, then he would join the guards.


  Melicard brought up the sword. The blade slashed across the horror’s chest, but no blood spilled. A thick, black substance seeped from the wide cut but ceased flowing almost immediately. The stench magnified.


  It was impossible for Melicard to see what condition his son was in, but the fact that Rennek had uttered no sound, had made no move, made the king’s heart pound with dread. Letting out a war cry, Melicard swung the sword with both hands. He fended off the claws on his left but did not manage to keep those on the right away. A shriek shot through the chamber as the claws ripped at the armor protecting his shoulder.


  But now, just as he had planned, Melicard brought the sword back in the opposite direction, catching the monster behind the wing. The sharp blade easily slit through the membrane, then cut a thin slash across the throat.


  His demonic foe backed away a step. More of the black substance seeped from the new wound. Melicard noted that the batlike creature found this last cut more dangerous than the first despite seeming no more injured by it than the previous one. The king struggled hard to determine why.


  “Melicard!”


  Erini’s voice stirred him from what he realized was an unnatural loss of focus. Melicard discovered the fiend about to rake what was left of his true face, taking with it his throat. The king reacted instinctively, first using the sword to slice off the oncoming claws and then turning the weapon toward the beast’s neck.


  The well-honed blade neatly severed the head from the neck. The disgusting black substance splattered the king, but he refused to be daunted by it. Even despite the monstrous intruder’s having no head, Melicard jammed the sword through the chest for good measure.


  The winged form collapsed. From almost the moment it struck the floor, it began to decay. Now at last Melicard was momentarily forced back. Abandoning the sword, which was lodged tight, he covered his mouth and nose and watched as the decay spread even to his weapon, rust swiftly corroding the metal.


  Concern for his son sent Melicard leaping past the sickening mass. Rennek remained with his back turned to the door. Past the foot of his bed, the window through which the winged fiend had entered lay shattered. Melicard wondered what power the beast had wielded to nullify Erini’s precautions but decided that that could be discovered later.


  “Rennek!” he called. When the child did not stir, the king went down on one knee and put a shaking hand on the boy’s shoulder.


  Rennek stirred slightly. Blond locks inherited from his mother obscuring one eye, he sleepily peered at his father, smiled, then fell back asleep.


  Erini pushed past Melicard, taking up her son by the shoulders. Behind her came an equally distraught Lynnette. The boy mumbled something to his mother but once more returned to his slumber.


  “He’s all right,” Melicard quickly told his wife and daughter, he himself just as relieved to know that. “Though how the lad could sleep through that . . .”


  “There was some sort of spell,” Erini replied, still hugging Rennek tight. “I can feel the residue of it . . . I can feel . . . Melicard . . . the foulness of it is awful! It’s . . . it’s like . . .”


  He put an arm around her, which at the same time enabled him to touch his son. “I know.”


  “The entire room is saturated with it. It feels very ancient!” She glanced past them to where only a continually shrinking mass of congealing matter marked the creature. Soon, all traces would be gone. “And that thing . . . that thing wasn’t alive, not in the sense that we know it . . . it was almost as if something had raised it from the dead . . . but not exactly . . .”


  The king understood her confusion, although he was finally beginning to understand . . . understand and grow more filled with dread. Once, there had been a time during his vendetta—just before Erini had come into his life—when Melicard had turned to the darkness for his weapons, his answers. He had searched through every legend concerning demons, artifacts, and such in the hopes that some might have a basis in fact that he could use. Indeed, it was by his folly that he had returned to the Dragonrealm the shadowy stallion Darkhorse and the warlock Shade from where the former had exiled them in the hope of saving the land from the featureless spellcaster.


  But more relevant to this horrific moment was that during his search, Melicard had come across fragments of tales concerning what even he had originally thought only superstition. They had referred to a power beyond death that, when the king realized that it did exist, he had shunned out of fear of what he might unleash.


  “The Lords of the Dead . . . ,” Melicard whispered to himself.


  The sinister necromancers of lore were after his son . . . and the king believed he knew just why.


  V

  

  THE ARTIFACT


  SHADE GRIPPED his left hand—or rather, tried to do so. Instead, his right slipped through and at the same time an unnerving feeling of vertigo struck him again. The hooded sorcerer curled up in a ball and waited for it to pass, assuming that it would.


  A moment of intense hatred for those who thought they knew best for him flooded through Shade. He felt the urge to strike out at the Bedlams, the Gryphon, Darkhorse.


  “No!” the spellcaster grated under his breath. “That is not me! They are not to blame . . . not to blame . . .”


  The unreasoning hatred faded, but Shade knew that he had to be wary of its return. It was another change in his curse; he no longer had to die in order to swing from good to ill.


  I must find the tower . . .


  He had not spoken with his “rescuer” since that first encounter. The Crystal Dragon had lived up to his reputation as the most unknown of the Dragon Kings. The drake lord had provided Shade with food and drink—both appearing without warning before the weary spellcaster—and then left him alone. At that point, Shade had been sorely tempted to see if he could leave but then had wondered just where he would go. At the very least, he had been curious about why the Dragon King had not tried to destroy him.


  Of course, that had been before this latest episode. As the agony subsided and Shade’s left hand solidified again, the spellcaster knew that he could not delay any longer. True, he risked casting himself into a mountain or the sea, but he was fast running out of time.


  The image of the beautiful woman with silver-blue hair returned to his thoughts. How had the drake lord known of her? She had died long, long before this Dragon King had been hatched, although she had known the first of his line. The fact that the Crystal Dragon was aware of her meant that he also knew far more about Shade than the sorcerer liked to think.


  “Sharissa . . . ,” he whispered, almost afraid to speak her name in this place. He stared at his hand again and saw that it remained stable. Shade began concentrating.


  However, before the sorcerer could gather his thoughts enough to try a spell, he sensed that he was no longer alone. Glancing up at the walls, he saw everywhere the eye of the Dragon King observing him.


  “Have I entertained you?” the hooded sorcerer said mockingly. “Is this why you’ve brought me here? Is that why you used her image to lure me to your lair?”


  “What you sssaw wasss shaped from your own desiresss and ssseen only by you. It wasss meant to be sssomething important, sssomething you could not ignore.”


  Which meant to Shade that the Dragon King had not chosen Sharissa; the sorcerer had. On the one hand, Shade was glad to know that he had been wrong, but on the other, it showed how much he still dwelled on a woman lost to him ages ago. A woman who had never cared for him as he had for her.


  A painful twinge coursed through his right hand. The appendage did not fade, but the threat was there. Shade concentrated and the pain dwindled.


  He looked up again just in time to see the eye disappear. The chamber dimmed. Shade managed a curse and returned his attention to vacating the Crystal Dragon’s lair.


  The crystals flared to life again.


  Shade instinctively looked up. The eye once more stared at him from every direction.


  “Place thisss around your neck . . .”


  At first, Shade had no idea to what the dragon was referring. Only after his eyes adjusted to the new change in light did he see that now something lay not far away. Although distrustful of anything a drake lord might offer, the sorcerer took up the object.


  It was a medallion on the end of a silver chain. A series of small, multicolored gemstones created a pattern that too much resembled the eye. Shade ran a finger over the pattern and felt the complex spellwork set upon it.


  “What is it?” he asked of the eye.


  There was no reply. Shade matched gazes with the eye for a time, then considered the Crystal Dragon’s command.


  “The medallion will aid you . . .”


  The sudden declaration caught the sorcerer off guard for a second. He had no reason to believe the Dragon King . . . and yet, for some reason he did.


  Shade shoved back his hood. He knew that, even exposed, his face remained blurred, but the eye gave no hint of any surprise on his host’s part.


  With some last hesitation, Shade set the chain around his neck. He let the medallion rest on his chest.


  “And now?” he asked.


  In answer, the eye receded. Shade expected the chamber to dim, but instead something new formed in the countless facets. A face almost human save for slight but distinct features that hinted at something else. As the face came better into focus, an uneasy feeling swelled up inside Shade. He knew that face beneath the black locks of hair spilling over the forehead, knew that stern brow and that sharp gaze.


  He knew those eyes . . . those dark, crystalline eyes.


  “By the Dragon of the Depths . . . ,” Shade murmured, dumbstruck.


  The image in the facets bore the same expression of shock . . . and why not? After all, it was his face.


  His face as it had been clearly seen only perhaps a handful of times in more centuries than even Shade cared to count.


  Shade staggered back. So did the face in the crystals. The sorcerer put a hand to his chin and so did the image.


  The chin was slightly narrowed at the end and led up to a mouth that seemed perpetually twisted in rueful thought. The nose was somewhat aquiline, but just enough to make the face as a whole work. There were those women who would have found the features attractive, perhaps most of all because of the eyes, but seeing himself now reminded Shade of one person whom he had once hoped would look on him with favor. She had not.


  The vision abruptly transformed into the eye of the Dragon King.


  “The spell holds . . . ,” the drake lord’s voice announced all around the sorcerer.


  “This is no cure, then,” Shade responded with some curtness. A heaviness briefly descended upon his heart, but he quickly dismissed it. How many times did you think you were near to success, hmmm? This is just one more false hope, one more false trail . . .


  Yet, even Shade had to admit it was a powerful spell. The Crystal Dragon had brought into definition what magic ancient and powerful had set out of sync with the mortal world.


  Magic ancient and powerful that Shade had himself commanded.


  “The medallion buys time. That is all . . .” As the drake lord said this, the eye faded away. Now, nothing was reflected in the crystals.


  “‘Buys time’?” Shade glared at the wall before him. “Come back! Buys time for what?”


  “For us to begin our search,” said the Crystal Dragon’s voice from much, much closer . . . and from behind him.


  The sorcerer spun in that direction. He half-expected what he would find, but still the presence of the Dragon King did not fail to instill in him some awe.


  The Crystal Dragon did not come to him in his true form. Shade knew from the other drake lords he had seen that the gargantuan body would have filled most of the chamber. While that might suit his host when alone, unless the Crystal Dragon desired to possibly crush the spellcaster, a more diminutive shape was needed.


  That shape still towered over him. The Dragon King wore the form of the mailed knight so oft preferred by others of his race, but as with his counterparts, his was of a more elaborate appearance. Indeed, when seen close, the “mail” was composed of crystalline scales that were in actuality the dragon’s hide. It glittered in the light of the cavern.


  The helm was topped by a massive crest that appeared a perfect reproduction of the Crystal Dragon’s savage visage. The eyes of the crest matched the intensity of those within the helm itself, and when Shade studied the head further, he saw that the dragon’s maw was open in a sinister smile.


  “I cannot promissse how long the medallion will function, but it will for sssome time,” the Dragon King hissed.


  “And what else does it do?” The sorcerer held the piece up, again studying the pattern. “What other surprise awaits me?”


  “You have my sssolemn word that thisss isss all it doesss.”


  And that’s quite impressive as it is, Shade thought. His expression no longer held astonishment at seeing that face after so long. It was a face that, although he knew it as his, seemed more that of a stranger. “Why?”


  “You were becoming too unssstable. You would have disssipated sssoon at sssuch a rate.”


  The spellcaster glared. “You know what I mean! What search were you referring to, drake lord?”


  The Crystal Dragon chuckled. It was a raspy sound that grated on Shade’s ears. “The one for the tower, naturally . . .”


  He turned from Shade the moment he finished, striding toward a darkened passage leading from the cavern. Shade hesitated, wary of not only wherever the drake headed but also the reply.


  “The tower . . . ,” he murmured. “The tower . . .”


  It was enough to at last urge him to follow. He entered the darkness, not at all surprised to find that his eyes did not adjust after a moment. The blackness was magical, just a hint of the Crystal Dragon’s power over him.


  Shade drew a circle. It became a ring of golden fire that he made flare much brighter than necessary. The fire revealed a gem-encrusted passage running some distance. What it did not reveal was the Dragon King.


  With a low sigh of exasperation, Shade advanced. The Crystal Dragon appeared to enjoy playing some game with him. Yet, mention of the tower meant that the drake knew something.


  He will tell me what he knows, the hooded sorcerer thought grimly. Weakened though he was, Shade still wielded a magic older than that of any Dragon King. More to the point, he knew a weakness within them of which even they were unaware. It was one that he had forgotten with so much else when first the spell had gone awry and cursed him, but now most of his distant memory had returned. Not all of it, but enough in this matter.


  The shadowy entrance to another chamber stood not all that far ahead. Shade’s frown deepened. Just a moment before, the passage had stretched much farther.


  “More games?” The sorcerer gestured. A trio of emerald orbs darted ahead, not only illuminating their immediate vicinity but leaving light in their wake.


  But when they reached the darkened chamber, they ceased to exist. At the same time, Shade suddenly heard voices. Several voices. At first he thought that they were his again, that for the second time the Dragon King was going to toy with his sanity, but then the variations in the voices made him realize that he listened to other people, to many other people. The number of voices multiplied constantly as he finally strode toward the chamber, yet each individual one could still be made out.


  Shade reached the chamber and the darkness fled to reveal a thousand and more faces.


  They were the faces of individuals all over the continent. Shade recognized the billowing garments worn by a noble from Gordag-Ai, the gruff features and long blond hair of a horseman from Zuu, and a bronze-scaled drake warrior who could only belong to the confederation in the northwest formed by survivors of fallen drake clans such as Brown, Iron, and, of course, those of the Bronze Dragon as well. He sighted a feathered Seeker flying through the air, a party of dour elves moving cautiously through what was probably the Dagora Forest, and a ship sailing the seas that bore the unmistakable wolf’s-head banner of the Aramites. The ebony-armored soldiers had once ruled a continent in the name of their savage god but were now reduced to control over a shrinking portion of that other land. Many of their number had turned to piracy to fund not only their crumbling empire but also their own individual gain.


  “I hear them all,” the Crystal Dragon suddenly announced from behind Shade. The drake lord had not been there a moment before, but the sorcerer was not surprised in the least by his abrupt appearance. “I hear the land . . .”


  There was something in the Dragon King’s tone that made Shade eye the drake sharply. “You hear the land? An interesting phrasing.”


  The Crystal Dragon gestured and the images faded away. “A concise phrasssing and one you should underssstand explicitly.”


  Shade instinctively clutched at the medallion hidden on his chest. “I’m afraid I don’t.”


  His host peered down at him. “You do. You understand very well, Vraad.”


  That the drake knew what he was did not startle the spellcaster. What intrigued Shade more was that the Dragon King was now speaking very precisely, eliminating all sibilance. For most drakes, this required exceptional effort and was used when seeking to emphasize the importance of something.


  “The land . . . ,” the Crystal Dragon said again, gesturing at the walls once more. “I hear the land . . .”


  The facets now displayed the realm in all its glory and even revealed places beyond, such as that nameless continent where the Aramites and their former vassals battled. Yet, none of the images actually centered on any of the various races. Instead, Shade observed desolate, lonely regions. Empty forests. The chill plains of the Northern Wastes. Ruins that had once been the great kingdom of Mito Pica, destroyed in the Dragon Kings’ hunt for a young Cabe Bedlam.


  “I do not—”


  But the Crystal Dragon cut him off, simply murmuring, “Listen . . .”


  Exasperated, Shade finally obeyed. Not at all to his surprise, silence greeted him. He knew that madness had claimed more than one Dragon King—did not the Storm Dragon fancy himself a god?—and had always suspected that there was something dark touching the minds of the reclusive line of which this current drake lord was the latest. Even Shade knew little of the masters of the Legar Peninsula—only their origins, which would have shocked his current companion.


  Yet, all thoughts about the Dragon King vanished in an instant when some slight sound caught the sorcerer’s attention. Shade leaned close, seeking the source from the various images and realizing quickly that the sound came from all.


  And slowly, ever so slowly, the sound rose enough that he could hear what appeared to be murmuring. Shade strained but was unable to make it out any more clearly.


  “Do not struggle,” the drake lord quietly told him. “It will not avail you.”


  “What is that? What speaks and what does it say?”


  The Crystal Dragon’s eyes burned from within the false helm. “I have told you . . . and you, of all, should know.”


  Shade had of late felt more than one sinister shiver course through him, almost as if some terrible winter were approaching that he could sense more than anyone else. Now, that shiver returned a hundredfold stronger, because the drake lord had at last verified all the sorcerer’s millennia-held fears.


  The land, the Dragonrealm and likely all realms beyond its shores, did indeed live.


  “I tried to make you understand, Father . . . ,” he could not help muttering to one of the greatest ghosts in his past. Then, recalling himself, Shade turned on the Dragon King. “What do you seek from me? What do you want from all this?”


  “I thought I wasss clear,” the scaled figure replied, the hint of sibilance belying his confident aspect. “The same as you. The land is alive and the land hasss a purpossse. We—all of usss, every sssingle living creature—are pawnsss played to sssee to the culmination of that purpossse . . .”


  If he expected another look of shock from Shade’s recently resurrected face, the Crystal Dragon was surely disappointed. The hooded sorcerer’s brief nod was the only initial response. The drake lord finally dismissed the images, secretly a welcome relief to his guest.


  “The tower is but a legend, and one scarcely known even to those wielding magic,” Shade at last remarked. “Certainly, I search for the tower, just as I search for any other thing, however obscure, that might end my curse.”


  The Dragon King said nothing, but Shade sensed that the drake lord did not believe him. Before the sorcerer could remark further, his reptilian host stretched forth a clawed hand.


  The facets of the wall glittered and something new took shape in them. At first, it stood as tall as the ceiling and stretched as wide as the chamber, but then it rapidly shrank, becoming a form perhaps a foot tall and more than twice that wide.


  Shade took a step toward it, unwilling to believe what he saw.


  It was a statuette, a bird made of gold and some other unidentifiable metals of silver and green hues. The sorcerer moved to the wall and reached a hand to it even though it was only a vision and not the true thing.


  But then Shade found himself in another gleaming chamber, the statuette now floating before him. A crystalline sphere surrounded it. This time, however, Shade was wise enough not to reach for the artifact.


  He sensed the ancient power still radiating within the statuette. The spellcaster also noted telling details. He saw the stylized flames rising up around the magnificent avian, which itself bore a fiery crest and cried to the sky through a long, sharp beak. He read the fearsome intelligence in those watchful eyes.


  It was a statuette of a phoenix, and unlike with the artifact in Irillian, Shade knew this to be no fake.


  The Dragon King once more stood beside him, even though there had been no sound of movement. Once again, he spoke carefully, without sibilance. “Found in the Northern Wastes after the death of the Ice Dragon.”


  “‘Found’?” Even with the death of its macabre master, the Northern Wastes was not somewhere even the hardiest of creatures willingly traversed. Its tempests rivaled those of the Storm Dragon himself and had the added touch of biting cold.


  “Found.” The tone indicated that there would be no more explanation in regard to that subject.


  Already angry at his reaction to the revelation of the statuette, Shade commented, “This could be anything. A simple piece of art, designed only to please the eye.”


  The Dragon King hissed. The crystalline barrier surrounding the statuette fractured and the pieces flew from the phoenix. However, they did not fall to the floor but rather hovered around the artifact several inches away.


  The phoenix moved, but what initially appeared to be life stirring proved merely to be the statuette turning so that the back was displayed to the onlookers.


  And amidst the plumage there, a series of arcing symbols crossed diagonally from the upper right to the lower left.


  It was the script of a race dead long before the Dragon Kings, long before the Seekers, the Quel, and any other known race.


  It was the script of a people known only to the few versed in the truths of history as the “founding race.” Even Shade, who had made them the study of a thousand lifetimes and more, had never discovered any evidence as to what they had called themselves. Of course, there was one great impediment, as he knew all too well as he studied the script.


  “Have you been able to translate it?”


  There was a telling moment of silence, then, “The meaning continuesss to elude me.”


  The brief surge of hope that Shade had experienced upon seeing the markings faded. The hooded sorcerer glared. “Then you offer nothing new and no reason for me to remain here.”


  He braced himself for whatever attack the Dragon King might attempt, but the drake lord merely shook his head. That, in some ways, disturbed Shade more than a spell against him would have.


  “I have been unable to discover the meaning, but I would not show thisss to you if it did not supply sssome clue.” The Dragon King pointed at the statuette. “Look closely, sssee it as well as try to comprehend it.”


  Despite being unable to understand what his reptilian host might mean, Shade obeyed. He eyed the script, wondering if the Crystal Dragon was merely seeking to make a fool of him.


  But then something stirred among the curved markings. They twisted and turned as if a living thing. Shade nearly looked to the Dragon King but then recalled himself.


  Images abruptly flashed before his eyes, somehow mingling with the markings. The sorcerer blinked, then leaned closer. He now saw that the images were associated with certain markings.


  A mountain flashed in and out of existence around a symbol that resembled a serpent winding to the west. What looked like a candle drifted through a sign that looked like an arch. Some images Shade could not even comprehend.


  But two especially caught his attention. One was a vision of another mountain, a tall, savage peak that Shade knew well. The second was a brief glimpse of a blue glow that coalesced into the selfsame bird before him, yet appeared alive.


  The images repeated and after viewing them several times, Shade realized that he would learn nothing new. Rubbing his eyes, the sorcerer returned his attention to the Dragon King.


  “Thisss was new to you. You have not seen their true writing.”


  “I’ve seen the markings, but not these visions.” Shade thought it over, finally marveling at what he had witnessed. “I’ve only seen half their writing . . .”


  “Yesss . . . the ancients’ full script is both written and magical. Only with both together can there be any chance of deciphering the true meaning.”


  Shade unleashed a favored epithet of his unlamented father as it came to him how many of his incarnations had utterly wasted their efforts. None of the artifacts that he had uncovered had retained this particular spellwork and Shade had had no reason to know that. I’ve been working blind so long!


  The Dragon King had “found” this item in the Northern Wastes. For it to be so well preserved, there was no doubt he had done so in the ruined sanctum of the Ice Dragon.


  Had the dead Dragon King learned anything from the artifact? Darkhorse had exiled himself and Shade prior to the Ice Dragon’s bid to destroy everything and so the spellcaster had only secondary knowledge of the incident, but some of what he had gleaned had hinted that perhaps the insidious power of the chilling drake had been augmented by some other source of magic.


  Shade pulled his thoughts together. “I know one of the mountains. Kivan Grath. Lair of your emperor.”


  “Indeed. We may not take advantage of that information . . . jussst yet.”


  The sorcerer did not bother to ask why. He doubted that the Dragon King would have answered, anyway. “I saw another image, an odd one, that seemed to have some significance—”


  “The phoenix,” the Crystal Dragon remarked with an uncaring shrug. “Obviousssly—”


  “No . . .” Shade pictured the particular vision again, trying to recall more detail. “No . . . the candle.”


  The orbs within the false helm burned stronger, the drake lord no doubt wondering if Shade had lost what sanity he had left. Shade had some questions concerning that himself but pressed on. “The candle . . . it represents something I came across once before on another artifact centuries ago. The ancients had etched its symbol between two others on a rectangular icon that I believe represented a location.” He grimaced. “But there wasn’t enough magic left in the piece for the other aspect of their writing to show itself.”


  “Do you ssstill have access to it?”


  Shade laughed harshly. “It was lost—along with myself—when the wizard Naran Bedlam managed to send me hurtling into a maelstrom. To be fair . . . I’d just slain his best friend and set the city of Mora Gar ablaze.”


  That it had been another of his darker incarnations did not absolve the current Shade of guilt, especially in his own eyes. Still, at the moment, he dearly wished that his previous self had taken the time to secret the artifact somewhere. Even Shade could not hunt for it at the bottom of the Sea of Andramacus, a place with deep, deep trenches.


  “A pity,” the drake lord replied. “A dead end, then . . .”


  “No.” Shade thought about the image as he had now seen it. There was an aspect to it that he had never known. “No . . . I recall the symbols with it . . . and with the vision I’ve seen here, some things now make sense . . .”


  For the first time, Shade heard actual anticipation in the Crystal Dragon’s tone. “What makesss sense? You understand what isss inscribed on thisss statuette?”


  “I do not understand it,” the hooded sorcerer immediately answered, growing grimmer. “But I do understand that it represents something to do with magic . . .”


  “And ssso?”


  Shade stared at the artifact but in his mind saw another vision. A place. “And so, since it is a thing of magic . . . it may be that the Libraries of Penacles hold the answer to divining its true meaning.”


  VI

  

  THE EMPEROR


  THE ARMY OF LOCHIVAR spread out as the border neared. Under the dark helms, the fanatic eyes of the human warriors burned with eagerness to be unleashed upon their neighbor. Yet, not one attempted to push ahead; that meant certain execution. Their master had a plan in motion and they were to play their part at the proper moment, no sooner.


  The mist circulated through the ranks as if a thinking creature, swirling around the nostrils and mouths of the fighters and thus making itself easier to inhale. The drake officers riding among the humans glanced here and there at various men, noting their breathing and their stance. The mist seemed to veer from the drakes themselves.


  Farther back, other servants of the Black Dragon followed the march to the border of Penacles. Burly trolls represented those with the most in common with the humans. They wielded axes and long blades designed to chop through bone. As it did to the humans, the mist shrouded the trolls like lovers. The same sinister fire burned in the brown-skinned giants’ piggish eyes as the bestial warriors constantly breathed in the fog.


  Behind them strode, crawled, or slithered a myriad group of beasts and more, vicious things gathered slowly over the generations by the current lord of Lochivar. Some had intelligence at least as cunning as the men and trolls, while others were simply weapons of destruction. Drake warriors rode among these, urging them forward with hissed commands and sharp whips.


  Duke Ravos reined his riding drake to a halt. The Black Dragon’s heir sat taller than any of the others of his kind and his helm was adorned with a high, intricate crest perfectly resembling the roaring visage of a sly dragon. That visage was Ravos’s true face, one that even displayed so could make many look away in unease.


  The riding drake hissed. Ravos silenced the animal, then gazed to his left. Despite the fact that nothing was visible, the duke steered his beast in that direction.


  The army became shadows slipping behind him as he headed toward a faintly visible copse of skeletal trees. The drake lord’s forked tongue darted out as he approached, the only sign possibly belying his calm demeanor. One mailed hand slowly clenched, ready to unleash whatever power might be necessary.


  As the wickedly barbed trees became a little clearer, so, too, did a shape just within the copse. It was tall, though not as tall as Ravos, and although cloaked, it was still clearly feminine.


  Your Royal Highness . . . , said the voice in his head, its tone both respectful and yet, underneath, hinting of mockery.


  “Leave my mind,” growled Ravos. “I warned you of that last time!”


  “As you wish,” the silhouette replied in a low, throaty voice. “I merely thought here you might prefer our discussion to be more private.”


  Ravos sneered. “The ears of a few soldiers or beasts mean nothing to me, especially when those ears can be easily removed.”


  The duke spoke with a crispness and lack of sibilance more remarkable due to his crimson, forked tongue. Ravos was considered a throwback even among his own kind. More of the younger drakes had qualities that, for lack of a better word, were more human.


  In the duke’s eyes, more human meant weaker.


  The shadow coalesced more, becoming the necromancer Kadaria. That she bore great resemblance to something human did not make her weaker in Ravos’s eyes. He knew that she was something far more ancient, more versed in the arts, than even the Dragon Kings.


  “The bargain is kept,” she stated with a smile that made the three crimson bands on each side of Ravos’s throat pulsate. Those bands were a perfect match for the markings that had once denoted the egg from which he had hatched as containing a potential heir. All other drake eggs were unmarked and eggs such as Ravos’s were rare and prized. Even more rare was that he also bore those markings, for most hatchlings did not.


  It was just one of several reasons the drake felt certain that destiny was on his side.


  His fist loosened as he digested the good news. “The last obstruction is removed, then. The fools are in place.”


  “And the secrets of the libraries will soon be open to us. Assuming all goes well for you.”


  “Have no fear of that,” Ravos hissed. “Penacles shall again have a drake for a ruler and the lionbird’s head will decorate a pole.” He gestured at the misty landscape. “Upon my signal, my sire will allow the vapors to spread beyond Lochivar as they have never before.”


  Kadaria’s face sank deeper into the shadows that formed most of her, but her amusement remained quite evident. “And does he know that the longer he makes use of the ‘gift’ we brought him the nearer he approaches death?”


  “He is happy to have his power back. I thought it thus unnecessary to bother him with that detail.”


  The necromancer chuckled. “We look forward to welcoming him to our domain.”


  “And you are welcome to him.” The duke shifted in impatience. “The lionbird and his wizard friends are no doubt awaiting my appearance. There are a few things I must attend to before the attack is launched. You promise that the hooded one will also not interfere. See to it that he does not. He is the only question mark in my mind.”


  “He is a question answered. He has concerns of his own.” She did not elaborate and Ravos, who knew nothing of the circumstances currently surrounding the sorcerer Shade, did not care. Everything he had learned about the Lords of the Dead had indicated that they were even more interested in keeping the legendary spellcaster contained than he was. From what he gathered, there was something very personal involved.


  “So be it, then.” The duke did not bid her farewell, but rather simply turned his anxious drake around and headed back toward his mighty force. Whether she stayed or disappeared was of no concern to him. They were allies, but only due to their similar aims. They had made agreements both sides pretended were binding, but Ravos was under no misapprehension that the necromancers wouldn’t seek to betray him if they thought it better suited their goals. He knew that they assumed the same of him. It was a fair enough arrangement in his eyes.


  It was fair enough, because he already knew just how and when he would betray them.


  THE SKELETAL COPSE appeared empty, but Kadaria still remained, even if now hidden from mortal eyes. She observed Ravos’s vanishing into the mists and chuckled.


  Another shadow separated from the trees, a shadow that took on a vague shape akin to hers, only more masculine. It did not coalesce as much as Kadaria, although she had no difficulty identifying which of her compatriots it was.


  The fool of a lizard is not to be trusted to do his task . . .


  He will do as much as he feels he needs to in order to achieve his goal, Zorane, she replied, her lips unmoving. Then he will plot his betrayal. That is all we require of him.


  Zorane radiated satisfaction. It will all come together. Our dear cousin will pay for his transgressions against us . . .


  Kadaria faded, becoming less substantial than even Zorane. The two of them had other matters to which to attend to ensure their success. The others would be waiting for word. And more important, through him, we shall reshape the world to our own design . . .


  The necromancers departed.


  The army marched on.


  CHILL WINDS ROARED through the front chamber of the caverns, but the two male dragons paid no mind. They lay with their snouts facing the entrance and their fiery eyes wary slits observing all before them. Even among their kind, they had the semblance of twins and, indeed, they had been born in the same clutch. The pair were even of like minds, which made them all the more terrifying and powerful guardians to this mountainous abode.


  In the gleam of torches set in the walls to their sides, their otherwise dusky green scales glittered with the touch of gold. The tail of the leviathan to the right shifted back and forth slightly, but otherwise the only movement from either was their slow but constant breathing.


  Both dragons abruptly raised their heads, their eyes wide, alert, and fearsome. Two toothy mouths gaped open.


  Flames shot forth from the pair, bathing the area before them with such heat that the ground there glazed.


  As one, the dragons ceased their assault. Wisps of smoke continued to rise from the scorched area, but the reason for their sudden fury remained unseen.


  “Faras. Ssgayn,” came a feminine voice echoing throughout the chamber. “You know me.”


  For once, the dragons did not act as if a single creature. The one on the left looked hesitant, while the other hissed warily.


  Valea materialized in the center of the burned area. The heat would have still been enough to take her breath if not for her magic. She confronted the two titans without fear, even smiling.


  “Lady Valea,” rumbled the one on the left.


  “Ssgayn. I’ve missed both of you.”


  The other dragon still eyed her mistrustfully. “You should not be here, Lady Valea! There hasss been no word of your coming!”


  “Doesss it matter?” argued the first dragon. “She isss Lady Valea! He would wish to sssee her!”


  Ssgayn’s companion snapped at him, although clearly not with any true intent of harm. “We mussst let no one pass!”


  “Faras . . .” Valea approached the reluctant beast. “Ask him. Ask if I may have an audience. A brief one.”


  “Thisss isss not right.”


  “She isss Lady Valea!” Ssgayn said again. “He will want to know she wasss here . . .”


  The two argued for a moment more, then Faras finally growled, “Very well.”


  Ssgayn shut his eyes. Faras resumed his untrusting observation of the human.


  Despite her air of assurance, Valea was not certain that she would be allowed to pass. Still, she had dared seek out the pair’s lord more directly, for this place had defenses far more devious than two dragons and certainly far less caring of any past relationship. Ssgayn and Faras knew her from old, had even been raised alongside her back at the Manor.


  Ssgayn opened his eyes again, a strange look in them. Before Valea could judge what that look meant, a figure materialized between the dragons.


  “Valea!” In contrast to the guardians, the newcomer literally welcomed her with open arms.


  The other female was young, but otherwise there was little similarity between Valea and her. The enchantress was not short, but still the raven-tressed figure before her stood taller and was voluptuous in the best definition of the word. She had the appearance of an elf in regard to her features. Valea had once been very jealous of that perfect face, even if it was as much the creation of magic as nature. However, knowing this golden-clad woman as she did, Valea only felt a rush of pleasure and relief. She returned the hug with as much vigor as her new companion.


  “Ursa!” With all that was going on, it had not dawned on her that she would see her most beloved friend, though that should have been obvious since Ursa was also Kyl’s sister.


  Not to mention also sibling to the two dragons still looming over them.


  Ursa turned to face the guardians. “I will take her to see him.”


  Both dragons’ expressions changed to what could only be relief. Simultaneously, they began to shrink. Their tails dissolved and their wings withered away. They rose up on their hind legs, which straightened. The forelegs shrank more, becoming arms ending in hands.


  As Valea eyed Ssgayn, his shriveling visage slid upward. In its wake it left the familiar, half-hidden face beneath the helm of a humanoid drake warrior. The dragon head became the crest, albeit not nearly so elegant a one as a Dragon King would wear.


  Faras and Ssgayn bowed low to Valea, then stepped apart to let the two females pass. The warriors now wielded long swords, creations of their magic. Those swords would cease to exist when they transformed back to their original shapes. Whether as a dragon or a warrior, a drake was ever armed.


  “We do our duty,” Faras said insistently as Ursa led Valea beyond them.


  “The emperor will know that,” the drake female promised with a touch of reassurance.


  As soon as they were out of hearing of the pair, Valea murmured, “Surely, they’ve redeemed themselves for their past error. In the end, they chose to remain loyal to Kyl and not Toma . . .”


  “He has forgiven them. They may not ever do so themselves.”


  Valea said nothing more on the subject, for they began passing other sentinels guarding the caverns of the Dragon Emperor. Many of these already stood in the form of warriors, who pretended not to notice the scarlet-tressed figure walking beside Ursa. They were all aware of the Bedlams and some of them had even been raised at the Manor themselves.


  The enchantress noted among them those that bore no trace of gold in their scaly armor, but rather more a forest green. The imperial clan had been decimated during the previous emperor’s obsessive hunt of a young Cabe Bedlam and had not yet recovered sufficiently. While most of the remaining Dragon Kings had supplied warriors to their new emperor, the majority had come from the Dagora Forest and Lord Green. Valea’s father felt that Green had too much influence on Kyl but had done nothing. The relationship between the wizard and that Dragon King was a troubled one made even more so by their children.


  All thought of her brother’s part in that vanished as Valea entered the grand chamber. Much of the cavern greatly predated the Dragon Kings and had been utilized by earlier rulers of the land. One of those had left gigantic stone figures of various beings, some recognizable, some not. Valea could sense the deep magic within each, magic she felt had some specific purpose. Yet, even the eventual collapse of some of those statues due to tremors and time had revealed nothing.


  The drakes had remained as ignorant as any of their predecessors as to the statues’ true reason for existing, but Kyl had been determined to show them a respect that his sire had not. All damage to the figures had been meticulously repaired using manual methods. Aware of the statues’ inherent magic, the new emperor had not wanted to risk stirring forces that might be beyond his control. Still, he had wanted his sanctum to be refreshed as just one indication of a new era.


  Yet, obviously more representative of that new era was the young emperor himself. As ominous and breathtaking as the lifelike effigies could be, or in some cases so vague as to stir the darkest imagination, it was the figure seated on the great stone throne whom Valea Bedlam found the most arresting part of the scene.


  As Ursa was elven beauty perfected, so Kyl appeared the most handsome of that race’s heroes. Tall, dark, with sleek features and captivating eyes that widened much too eagerly in her presence, the Dragon Emperor could have had nearly any maiden he desired.


  Unfortunately for him, he desired the one who would never have him . . . Valea.


  She curtseyed before him. “Emperor . . .”


  A hiss of exasperation deflated some of the majestic image. “Valea . . . pleassse . . . Kyl to you.”


  “As you wish.”


  The vast stone chair dwarfed him, yet until her cool greeting, he had not looked small in it. Kyl did not need to utilize the armored appearance his subjects and the lesser kings did; he was of a newer generation that could better fashion their guises. Females had long been apt casters of elven and human forms, but they sacrificed most of their magic doing it. Kyl, however, wielded the might of a Dragon King even looking as he did.


  Valea recalled Faras and Ssgayn from when they had been young and realized with a start that, while never as able as Kyl, they had lost much of what ability they had had in shapeshifting. To protect their brother and king, they had focused their magic into their duty, not their forms.


  Kyl looked to his sister. “Leave us.”


  Ursa looked sad to separate from Valea, but she bowed her head to the emperor and departed. The enchantress watched her depart, sorry that in keeping away from Kyl, she had kept away from her best friend.


  “You could sssee her more often,” Kyl muttered.


  “I shouldn’t be here at all.”


  “There isss no animosssity between your family and me, Valea. Your father and mother have forgiven me for ssseeking to use you . . . and I believed you had, also. Only I ssstill find myssself wanting for that travesssty.”


  A younger Kyl had sought to make Valea his so that her not-inconsiderable power would be at his beck and call when he became ruler of his kind. Not only had he come to regret that misdeed, but too late he had realized his true affections.


  Valea did not love Kyl, although once she had been deeply infatuated. It hardly would have mattered if she had, for neither her father nor the drakes would have let such a match stand. The two races could produce young—as her parents already knew far too well—but the animosity between humans and their former masters remained great, even despite certain alliances.


  “I considered materializing before you despite the danger,” she said as if the previous conversation had never taken place. “Because I wanted to speak about something private, but I thought better of it. I realized that to do so would insult your position.”


  His expression changed from bitterness to confusion to a hint of relief. “I would have understood, Valea.”


  “But the others wouldn’t have.”


  He glanced to the side, as if someone might suddenly appear there. The various Dragon Kings had ambassadors to his court, ambassadors who each sought to become his most trusted adviser. Fortunately, although not completely without danger to the peace, Lord Green still held sway.


  “No,” the emperor finally replied. “There are ssso many thingsss that no one can completely underssstand.”


  Determined not to press on any other subject no matter how curious she was, Valea approached the high dais upon which the throne stood. She expected Kyl to remain seated, but to her surprise, he leapt up and rushed to meet her at the foot of the dais.


  “I will not stand on ceremony with you,” Kyl murmured, forcing the sibilance from his voice. “You are a friend and I will help you in whatever way I can.”


  She almost took the hand offered but thought against it. Still, Valea smiled gratefully. “Thank you. And if there’s any way of keeping my visit from my father’s knowledge for a time, I would appreciate it.”


  “Keep a secret from the wizard Bedlam?”


  “I know it’s more than I can ask.”


  Kyl shook his head. “Have you not noticed already that we are very much alone?”


  Valea at first mistook his meaning, believing that he was after all seeking to renew his advances toward her. His face, however, revealed no such guile and the enchantress suddenly understood. “You suspected my reasons for coming!”


  “I could have hoped that they were other, more personal ones, but I have learned, Valea. If you came to me, even by passing Faras and Ssgayn, you came for something more important. And the fact that you came at all would mean it is likely something your parents would not approve of.”


  She was grateful for his grasp of the situation but worried that once he understood exactly what she wanted, his attitude might change. “I—thank you. I don’t even know if you can help me, but I had no other source to turn to. I heard once that your sire—that every Dragon Emperor before him—had records kept of all matters important to the realm. I don’t know how true it is—”


  “My people have their savage side,” he said, taking a step back from her to observe her face better. “But it was not our lost brother in Penacles alone who gathered knowledge that was deemed worthy.”


  Kyl spoke of the last of the Dragon Kings of Clan Purple, the former rulers of the City of Knowledge, with much detachment despite his use of the word “brother.” All Dragon Kings used that familial term in regard to one another, although to Valea’s knowledge they were so only in spirit.


  Taking a deep breath, the enchantress said, “I’m trying to find out whatever I can about the origins of Shade.”


  He looked incredulous. “The warlock? Your father would tell you not to stray into dark places like that, Valea, and I would be his greatest supporter in that regard! Even we drakes respect and fear his madness!” The emperor hissed. “Besides, he is dead, is he not?”


  “No.”


  Kyl grimaced. “One more trouble with which to deal.” He did not clarify, instead adding, “The scribes serving my sire and those before him would have entered anything their lords found relevant. Shade would seem to me to be relevant in any age.”


  He had just raised a hand as if about to lead her from the chamber when a horn blew from the direction of the entrance. Immediately, Kyl stiffened.


  “Valea, I must ask you to leave.”


  Perplexed, she hesitated. “But you were just going to let me—”


  “You mussst leave now! Whisssk yourssself away!” Kyl bared his teeth in frustration, looking very much the predator. The raised hand suddenly veered in her direction. “Leave!”


  Before the enchantress could protest, her surroundings rippled. Kyl had decided he could not wait for her to make the decision herself.


  As powerful as the young emperor was, Valea still feared for herself as the cavern vanished. She was not certain if he intended to send her far or simply deposit her somewhere in the mountains surrounding his sanctum.


  “Ugh!” Her face met cold, hard ground. Fortunately, her hands had been in front of her and saved her from possibly striking harder. Even then, she lay there for a moment, trying to regain her senses.


  A chill wind tore through her thin garments. Pushing herself up, Valea saw nothing but high peaks around her. She was indeed still in the Tyber Mountains but could not make out Kivan Grath, the tallest of the icy giants, from which the Dragon Emperor ruled. Kyl had retained enough sense to not try to hurtle her far away without the time to better focus on her destination but had still sent her some tremendous distance.


  What was the meaning of that horn? she wondered. Why had it made Kyl react with such violence? He had been so very afraid to have her there.


  It struck her as odd that he would not think that she might decide to return to some nearer spot and see what she could learn. Despite the immediacy of her own quest, Valea knew that she had to find out what was happening for the possible sake of her family and others. Something ominous was definitely taking place.


  “I am so sorry, Valea. He sent me after you.”


  The enchantress whirled.


  A saddened Ursa touched the point of a small golden staff to Valea’s chest. Try as she might, Valea could not move.


  “It’s only for a time,” the female drake promised, her tone full of regret. “He said it was only for a time. He realized that he had to do more than send you away. I’m so sorry.”


  Ursa drew a circle with the staff . . . and the pair vanished.


  VII

  

  THE KING AND THE DEMON


  ONCE, THE GRYPHON had left the gates of Penacles open to Shade, but that had been in the days when the lionbird could trust the sorcerer’s incarnation. Before, and after, Shade had been as much a threat as the Dragon Kings themselves, and the lord of Penacles had set spells around his kingdom capable of dealing with even the accursed magic user.


  Now, within sight of the fabled City of Knowledge, Shade stared in the direction of the tall walls. However, he did not see them, but rather the lines of energy permeating everything before him, twisted into a series of sophisticated defenses invisible even to many with the ability. The Gryphon was a master mage himself and Shade very much respected anything he had been involved in casting.


  To a respected friend, such as any of the Bedlams, the way into Penacles was clear of danger. As Shade surveyed the network of spells, he doubted that he was on that list at the moment. The Gryphon was wise enough not to assume that even though Shade had been reported dead by those with the ability to verify it, such was still fact.


  A party of riders headed toward the gates, a patrol returning, no doubt, from the border with Lochivar. Shade had no interest in the coming war. Either side would have been happy to pause long enough to destroy him and he could not blame them.


  The medallion rested warm against his chest. Shade did not even trust his ally; the Crystal Dragon’s true intentions were still an enigma. However, the sorcerer could not deny the usefulness of the drake lord’s gift. It made him seem as any mortal and gave him more stability than he could recall having in a thousand cursed lifetimes.


  But for how long? How long will it last me?


  Shade slid the medallion from beneath his shirt. He had a theory, but it risked the very thing that kept him from possible physical dissolution.


  He passed a hand over the piece. Shade believed he understood it enough to do what he planned. If not . . .


  A faded blue aura emanated from his palm. It descended upon the medallion, sinking into it.


  Shade bit his lip and waited. He felt no change and his hands remained solid. He gestured and a tiny, triangular mirror formed in his palm. The sorcerer held it to his face.


  That face greeted him. The Dragon King’s creation continued to keep him stable, almost . . . human.


  But now came the test as to his own handiwork. Shade replaced the medallion beneath his shirt, pulled back his hood, and headed for the gates.


  Although war was imminent, traffic still passed through both directions. The Gryphon’s army had moved to meet their foes near the border, a fact that Shade knew but perhaps the force from Lochivar did not . . . yet. The sentries were wary but trusted also to the spells set in place by their lord and his legendary allies.


  Shade walked with confidence as he approached, but his mind remained ready to cast the moment anything out of the ordinary transpired. The tall gateway loomed ahead and over it hung a red banner, the center of which was marked by a golden, stylized gryphon rearing. The silver armor of the guards glistened, the bright sun above belying the growing tension.


  He made it to the gate unhindered, then passed among the sentries. One, a husky man with squinty eyes who seemed the officer on duty, suddenly barred Shade’s path with a very serviceable sword.


  “Where you from?”


  “Talak,” the sorcerer responded without hesitation.


  “Long way to walk.”


  Undaunted by the man’s curiosity, Shade explained. “I rode the first half of the way. The wolves scared my horse off just before I entered your lands.”


  His accent matched that of the inhabitants of the mountain kingdom. The incident that he had described was not uncommon, the safest route between Talak and Penacles still requiring some caution. Most folks traveled in groups, but lone travelers were not unheard-of.


  His answer suited the officer. Yet, he still did not let Shade pass. “What news? Your king joining us?”


  “He’ll be marching any day now.” The answer was a true one. Shade had monitored the efforts of King Melicard. It paid to know what the great powers of the land were doing at all times . . . or at least as often as possible. “Probably already on his way, in fact.” The last might have been true. Melicard was not one known to dawdle when time was of the essence.


  The officer grinned, then glanced past Shade at where two of his men were investigating a wagon. Shade forgotten, the officer barged past to oversee the search.


  Only after the sorcerer was well past the gate did he realize that he was sweating. The act itself was not surprising, but the reason was. He had actually been more worried about being found out than he had realized. Entering through physical rather than magical means had proven an unsettling experience.


  It also reminded him that he now could pass for just one more person among many. That struck the sorcerer hard. Not since long before the rise of the current human civilizations had he simply been one man among many . . . not since when last he had been but one extra member of the most powerful clan among the Vraad.


  If you could see me you would laugh, wouldn’t you, Father? Shade forced away the image of his sire, an image that burned bright after countless centuries. The past was best forgotten; the future was all that mattered, if there was to be one even.


  His audacious plan had thus far succeeded. Shade had entered Penacles unnoticed. More so, he had entered in daylight, when they would least expect any such intrusion. He allowed himself a rare chuckle, then grew solemn again as he considered the effort to enter the lionbird’s palace. Shade disliked having to use such nefarious methods to reach the libraries, but he no longer had any friends here. It was possible that, like Irillian’s lord, the Gryphon might even decide that Shade was better off eradicated than simply captured. The former mercenary was not quite so altruistic as Cabe Bedlam.


  Now that he had gained entrance to the city, the sorcerer knew that he had to wait until dark to proceed any farther. The palace would be too alive with activity. Even late into the night, the risk was great, but it was still the better time. Every fiber of Shade’s being screamed for him to push on, to risk everything to reach the fabled libraries immediately and wrench from them the secrets he needed, but he also understood the folly of doing just that.


  The sound of merriment from one of the nearest taverns caught his ear. Shade looked at the establishment. There was nothing out of the ordinary about it, but the sorcerer found himself walking toward the tavern as if it had been his ultimate goal.


  I will sit among men and women and pretend to be one of them for a time. Shade understood the farce of what he intended, for even with a face and form more mortal in appearance he was hardly ordinary. I will bide my time at this place until the hour grows close.


  Shade shoved the door open, then suddenly looked to his left, where he realized a part of the palace was just visible above the rooftops. The sorcerer’s eyes narrowed as he recalled a past life that ended defending that same structure. Whether the Gryphon understood or not, Shade felt he was owed the information that he sought.


  Someone in the tavern laughed loudly, cheerfully. A woman’s laughter followed, then the clinking of mugs. Shade focused his attention on the interior, smiling as if drinking and eating among mortals was something he did on a daily basis.


  And thus, his attention tugged between the coming night’s treacherous quest and the momentary pretense that he did not suffer under a curse, the spellcaster entered the tavern without noticing that the gloved hand that gripped the door faintly and briefly faded.


  THE CHAMBER LAY dusty and unused, its last inhabitant released several years prior. Melicard stared at the scrawled markings on the stone floor, recalling a darker time in his life and some of the foul things spawned during it.


  “Ah, Drayfitt,” the king muttered, recalling a loyal and much-abused servant who, simply because he had been discovered to have the gift for magic, had been forced by his king to delve into mysteries better left unanswered and forgotten. “I am so sorry . . .”


  Drayfitt, who had also served Melicard and his father in the more commonplace capacity of master of appointments, was long dead, slain—so Cabe Bedlam had judged—during some contact with the accursed warlock Shade. Had the featureless spellcaster not perished in protecting Erini and, ironically, Talak, Melicard would have done everything he could have to avenge Drayfitt. Of course, that would not have freed the king from his own guilt where his late servant was concerned. Drayfitt might have been alive this day if Melicard had not sought to have him summon a demon that proved to be none other than—


  “I am here, lord of Talak!” boomed the voice from every corner of the bleak chamber. The flame of the small brass oil lamp Melicard carried danced wildly. “Here and wondering how it is that you are the one who calls to me and not your queen . . .”


  A shadow darker than those already permeating Melicard’s surroundings formed in the center. It stretched tall and quickly took on the shape of a mighty stallion.


  Eyes formed, ice-blue eyes without pupils. Darkhorse peered down at the king, his emotions unreadable to the human. Melicard felt an urge to reach for a weapon, yet not only would a blade have been ineffective, he had purposely set both his sword and dagger to the side in order to avoid just such a reaction. He needed the eternal’s aid, if it was possible for him to gain.


  “Erini is your friend more than I,” Melicard cautiously responded. “And it’s for her sake in part that I’ve asked you here.”


  The shadowy stallion cocked his head. “She is in danger?”


  “She and the children.”


  “And not you?”


  “I am always in danger, but not as much as those who threaten my family.”


  Darkhorse laughed at his response, a thundering sound that made the king again glad that he had chosen this deeply buried place for this meeting. “Well spoken, Your Majesty! Well spoken.” All humor vanished from the eternal’s voice. “Who dares threaten her and her offspring?”


  “I can’t say for certain. I thought them legend, but that creature stank of the grave.”


  Darkhorse’s snout came within inches of Melicard’s face. The ice-blue eyes flashed dangerously. “The grave?”


  “Yes! A winged fiend like a giant bat combined with a man! It snuck into my son’s chambers despite Erini’s spells! I think—I think it served some ghouls called—”


  “The Lords of the Dead!” The shadowy steed snorted angrily. “No legend they, any more than I, Your Majesty! I have fought them and they are not to be taken lightly . . . We hoped them no more, Cabe Bedlam and I, having nearly lost everything in battling their twisted plan to make their deathly realm ascendant over that of the living!”


  It was verification of all of Melicard’s fears. “So, they are real.”


  “‘Unreal’ would be a better term, for those monstrous necromancers have long moved beyond anything remotely resembling their former selves, spellcasters with blood ties to Shade himself!”


  “Shade!” the king blurted. “He was one of them?”


  “Nay! They only share a tattered familial bond. He is anathema to them! If there is something they fear more than me, it is Shade, who knows them best.”


  The king was not comforted by that. “It makes perfect sense that he would be one of those demons! At least we are rid of—” Melicard stopped. “We are rid of the warlock, aren’t we?”


  “He will not trouble you . . .”


  The vague answer did not encourage Melicard either. However, the other matter was of more importance to him. “Darkhorse, you owe me nothing, but you care for Erini and the children. I must ask a boon from you.” When the eternal remained silent, the king pressed. “I am about to lead Talak’s forces to war in alliance with Penacles. I cannot shirk my duty, for defeat would spell disaster for my own family as well as my kingdom.”


  “It is a troubling time, Your Majesty.”


  The human swallowed, aware that what he was about to ask was far more personal than the current political situation allowed. “Erini has power, great power, but she must utilize it not only for the children, but for our subjects as well. The toll on her will be terrible, especially more so now. If there is anything you—”


  The shadowy stallion snorted. “You need ask nothing of me, Your Majesty! I will deal with the situation!”


  Relief washed through Melicard. He smiled as best his face allowed. “Thank you. I hope that someday you can forgive me for what I did.”


  “That event is long forgotten.” Darkhorse shook his head, his dark mane flying furiously. “I must go now! Rest assured, I will do all that is necessary to keep the Lords of the Dead from endangering your loved ones.”


  “Thank you—” But once more, Melicard had no chance to complete his sentence, much less express his true gratitude. The eternal simply vanished.


  The king exhaled deeply. Oddly, the chamber suddenly felt much colder. Still, Melicard was relieved with the outcome of the conversation. He had expected much more reluctance on Darkhorse’s part. Not because the stallion did not care for Erini and the children, but because there were surely other matters involving the current turmoil upon which the shadow steed had to concentrate. Darkhorse and Cabe Bedlam were close allies and the wizard would be relying on his friend in these dark days.


  But he will protect the children and her, Melicard told himself insistently. If anything happens to me, they’ll at least be safe.


  Reassured, Melicard abandoned the old dungeon. There was still much to do before the army marched. Too much.


  Yet, even aware of that, even aware he headed into war, the king felt the burdens on his shoulders lessen to a great degree.


  “HE HAS DONE exactly as you expected . . . ,” Darkhorse remarked the moment that he appeared.


  Queen Erini had been waiting pensively in the royal living chambers. Although her children were with trusted servants, she kept watch over both of them through a pair of small yellow orbs floating before her. Now, the queen dared look away long enough to deal with the eternal.


  “True to his nature,” she murmured. “Asked you despite the past you share to do him this favor.”


  “As if I would not do my best to protect you and yours!”


  Erini frowned. “But that is the point, Darkhorse. You’ve another oath to follow.”


  The towering stallion snorted in unease. “I made that promise to you before you revealed the danger your son faced! King Melicard is a man of cunning, a warrior! My powers are better directed toward protecting your children—and you—just as he asked!”


  “But you swore to me you’d do what you could to watch over him. I can protect my son and daughter and keep an eye on Talak, but I cannot assist my husband at such a distance. When he goes into battle, there’s nothing I can do for him!” Her expression turned pleading, in its way identical to that of the man he had just left. “The elfwood prevents any powerful spell from adhering to him or even remaining potent within the vicinity, and we have no mage strong enough riding with him!”


  “I have given you my word! I will not break it.”


  “Thank you.”


  The eternal eyed the orbs. “See to your own safety as well, Queen Erini. See to it as well.”


  Her attention returned to the images. A nurse sat with Rennek. A tutor showed Erini’s daughter a new song on the lute. As she observed them, the enchantress’s face paled and her eyes set dangerously. She was not so gifted as the Bedlams, but her power was to be respected, even by Darkhorse.


  He could see that it would be utter futility to again try to change her mind. They had had a heated discussion even before he had informed her of the king’s desire to meet with him in secret. Erini had been quite certain as to Melicard’s reason for the request and had wrung the promise from Darkhorse.


  You often warn me of my impetuousness, Cabe! Darkhorse thought with much frustration. You and generations before you. If I could ever learn . . .


  But he had existed long enough to know that regrets did little to change matters. Snorting again in order to briefly regain her attention, Darkhorse concluded with, “I will not forget your husband’s imminent departure! Rest assured, he will not be aware of my presence!”


  “Thank you, Darkhorse.”


  “Thank me by being careful . . .” The ebony stallion reared, then, meeting Erini’s gaze one last time, dissipated as he had done before Melicard.


  DARKHORSE MATERIALIZED IN a long-favored spot in the midst of the Dagora Forest, the great, lush expanse situated in the center of the Dragonrealm. He knew that its lord would sense his arrival, but Green would not send any servants to seek him out. The eternal had a checkered past with this Dragon King, who had proven as much a manipulator as an ally to the Bedlams. Still, Darkhorse did not intend to stay long. He needed only a moment to mull things over.


  Something did stir at his arrival, but not one of the drake lord’s minions. Slightly taller than a human and generally shaped like one, it was also feathered and had a face much more akin to a bird’s—as the Gryphon’s was. Yet, there was no link between the ruler of Penacles and the Seekers. Indeed, they were enemies of old.


  A single Seeker did not bother Darkhorse, but he probed the vicinity with his senses to see if there were more. The avian proved to be the only of its ilk nearby.


  The eternal faced a quandary that he had not discussed with either the king or queen. Fiercely loyal to those he considered his friends, however brief their lives were to one whose own was endless unless he was slain, Darkhorse had acted rashly again. He had already previously promised Cabe that he would continue seeking out any trace of Shade. That should have remained his priority, yet he had let himself be swayed.


  Even I cannot be in so many places . . . and Shade must be hunted, for his own sake . . .


  He suddenly thought of Aurim, who now called the forest here his home. Estranged from his parents, he still surely understood the risk Shade presented. Yet, Aurim would also have obviously sensed the eternal’s arrival, and the fact that the younger Bedlam had not come to Darkhorse indicated too well that the wizard wanted nothing to do with him.


  A faint presence reached out to him, its link to the eternal so tenuous that at first he thought he’d imagined it. Only its familiarity made Darkhorse pay it any mind, for it had ties to the son of Cabe.


  Valea? He sought out the tendril of thought, its desperation apparent even during that brief encounter. Yet, Darkhorse had spoken with her not that long ago, in the safety of the Manor itself.


  The contact did not renew. Giving up, Darkhorse tried to touch the thoughts of Valea’s brother. Aurim Bedlam! Whatever your troubles with your parents, your sister is in need! I have felt her call for help! Heed me!


  But there was only silence. Either Aurim was not in Dagora or he chose not to listen. The stallion hoped it was the former but had no time to consider the matter.


  Again came the brief, disjointed sensation that Valea was in danger. Darkhorse managed to focus on it a bit better . . . and sensed that it came from somewhere to the north . . . somewhere beyond even Talak.


  It was all he had to go on. In his mind, there was no time to contact the Bedlams. Darkhorse seized on the second contact and vanished.


  IN THE WAKE of the shadow steed’s departure, the single Seeker returned to the spot. His shape suddenly twisted, becoming a thing also winged but more foul, more a mockery of life.


  The batlike creature peered at where the eternal had last stood. Its eyes shimmered, became those of another being.


  Through the eyes of the Necri, Kadaria surveyed all . . . and was very satisfied.


  VIII

  

  PLANS IN MOTION


  VALEA FADED INTO and out of consciousness. Each time she regained any hint of sense, the enchantress called out to the one being she thought might hear her. Even her parents would have been hard-pressed to notice her brief cries for help. Only Darkhorse might be able to hear her. Might . . .


  Clinging to that manic hope, Valea again called out to the eternal. He kept his senses well attuned to the Bedlams, the dearest of his “ephemeral” companions. She prayed that he would note her call. Her link to him was strong, but trapped as she was, Valea knew that any call would be all but imperceptible.


  The reason for Kyl’s betrayal continued to elude her. He had been raised by her parents, had grown up beside Valea and her brother. Why is he doing this? Why?


  She could even less understand why Ursa, gentle Ursa, would have aided Kyl, even if he was emperor. Ursa, her sister in spirit, if not blood.


  The enchantress fell unconscious again, then stirred. How long since the last moment of lucidity, Valea could not say. No one, not even Darkhorse, had as yet come to her aid. There was no hope unless she could save herself.


  I am the daughter of Cabe Bedlam and the Lady of the Amber! Valea managed to think, drawing strength from that knowledge. The ability to manipulate vast power was their legacy to her. She might not be Aurim, but she was a Bedlam!


  The lines of force became visible in her mind. Thought was instant action; Valea drew the energies into her with only one thing in mind: freedom.


  An incredible heat erupted from her.


  A cry filled her ears, but she could not tell if it was her own. The world flashed back into existence.


  Falling to her knees, the enchantress felt the heat immediately replaced by sharp cold. A faint illumination enabled her to make out the interior of a cavern, a small one by comparison to that of the emperor’s sanctum.


  A moan arose from beside her. Ursa lay sprawled and at first Valea feared that she had badly injured the other female. Kneeling down, she looked for any blood or bruise. Ursa appeared whole and a quick wave of Valea’s palm over the drake revealed no unseen damage.


  Rising again proved more difficult than the enchantress could have imagined. Vertigo threatened to overtake her. She fell against a crooked stalagmite and fought to stay awake.


  Tromping feet warned her she was no longer alone. Two drake warriors came charging into the cavern from a passage to the right. What intrigued and disturbed Valea despite her condition was that their armored hides were black.


  She waved a hand toward the nearest. He went flying back, colliding with another stalagmite.


  The second began to transform, his body swelling and distorting midleap. While the cavern was not massive, it could more than handle a full-grown dragon.


  But the stalactites above reached down, seized the half-transformed creature, and pulled him to the ceiling. Despite the drake’s squirming, the stalactites held him tight and also prevented him, at least momentarily, from finishing his change.


  The effort cost Valea. Light-headed, she weaved forward a few steps.


  Another moan arose from Ursa. The female drake stirred.


  Taking a deep breath, Valea thought about the last place that she had seen her parents. The enchantress did not know if she had the focus to reach them, but the fear that she might pass out at any moment drove her to try.


  The world around her swirled madly.


  DARKHORSE ENTERED the Tyber Mountains, skirting around the path that led directly to the Dragon Emperor. He sensed that Valea had called from somewhere near and for a moment had even thought that he had felt her presence, but suddenly it was as if she no longer existed. The eternal did not want to think what that might mean and hoped that the younger Bedlam had either been shielded from his mind or sent far from her previous location. In either of those cases, it would not take him long to again pick up the trail.


  He paused atop a mountain peak and sought out some trace of the enchantress. What he sensed instead was movement near Kivan Grath. The magical stench of drake was strong, more so than Darkhorse would have imagined.


  The shadowy stallion leapt to another peak that brought him nearer to Kivan Grath. He studied the landscape below, finding the stark emptiness even starker than usual. Darkhorse snorted. With magic born far beyond this realm, the eternal probed the rocky tableau.


  Despite his searching, the landscape remained still and deserted. Yet, Darkhorse thought that somehow the region insisted too much that it was empty.


  He raised a hoof with the intention of charging down to investigate when ever so briefly he sensed a faint trace of Valea Bedlam’s recent presence. With it, there also came the hint of her trail.


  Darkhorse wheeled and charged in that direction. He was certain that there would be time to report whatever mystery surrounded Kivan Grath to Cabe once Valea was recovered. The wizard would certainly see his daughter’s safety as the greater priority.


  Satisfied with his reasoning, Darkhorse raced from the Tyber Mountains. The new trail led south, likely beyond Talak. The eternal felt some guilt at abandoning the northern kingdom and his promise, but assured himself that he would return to the king before Melicard had led his army very far from home.


  The eternal’s pace swiftly led him south in a direction that ran along the western edge of the Hell Plains. Darkhorse could sense the movement of the Red Dragon’s army toward Penacles, movement that grew nearer as he progressed. The Red Dragon was pushing toward a route that would take him into part of Wenslis, the rain-drenched domain of the Storm Dragon. While the lord of Wenslis would not slow the march, the marshy realm itself would. That would surely buy both Penacles and King Melicard valuable time.


  Once, it would have been tempting to Darkhorse to harass the drakes, wreak havoc on their ranks in order to slow them further. To do so now might risk Valea, though.


  Even as he thought of her, the eternal again sensed traces of her trail. Darkhorse veered southwest and felt the trace strengthen.


  Mito Pica loomed ahead, but Darkhorse found the path turning east of the ruins. The ebony stallion gratefully left the razed city and its haunting memories. In private moments, Cabe had admitted that he often dreamed of Mito Pica’s destruction, even though he himself had been kept from that night of terror. Yet, the wizard could describe those dreams so graphically that both believed that Cabe was somehow tied to the spirit—for lack of a better word—of Mito Pica. The city both lived and suffered through its last remaining inhabitant.


  The wizard’s nightmares were forgotten as Valea’s magical trace grew stronger and stronger. Darkhorse sensed her anxiety, her growing fear.


  Yet, just before he would have reached what should have been her location, the eternal hesitated. Darkhorse heard Cabe’s voice saying, Don’t leap into things! Beware traps!


  The shadowy horse probed ahead. Suddenly, all hint of Valea Bedlam vanished. Instead, Darkhorse felt a sudden swelling of energies that swept in his direction with obvious purpose.


  Darkhorse moved backward with as much ease as forward, his head shrinking into his body as his tail formed into a new head. Now facing the direction in which he had traveled, he galloped faster, easily leaving the foul energies behind.


  And, thus, running full into the true trap.


  Streams of silver energy cut through the eternal from every angle. Darkhorse was severed a hundred times over, each fragment of him then drawn toward the ground. He shrieked as he felt the pieces of his very being sealed in one tiny faceted prison after another. Literally disjointed, the ebony stallion could sense nothing around him but his own intense agony.


  The crystal rose from where it had lain hidden under a veneer of dirt and grass. Its thousands of facets glistened like the sun—save for the hundred or so scattered far apart that were as black as pitch and shook with the rage of the captured eternal.


  The crystal, no more than the size of an apple, hovered a yard in the air, then darted west.


  Its flight ended abruptly as a powerful gauntleted hand easily snatched it. The hand glittered more than the artifact as it brought the latter to its master’s gaze.


  The tall, black-bearded man—built and dressed more like a warrior than a sorcerer despite his clear ability—eyed his snare with immense satisfaction, then simply vanished.


  SHADE DOWNED the last of the ale. He had not interacted with anyone other than the serving woman, but the sights, sounds, and smells around him—some of the last rather rank, to be sure, but welcome nonetheless—touched the sorcerer in a manner that they had not since . . . since . . .


  A part of him wanted to stay a little longer, but night had finally come and his knowledge of the Gryphon’s ways reminded him that now was the best time to strike. He passed his hand over the table and three coins of varying value materialized. The serving woman had done her duty adequately, leaving him to his private musings and not trying to pry into his identity.


  No one noticed the sorcerer’s departure. It would be several minutes before anyone would realize that the table was empty. By then, Shade would be far from Penacles.


  One hand grazed the hidden medallion. Gaining more confidence from its presence, Shade strode among the dwindling crowds, eyeing the looming palace out of the corner of his eye. He sighted a particular window high above—


  And appeared inside that particular room in the next breath.


  Time was now of the essence. If the Gryphon’s safeguards had not warned the lionbird of his intrusion, they soon would. Shade concentrated on another chamber, one he had not visited in several lives.


  With the image to guide him, the hooded spellcaster transported himself. He eagerly looked around . . . and if there had been a mirror before him Shade would have easily read the great frustration suddenly spreading across his face.


  “The tapestry—” he blurted, unable to at first accept what he saw—or did not see. The Gryphon had kept the key to the libraries in this particular room for decades; Shade had assumed that it would still be here.


  The palace was far too vast for him to decide from past experience just where the tapestry now hung. Shade could make some assumptions, but even repeating his mistake once risked much greater chance of the Gryphon discovering him.


  Muttering a curse that would have made his father proud, Shade drew an emerald triangle in the air. The triangle spun about, then hesitated. Within its frame there formed the image of another chamber.


  Shade seized the triangle, which dissipated. As that happened, the sorcerer vanished from the first room to the one revealed by the spell.


  The tapestry filled the wall before him. Shade reached for it.


  The slight grating of metal was his only warning. Shade disappeared again, immediately re-forming behind his would-be attackers.


  The golems reacted with impressive swiftness but were still too slow. Shade pointed at the nearest of the golems.


  Swerving, the construct fell upon its companion. The second golem tried to continue on to Shade but could not.


  Shade brought his hands together. Invisible forces crushed the golems into one grotesque mass. An iron hand continued to grasp futilely for Shade.


  The warlock had scarcely dealt with the guardians when he sensed a new threat. He fell against the nearest wall and pulled his voluminous cloak over all but his eyes.


  Thunder roiled and lightning filled the chamber. Only Shade’s quick thinking enabled him to shield himself in time from the harsh assault on the room. Even the fearsome golems were ravaged by the blinding bolts, the iron figures reduced to slag in seconds.


  And in the midst of the storm the Gryphon, crouched and ready for combat, materialized untouched. Eyes both avian and human peered around the chamber, seeking the intruder.


  Shade shoved a hand at the lionbird’s back.


  A shock wave sent the Gryphon flying forward. Despite his predicament, the lord of Penacles managed to twist in the air and face his attacker. At the same time, his own power enabled the Gryphon to safely slow.


  As he landed, the lionbird began casting.


  Unseen by the Gryphon, the great tapestry tore free. It fell upon the Gryphon.


  Shade sent a fragment from the devastated golems at where his foe’s head could be seen under the tapestry. The iron chunk struck hard.


  The Gryphon slumped.


  The hooded sorcerer sent the tapestry fluttering to the wall, where it reattached. He glanced suspiciously at the Gryphon’s still form, then looked to the artifact.


  It was simple to spot the symbol representing the libraries. Shade floated up and touched the mark. He rubbed it and waited.


  Nothing happened.


  Frowning deeply, Shade repeated the necessary step. Still he was not transported to the libraries.


  Shade’s eyes briefly refocused. He now saw the complex patterns surrounding the tapestry, patterns of recent origin and powerful spellwork. The sorcerer recognized the Gryphon’s devious effort. Even stunned, the lord of Penacles confounded his ally of old. Only the Gryphon would know the key to removing protective spells Shade knew were designed specifically for him.


  Another survey of the lionbird’s handiwork confirmed Shade’s worst fears. It was possible that he might be able to unlock the spells, but there was not enough time to even make the attempt.


  Shade spun to stare at the Gryphon again.


  With rising hope, he went down on one knee next to the unconscious figure. Only you know the key, my friend. Let us see if as you are now you might be willing to give it up . . .


  Placing his palms on either side of the Gryphon’s head, the sorcerer focused. He imagined himself literally inside the lionbird’s head, seeking entrance to the secrets there.


  There was some hesitation, the Gryphon’s natural instincts strong even now. Shade pushed carefully. The hesitation vanished. Fragmented memories from the City of Knowledge’s unique ruler raced through the warlock’s mind.


  Shipwrecked on the Dragonrealm’s shore two-hundred-plus years ago . . . part man, part avian, and part feline . . . an origin lost even to himself . . .


  With the memories came images. One in particular Shade recognized. There came rank upon rank of harsh, armored soldiers whose officers bore the sign of the wolf on their helms and breastplates. They were known specifically as the Aramites, colloquially as the dreaded Wolf Raiders. Once, they had ruled the major continent across the sea, their lives sworn to a creature called the Ravager. Shade knew something of their origins and that what they had served had been no god, but a powerful entity who itself had been created to obey other masters. The same masters who had supposedly built the very tower for which Shade searched.


  Among the Wolf Raiders, he saw a few specific faces, no doubt personal enemies of the Gryphon. Shade paid them little mind as he delved deeper.


  The Gryphon’s mate and queen appeared more than once, as did several young who surely were their offspring. Shade felt some bitterness that even a being as different and overall inhuman as the prone form below him had been able to find such happiness in his otherwise violent life. There had been a time—a time before time began, so Shade thought of it—when he had dreamed of a possible future with the one woman whom he had believed understood him.


  But you loved another, Sharissa, the sorcerer suddenly thought. And perhaps that is when I first cursed myself . . .


  Shaking off the darkness, Shade investigated further. He concentrated on the tapestry, hoping that by doing so he would stir the Gryphon’s subconscious in that direction.


  More images of war flashed by. The Gryphon, only a lance in hand, standing against a gargantuan dragon of a dark mauve hue. Around them, the previous incarnation of Penacles lay ravaged not by the effects of the Turning War but the folly of its own drake lord.


  This goes too slowly! Shade pressed harder yet. He could ill afford to stay here for hours sifting through one war-torn memory after another. He needed the key now.


  The images flew by faster, so fast, in fact, that they were little more than blurs. Shade felt the Gryphon’s defenses giving way and grew hopeful.


  But suddenly the sorcerer discovered himself descending too far too swiftly. He plunged into the blackness surrounding the most ancient and well-protected secrets of the stunned monarch.


  Shade struggled to extract himself. There was a risk of losing his own mind within the Gryphon’s. How ironic that his millennia-spanning quest might end with him a drooling idiot discovered kneeling before Penacles’s king.


  The descent slowed, then stopped.


  Memories so old and well buried that even the Gryphon surely did not recall them struck Shade from all sides. He began to dismiss them—and then confronted a revelation as astounding as his own foul existence.


  So shocked was Shade that he almost severed the link between the Gryphon and himself. That, however, almost lost him a key far more important than the one to the tapestry’s protective spells.


  The Gryphon was bound in his own way to the tower.


  Show me more! the sorcerer demanded. Show me more!


  Revelation followed revelation, each more unbelievable than the previous. Shade felt the secrets for which he had been hunting so many lifetimes just beyond his reach . . . but only for a moment more.


  Shade made one last push.


  Someone seized his hands, both physically and mentally ripping Shade from the Gryphon. The separation wracked both the sorcerer and the lord of Penacles.


  The world momentarily came back into focus. Shade discovered the face of a young woman—not his long-lost Sharissa—staring back at him in horror equal to his own.


  An old and all-too-familiar pain tore through Shade. Through tearing eyes, he caught a glimpse of his hand—and the floor visible through it.


  The medallion was failing. Shade felt his body lose cohesion. His thoughts darted to the Crystal Dragon, the talisman’s creator, and the thought of whether the drake lord could possibly repair the medallion before Shade entirely faded. Concentration slipping more by the second, he willed himself away from the palace, away from Penacles . . .


  THE GRYPHON LAY motionless, the only sign that he was not dead a shallow breathing.


  And of the one who had seized Shade’s hands from the Gryphon’s head, there was no sign.


  IX

  

  LAND OF THE HILL DWARVES


  VALEA FELT AS IF she plunged into one senseless nightmare after another. In fleeing from the Tyber Mountains, her initial thoughts had been to find her parents in the last place she knew them to be . . . Penacles. However, into those thoughts had mixed others concerning her original quest and whether her parents or the Gryphon had discovered her intrusion into the libraries.


  It was, therefore, not surprising that she might appear in the chamber guarding the tapestry nor that the Gryphon and not her parents might be there. Truly, it would not have surprised her to miss Penacles altogether, considering how haphazardly and desperately her spell had been cast.


  But what Valea had not expected to find was the Gryphon sprawled on the floor and a cloaked figure in the midst of some foul magic kneeling over him. She had reacted instinctively, leaping toward the preoccupied intruder and ripping his hands from the Gryphon’s head. Valea hoped that doing so would free the lionbird.


  Then, matters had again gone awry. She had stared into a face equally as startled as her own, a face vaguely familiar to her, and once more the world had changed.


  When she had blacked out, Valea could not say. The next thing she knew, she awoke in another cavern with the feeling that several hours had passed. There had been no doubt that this was someplace other than Kivan Grath, for nowhere in Kyl’s sanctum did any chamber glitter so.


  That glitter quickly identified just where she had materialized. Nerves taut, Valea rose. She recognized a part of the Crystal Dragon’s lair, even if she had never seen it. Valea expected the mysterious drake lord to make his entrance at any moment, but the cavern remained empty.


  No . . . not entirely. As Valea became more aware of her surroundings, she noticed what at first her somewhat unfocused mind had taken for a large pile of black cloth. Now the enchantress recognized that cloak and hood of the Gryphon’s assailant.


  A part of her told Valea to flee, but instead she moved to the body. Again, there was something familiar about the obscured figure, but Valea could not place her finger on just what.


  The cloak utterly covered him. A spell ready, Valea gingerly touched one arm. When nothing happened, she dared seize hold of the arm and slowly turn the body over.


  As soon as she saw the face, the enchantress gasped and released the arm. The body slumped onto its back.


  The face was a blur.


  “Shade!” Valea exclaimed.


  Images from the frantic seconds in Penacles surged through her memory. She recalled the face she had seen then.


  Once, not all that long ago, Valea had met a ghost . . . literally. The ghost of a man held captive by the Lords of the Dead. The necromancers had offered the ghost a chance for life again, offered him his very body back.


  Of course, that body had already had an occupant. Shade.


  The ghost had been that of his original self, the last of the Vraad.


  The Lords of the Dead had failed in their attempt to usurp Shade’s body for their slave. The ghost had sacrificed himself instead, in part because of Valea.


  Valea put a finger to Shade’s murky chin. The point of the finger remained distinct. Only Shade himself was affected by the curse. Even despite what she had witnessed him doing to the Gryphon, Valea could not help feeling sympathy. Shade had saved her family from the necromancers and in the process had appeared to have some hope of redemption, at least in her eyes.


  But her father’s concerns had turned out to be valid after all. The warlock was once again as the world knew him, a featureless threat to all.


  She blinked. For no more than a breath, he had looked as faded as one of the phantasms of the Manor. Valea could have sworn that she had seen the floor through him.


  It happened again.


  Valea pulled back—and belatedly realized that eyes were upon her from elsewhere in the cavern.


  The image vanished from the faceted wall just as the enchantress attempted to focus on it. Valea berated herself for not having been intelligent enough to flee while she had had the chance.


  “Step aside from him,” ordered a deep voice with just a hint of sibilance.


  Valea spun to face the Dragon King. Even aware of their ability to transform into shapes almost human, she could not help but stare at the towering figure in gleaming armor.


  The Crystal Dragon ignored Valea, who was ready to do battle with him, and bent beside Shade. The drake tugged on a small chain hidden by the sorcerer’s collar and pulled free a medallion that radiated complex magic.


  “I warned him not to reshape its matrix, but, of course, he wouldn’t listen . . .” The Dragon King passed his hand over the talisman, adjusting the spellwork.


  The scene was an incongruous one to Valea. The Crystal Dragon spoke almost as if he and Shade were companions of old. Indeed, the drake sounded more bemused than concerned about what had happened to the hooded warlock.


  A new scene stole Valea’s attention. As the Dragon King worked, Shade’s visage slowly became defined and his body solidified. As if the prone form sensed this, his breathing became less labored.


  “You’ve—” Valea could scarcely believe what she was about to say. “You’ve cured him!”


  “No . . . as I explained to him . . . thisss isss only a temporary sssolution.”


  She did not miss the sudden increase in sibilance, a mark of the drake lord’s concern. Whether that concern was actually for Shade or whatever the Crystal Dragon desired of Shade was another story.


  Valea remembered where she was. Taking advantage of the Dragon King’s continued distraction, she tried to transport herself away.


  Not at all to her shock, her attempt failed.


  “You are my guessst,” the lord of Legar quietly declared as he rose. The inhuman orbs fixed upon her. “For asss long asss necessary.”


  Before Valea could argue his definition of “guest,” Shade stirred. The Dragon King immediately glanced down at the hooded figure and Valea could not help but instinctively do the same. Only after she had done so did she sense that the Crystal Dragon had tricked her.


  Sure enough, the enchantress was once more alone with Shade.


  His eyes opened, eyes that remained the one thing still marking him as other than merely human. In their own way, Valea thought that they sparkled more than the cavern walls.


  He did not look at her. Instead, Shade stiffened, then thrust one gloved hand before his gaze.


  “Safe . . . ,” he muttered bitterly. “For a time.”


  Then, as if with that fear his senses came alive, he looked in her direction.


  “Valea Bedlam.” Shade’s tone was flat, unrevealing of his true thoughts. “Of course. It was you who interfered.”


  Unsure how to take his words, she grew defensive. “You attacked the Gryphon!”


  “I meant him no harm. Allowed to proceed to its conclusion, it would have merely left him asleep.” He pushed himself to a sitting position, then winced. “I cannot say what will happen to him now.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He ignored her, instead turning to the walls. “I should thank you, I suppose.”


  Valea knew it was the Dragon King to whom he spoke. She waited, but the drake did not respond.


  “He was here, wasn’t he?” the sorcerer finally asked her.


  “Yes. He said that you’d readjusted the matrix on that medallion you wear. He altered it again.”


  Shade replaced the talisman beneath his shirt, then, with some effort, managed to get to his feet. He did not ask for Valea’s aid and she did not offer it. This reunion had been one for which she had been waiting, but now all the notions of what she had planned to do when it happened seemed pointless. Nothing had prepared her for this.


  “‘He altered it again.’” This time, Shade did not hide his bitterness. “Even this much I could never do.” He laughed harshly. “And yet, the world fears me so.”


  “You—you couldn’t help what you did.” Even despite his attitude toward her, Valea could not keep her sympathy for the warlock from returning.


  “Are you certain? Do you know which of me is true?”


  “I met the true you . . . and he proved what I said.”


  He surprised her by looking embarrassed. It was such an ordinary, human reaction that she could do nothing but stare back at him.


  “That was me. That is not me now.” Shade clutched at his wrist. “You would do best to leave.”


  “I can’t.”


  Shade glared at the walls. “She has nothing to do with our bargain!”


  Every facet in the walls filled with the eye of the Dragon King. “Did you learn anything in Penaclesss?”


  “I was interrupted by the Gryphon . . . and then her.”


  The sorcerer left out much and whatever her feelings toward Shade, Valea saw no value in clarifying the terrible situation for the drake. Still, she hoped that the Gryphon had recovered and wished that somehow she could have left some warning to Troia or at least one of the guards.


  “A pity,” remarked the Dragon King. “Ssstill, there are other clues . . . I have just uncovered one.”


  Shade did not react with jubilance. “We will follow it, but first, she must be returned to her family! Now!”


  “She cannot be trusssted not to warn her father. The wizard Bedlam might be willing to abandon even Penacles to Brother Black for her sssake.”


  “You’ll do nothing to her.”


  “She will be detained for a time . . . that isss all.”


  The warlock approached the eyes. “You’ll let her go!”


  The eyes vanished. Valea felt a chill. What the Dragon King had said was true; given her freedom, she would go straight to her father and tell him of this stunning alliance.


  The lord of Legar could not permit that.


  Shade stood with his back to her, as if still awaiting the return of the eyes. Then, without warning, he reached up by his throat. A breath later, he tore the medallion free.


  “I want nothing of your bribes, then.”


  He tossed the talisman at the walls with all his might. Valea pulled back in expectation of the horrific collision.


  The medallion melted into the crystals.


  Its face reflected everywhere. The gems glowed with barely contained power that even Valea could only imagine.


  Only then did she recall just what would happen to Shade without it. She rushed past him.


  “Give it back! Please! He needs it!”


  The medallion disappeared. As it did, the Dragon King’s mocking chuckle echoed through the cavern.


  “He is the only one keeping it from him.” The drake lord’s voice came from behind them. His tone now hinted at triumph.


  As the pair turned, the medallion flew from the Crystal Dragon’s palm back to Shade. The sorcerer caught it with a hand pale and slightly translucent. Glaring at the drake, Shade—his face already losing definition—reluctantly put it back on.


  “There is no need to keep her,” the sorcerer said insistently once he was fully solid again.


  “There is every need. Her father will strive to stop us.”


  This caused Shade to hesitate. His Vraad eyes locked with Valea’s human ones.


  And to her own amazement, Valea responded, “I won’t tell my father—”


  However, even as Shade looked to believe her, the Dragon King interjected, “No. You will not.”


  “Don’t—” But Shade’s protest came too late. The chamber flared so bright that Valea had to shield her eyes. She heard Shade shout something, but although there was no other sound, the enchantress could not make out just what it was.


  The burning brightness ceased. As Valea’s vision cleared, she saw Shade still stood next to her.


  Unfortunately, he was the only thing around her that had not changed.


  “Where are we?” she finally managed to ask.


  Shade looked around. “A place where there may be a clue.”


  Hills surrounded them wherever they looked. While not as fantastic a sight as the Tyber Mountains, they were impressive in themselves for their numbers.


  Valea’s brow furrowed. “I should know this place.”


  “We are northwest of the land of Esedi, northwest of the kingdom of Gordag-Ai.” Shade did not look at all comfortable. “Valea Bedlam, you must depart quickly.”


  “What do you—”


  “Do it!” he roared.


  In the face of his anger, Valea immediately obeyed. However, when she tried to cast a spell, it failed.


  “My power! He’s taken it!”


  The hooded spellcaster shook his head. “Hardly. Try to raise that rock over to your right.”


  She gestured. To her relief, it rose waist-high into the air. Valea let it drop, then eyed Shade quizzically.


  “He has bound you to me.”


  Shade might have found that answer to his satisfaction, but Valea did not. Angrily striding up to her companion, she seized him by the shoulder. Once, committing such an act toward the legendary Shade would have been beyond her, but Valea had grown tired of being tossed about as if of no consequence. “Bound to you? What are you talking about?”


  He started to speak, then suddenly lunged forward and shoved her aside.


  As Valea landed, she heard a heavy thump. Shade fell on his back beside her, his arms bound by a thin, silver strand, each end of which was an octagonal weight the size of a hand and made of bronze. By itself, the device should not have been able to hold Shade, but Valea could sense the powerful spellwork on it, spellwork of a style with which she was not familiar.


  Shade opened his mouth but other than that remained motionless. Valea, still acting stunned, readied an attack as the sound of heavy steps neared.


  “Do—nothing,” Shade hissed with much effort.


  Despite her misgivings, she did as he bade. Seconds later, something prodded her in the side.


  “Yer not knocked senseless, lass. Don’t let it still happen.”


  Cautiously rising, Valea found herself surrounded by four squat but muscular figures who came no higher than her shoulder. What they lacked in height, though, they made up for in width; they were nearly twice as wide as the enchantress. They were clad in leather armor with fur at the shoulders—at least she thought it was fur; it could have been a continuation of their thick grey beards or braided hair.


  Valea had never seen a dwarf before, nor did she recall her parents ever speaking of having done so, either. Legend had always said that the dwarves dwelled in these hills, but they had done so under the literally iron rule of the drake lord here. The Iron Dragon had made the mistake of allying with Bronze during the early days in the hunt for her father and seeking to overrun their weakened emperor. They had perished for their folly, but freedom from their overlord had not enticed the dwarves to enter the world. No one to her knowledge had sought them out, either. There were enough legends as to what happened to those who intruded in the hills . . .


  “What be yer names?” the lead dwarf asked.


  “Valea. Valea Bedlam.” She ignored Shade’s cautioning glance. Her family had no quarrels with the dwarves, and in fact, her father’s presence had inadvertently led to the Iron Dragon’s misguided and fatal insurrection.


  “Bedlam . . .” The dwarf licked his lips in thought. His companions looked to one another. It was obvious that their people kept wise enough about the world beyond to know the name. “You’d be his child, then?”


  “If you mean am I the daughter of Cabe Bedlam, then yes.”


  Murmuring arose among the rest of the dwarves. The leader silenced them with a wave of his weapon, which was an oddly curved axe topped by a foot-long point that gleamed like a diamond. “Interestin’.” He looked to Shade, who was being pulled to his feet by two of the other dwarves. “And this one? Who be you?”


  The hooded spellcaster said nothing and kept his eyes lowered. The dwarf could not have helped but notice Shade’s unique eyes, but Valea believed that if they knew anything of his legend, then they would not identify this youthful figure with the ever-faceless spellcaster.


  “We’ve nothing to hide, Gerrod,” she abruptly said. “You should’ve answered him.”


  Shade managed to keep his surprise in check at her choice of names. To the lead dwarf, he responded, “My apologies.”


  “Hmmph! Best listen to your woman next time.”


  “We have done nothing,” Shade remarked, his arms still bound. “And only just arrived. The dwarven people are very alert.”


  The leader ignored his comment, instead saying to his comrades, “We’ll head back. Edrin will decide.”


  “What about—?” one of the others began, only to be cut off by a sharp glance from the first dwarf.


  No one else spoke as the party led the two spellcasters off. Valea considered using her power against the dwarves, but her parents had taught her to not wield it recklessly against possible innocents. To her, they appeared more wary than dangerous. Besides, Shade remained bound and she was not certain that she could keep him from harm if she did attack.


  The dwarves led them into a shallow, wooded valley. Throughout the journey, Shade did not look at her, but instead seemed intent on the leader’s back. Valea could find no reason for his odd behavior save that with his long history, the warlock had perhaps had dealings with this race. If so, she could not help but feel that those dealings had ended particularly badly.


  “Heard much about your father,” the leader suddenly remarked as they entered a thicker patch of forest. “They say he’s slain dragons single-handed.”


  “That’s true.”


  The dwarf hesitated in his tracks and, with wider eyes, studied Valea. “I do believe ye mean it!”


  “He faced Toma, son of the Dragon Emperor.”


  “That’s a name known to us,” growled the leader. The other dwarves muttered agreement. “Few fouler beasts than he. Heard he was slain, but that were too much to hope to be true.”


  “What did he do to you?”


  “Same as all our great masters did: slaved us to death for what we could dig out for ’em. Took our freedom from us just when we got it back for the first time since afore the damned drakes showed up here.”


  “I’m sorry . . .” The enchantress ended with a questioning tone indicating her wish to call him by name.


  He shrugged. “Magron Sym, my lady.”


  “‘Sym’?”


  Magron chuckled. “You probably expected it to be ‘Stonecutter’ or ‘Ironhammer,’ eh? Fool names! Don’t know where you other races got such notions from. Sym’s me father’s name and so it’s me second name, of course! His was Sym Arnoth ’cause his father was Arnoth. What’s more logical than that, eh?”


  “What is?” she said in agreement, musing on just what else about the dwarves outsiders might have gotten wrong.


  Magron suddenly raised his axe. Valea had no idea what was happening, but Shade simply looked expectant.


  The two trees nearest them shimmered . . . and a hole in reality opened up. Valea was well familiar with blink holes, as these larger portals were known, but the fact that she had not sensed any magical activity when the blink hole had opened again emphasized the mysteries of this ancient race.


  “’Tis likely Edrin’ll speak with you and then send you on your way, so don’t you worry. Just with things the way they are, couldn’t take no chances but to bring you to him, especially being magic folk and all.”


  “What is going on?” Shade asked.


  Magron’s brow rose at the sorcerer’s unexpected entrance into the conversation. “That’s for Edrin to say.” He squinted. “Mighty fancy eyes you made yourself. Makes me wonder what they do.”


  “Will we see Edrin right away?” Valea interrupted, fearing that the dwarf might make some link between “Gerrod” and Shade.


  “Depends, but pretty likely. Now, follow us and don’t be stepping away at any moment. Lots of safeguards below.”


  Traps, he means, the enchantress thought. And with the dwarves, those traps were probably mainly of the fatal variety.


  Two at a time they stepped into the hole. There was no sensation of transporting from one place to another. It was as if they had merely walked through a door.


  However, that “door” led into a chamber worthy of the Dragon Emperor, so immense and lengthy it was. Valea wondered if the drake lords of this region had made use of this place when they had ruled here.


  That made her think of a question that had always troubled her about this land. No one ever called it by a name. It had always been “the realm of the Iron Dragon” or “the land of the hill dwarves.” It was almost as if no one wanted to name it.


  “What is this place called? This land, I mean?”


  Magron did not seem to mind her question. “In the old tongue, afore the drake lords imposed the Common speech upon us, it was called Gwanar’estu’Hariak. We call it Hariak, these days.”


  “Does it mean anything?”


  “Somethin’ about a bird, me father’s father once told me. No one speaks the old tongue anymore. Besides, who cares about birds down here, ’less they’re for eatin’.”


  As they spoke, it seemed to her that the cavern grew more illuminated than any adjustment by her eyes warranted. Slowly she realized that before them strands of light had begun to seep from the walls and ceilings.


  No, not lights . . . worms! Each was no longer than half a foot, but there were hundreds, then thousands. They crawled out of small holes pock-marking the walls and aligned themselves nearly perfectly on the rock for some distance down the path.


  And in doing so, revealed an even more astounding sight.


  Gargantuan effigies. Effigies of beings from many races, some of them familiar, such as the Seekers and the Quel. Others she had heard of from her father’s research and still more she recognized from another place.


  They were akin to the statues in the sanctum of the Dragon Emperor and clearly carved by the same hands.


  “Quite a view, ain’t they?” Magron asked with pride. “My people, we were even better skilled far back, afore the damned drakes. ’Tis a lost art, sadly.”


  The scope of things before her left Valea dumbfounded. The dwarves had carved the effigies deep in Kivan Grath, effigies predating the drakes, predating the Seekers, the Quels, and other races.


  Effigies her father believed had existed since the founder race had ruled the world with power even the Vraad and the Dragon Kings could not imagine.


  “‘Gwanar’estu’Hariak’ refers to more than merely a bird,” Shade murmured in her ear. “Literally . . . it means ‘Nest of the Phoenix.’”


  X

  

  THE WALLS OF PENACLES


  FAR BEYOND the rear ranks of Penacles’s defenders, near the city walls—but not too near—a shadow detached itself from one darkened area. Kadaria came into partial focus, her covetous eyes shifting from the city to the direction of Lochivar and back again.


  She was joined a moment later by a second shadow. This one resembled the other male with whom she had spoken last time but was yet another of the necromancers.


  The two armies are within half a day of confrontation, he informed her. Now and then, there was hint of a broad, bearded face within a dragon-crest helm. Outsiders unfortunate enough to confront one of the necromancers would have noticed that this one bore a scar across his nose. In truth, it was the memory of a scar, since, as with Kadaria, there was nothing mortal remaining of him.


  “And the Child of the Void has been directed to his doom,” she quietly replied, much satisfaction in her tone.


  He shifted in surprise. You waste precious energy projecting when there are no fools around who cannot cope with our words in their heads. You know since our last encounter with our dear cousin that all energy must be preserved until we are returned to our glory . . .


  “And that will be soon enough.” Her lips twisted upward. “I see no reason not to get a little practice. It has been quite a while since we walked this plain in the flesh.”


  You cannot entice him, Kadaria, the male remarked with what might have been a hint of jealousy in his otherwise cold tone. Flesh or spirit, he desires another . . .


  She was put off by neither his comment nor this trace of his ancient lust for her. Kadaria had long ago chosen for herself one she felt was more worthy of her, even if she had to use blood and death to bend him to her will. “He shall have her. I shall have him. Then . . . we shall have him. That was what we agreed.”


  He was the least of us once . . .


  “Once. Is there anything more you wish to report, Hirac?”


  He has sent him to the dwarves.


  Kadaria’s smile grew. It was both beautiful and dreadful and even the other necromancer shivered at its sight. “How perfect! Perhaps this time our dear cousin will unlock the secret.”


  She is with him.


  The smile reversed, then all expression faded from her pale countenance. In its way, it was a sight even more unsettling, for it best hinted at her deathless nature. “She will goad him on. She will make him see what he could not before. It only enhances his chance of success, which was already greatly in our favor.”


  As you say. What would you have of me now?


  “Take your brother and keep witness as to Ravos’s trustworthiness. Until he reaches the point we need of him, he must not deviate from the path we’ve set him on.”


  He will not. Hirac bowed his head, then faded into the shadows again.


  Kadaria drifted a bit farther back from the shadow of the wall. As she did, a sentry came into view. The sentry marched up to the necromancer without seeing her, then walked through her.


  She almost let him pass on untouched, then thought of something. With a casual turn, Kadaria touched the soldier on the cheek.


  The man let out a barely audible choking sound. He stumbled, then looked ready to fall forward.


  The necromancer raised her index finger. The guard snapped back up as if a marionette whose strings had been pulled taut.


  She vanished, reappearing before the guard. His eyes stared ahead without seeing.


  Kadaria thrust her hand into the man’s chest. Her entrance did no physical damage, the necromancer now like the ghosts she commanded. The guard did not react. He had died the moment she had first touched him. An empty shell was all that remained, a shell that would serve the Lords of the Dead.


  “Watch. Wait,” she commanded. “The moment he steps from these walls.”


  The guard slowly nodded.


  She sent her puppet on his way. He would have a surprise for the wizard Bedlam the moment that the impudent spellcaster needed to leave the safety of Penacles to confront Lochivar’s army.


  All was going perfectly. This latest puppet was but the least of many serving the necromancers . . . and her, in particular. To Kadaria, what she desired was what the Lords of the Dead desired.


  And with Shade in mind, she vanished again.


  CABE REAPPEARED in the palace, his expression grave. He had just returned from observing the advance of the Red Dragon’s army and had calculated that the other drake lord had managed to reach farther into Wenslis than the wizard or the Gryphon had thought possible. It could not have been done with the Storm Dragon’s consent—unless there had been some very recent change in that Dragon King’s lengthy comatose condition—but one of his dukes and potential heirs must have harnessed enough power to counteract the fearsome storms the army should have faced.


  That meant that Melicard would not have his own force in place to cut off the crimson drake.


  He expected to find the Gryphon awaiting him, but evidently something had called the lord of Penacles elsewhere. A pair of aides rushed past. The wizard was about to call one of them back when Troia suddenly appeared.


  “Cabe! Praise be!”


  There were few things that could so upset the cat woman. As with Cabe, those things concerned the ones she loved most.


  “Something’s happened to the children?” he immediately asked. After news of the attack on Melicard’s son and the knowledge of Troia’s loss years ago of another child to enemies, it seemed logical to assume the worst.


  “They’re safe! Gwen just returned. She stayed with them while I searched for the Gryphon. We cannot find him!”


  “The Gryphon’s missing?”


  “I—we can’t be certain, but he didn’t show up to speak to his staff this afternoon. It’s not been a long time, but he’s never late, as you know.”


  “No.” The Gryphon was legendary for his punctuality. Cabe understood her concern. “He mentioned nowhere he might have had to go?”


  “No, but you know that he often takes private excursions to better understand the situations going on. Still, he generally leaves some word for me.”


  “What about the libraries?”


  “I was on my way there now.”


  Cabe concentrated. Both he and Troia were transported to the chamber door. Immediately, the wizard could sense the lionbird’s magic at work. There were complex seals on the door, ones not there the other day.


  “We may not be able to enter,” he reported with some concern. He focused on the magical seals and they fell away.


  His astonishment must have shown, for Troia blurted, “What is it? What just happened?”


  “There were new barriers he set. They vanished as soon as I probed them. He must have planned for my arrival.”


  As he spoke, Cabe shielded the pair of them. He then caused the entrance to open.


  Troia leapt in the moment the way was clear. Cabe cursed himself for letting that happen and quickly followed.


  The chamber illuminated, first revealing to them the mangled golems. Cabe strengthened the protective shield.


  “Gryph!” Penacles’s mistress jumped past the guardians and landed on all fours next to a limp form. Cabe rushed to her side as she took the Gryphon’s head in her hands.


  There were no signs of physical injury, but the lionbird remained unconscious. After a failed attempt to awaken her mate, Troia looked to the wizard for help.


  He held a hand over the body, finally noting something near the head. “Someone invaded his head using a spell. The residue is still noticeable. It was cast with skill, with power . . . and its trace is so unique that it can only belong to Shade.”


  “Shade!” Her claws extended as her anger flared. “He did this to my husband?”


  “He must’ve attempted to enter the libraries. The Gryphon has warning spells attuned to him.”


  “I will skin that foul necromancer alive and savor every scream . . .”


  Cabe put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Easy, Troia.”


  Her anger faltered, replaced in her expression by the fear that was the true driving force in her at the moment. “Is he—is he dying?”


  He surveyed the head again. “No. His mind was forced to bury itself, though. There must’ve been some powerful reaction at some point, some careless maneuver by Shade. Doesn’t seem like him. He’s usually more skilled.”


  “Does that matter?”


  “I’m sorry. Physically, he appears whole. This is something Gwen would understand better.” He waved his hand and suddenly the Gryphon vanished. “I’ve sent him back to your bed. Let me send you to Gwen so that you can take care of your children while she sees if there is anything she’s able to do for him.”


  Troia hugged him. “Thank you, Cabe.”


  “I’ll continue my investigation in the meantime.” Without another word, the wizard focused. Troia disappeared.


  Without hesitation, he headed for the tapestry. Utilizing its abilities, Cabe found himself a moment later in the vast libraries. Even after so many visits, he was still awestruck by its amazing contents. The temptation to pluck up one of the books remained with him even though he knew better than most that doing so was a waste of time.


  “I know you’re here,” he said to the open air. “Let’s not delay things.”


  “I am merely awaiting your request,” the gnomelike librarian remarked from his left, standing there as if he had been present the whole time.


  Cabe eyed the being with slight mistrust. He and the Gryphon were of the opinion that there was one and only one librarian and that he had a far greater link to this place than was known. Someone had created the libraries; why not him?


  It was a futile question to ask. The gnome was a master of answering in riddles.


  “Has anyone been here?”


  “You have. The current lord of Penacles, too.”


  Apparently, I’ll have to be more direct. “Was Shade here?”


  “Absolutely not.”


  Cabe was caught off guard by the blunt answer. “Has Shade ever been here?”


  The librarian shrugged. “In times past. With the current lord of Penacles. As an ally with more than one of the previous. Sometimes as an enemy of them, as well.”


  As far back as anyone knew, the previous rulers of Penacles had all been the Dragon Kings of Clan Purple. The gnome’s remarks interested Cabe but did nothing to clarify the current situation. “But he hasn’t been here recently? Today?”


  “No, master wizard, he has not.”


  Cabe tried a different course. “What did Shade look for in the libraries?”


  “Many things. He mostly sought freedom from his curse.”


  “And did he find anything?”


  While the librarian sounded patient, his brow did at last wrinkle slightly at the constant questions. “He still suffers, master wizard.”


  Just as he was about to surrender, Cabe thought of one last thing. “I’d like to see the spellwork that would cure Shade.”


  The librarian raised a hand. One of the heavy tomes gently flew to it. Somewhat taken aback that his request had brought a result, the wizard accepted the book. He eagerly opened it.


  The pages were blank.


  “What’s this mean?” he demanded of the gnome.


  But the librarian was gone, and when Cabe looked down again, the book had disappeared, too. He glanced up and saw that it had returned to its place on the shelves.


  Frustrated, Cabe Bedlam left the libraries. He paused only for a moment in the chamber beyond, then concentrated on his wife.


  Cabe, she responded to his mental entreaty.


  I’m on my way. How is he?


  I do not know. Gwen said no more, but no more was needed at the moment. Her simple answer spoke volumes and gave terrible warning for not only Troia and her children, but all of Penacles as well.


  They were on the eve of war . . . and their greatest warrior was lost to them.


  THE LIBRARIAN REAPPEARED. In contrast to his generally calm demeanor, he was now sweating profusely and even struggling to regain his breath. Even the highly attuned senses of the mighty Cabe Bedlam had noted the struggle going on around them, a struggle of wills that the librarian had lost.


  He had wanted to give the wizard much more than Cabe had received. The librarian could have answered so many questions and for the first time would have been willing, but in the end, he had bowed in defeat to the true force manipulating not only his precious creation but so much else.


  The land will have its way, he thought bitterly, he who had once believed himself the most knowledgeable, the most learned, of the arrogant Vraad, and was now but a shadow. The land will have its way with all of you, master wizard. You, your allies, the Dragon Kings, and even the one it fears most . . . Shade.


  XI

  

  THE DWARVES


  SHADE HAD HOPED that the dwarf Magron would come to trust Cabe Bedlam’s daughter enough that he might unbind her companion, but Magron had been wise enough to let another decide his fate.


  That other, Edrin, sat upon a wide, flat stone chair worn smooth by generations of dwarven leaders. The back of the chair loomed over the short figure and revealed twin crossed axes of the same design as that wielded by their escort.


  “What’ve we got here?” Edrin asked, eyeing the pair skeptically.


  To outsiders, dwarves had a tendency to resemble one another, but both Shade and Valea immediately recognized that, despite some change in garments and length of beard, Edrin was Magron’s twin. Even the voice was exactly the same.


  “We found these while out on our hunt,” Magron said offhandedly. “Figured they should be brought to you.”


  “A witch and a warlock, are they? They have the smell and look of ’em.” Without waiting for an answer, Edrin leapt from the seat and descended to the group. Before dealing with the newcomers, he and Magron cheerfully grasped one another’s wrists.


  “Twins is rare,” one of the other dwarves said quietly to Valea . . . and by default, Shade. “Ain’t been any others in this generation.”


  But it was clearly not simply because they were twins that this pair commanded much respect among their kind. Like Magron, Edrin had a quick, wily gaze. He only needed a glance at both to judge them well. Fortunately, the dwarven leader did not seem to recognize Shade. The Crystal Dragon’s talisman continued to protect in more ways than one.


  “And this fine lady is . . . ?” asked Edrin, bowing to the enchantress with far more grace than one of his stocky frame should have been capable of.


  “She says she’s the daughter of the wizard Bedlam.”


  “The wizard Bedlam?” Edrin snapped his fingers. “Bring some drink for her! She must be parched!”


  As another dwarf ran off to obey, Edrin peered at Shade. “And who’s this one?”


  “Gerrod’s his name,” his brother answered. “Not a talkative sort.”


  Edrin gave the sorcerer a more thorough study, then asked Valea, “This one your man?”


  “Yes,” she answered without hesitation.


  Shade withheld any reaction. Cabe’s daughter could have given him away but had chosen a different, perhaps more prudent path. It was possible that if she had revealed his identity, they might have still decided that they could not trust her after all. He could not blame her for being cautious.


  “You’ll vouch for ’im, then, my lady?”


  “I will.”


  That was enough for Edrin. “Let ’im loose.”


  His brother looked a little hesitant but had Shade’s guards do as commanded. The sorcerer was tempted to depart immediately, but memories of a previous time here began to come together. He still did not recall why he should fear capture by the dwarves, but he knew that they likely had good reason for wanting to do so. What he did remember now was that he had come here because of a possible clue to his search, a clue that had led to nowhere.


  And yet . . .


  Something mocked him from just beyond the edge of memory, something to do with his previous visit here and the seemingly false clue. Clearly, the Crystal Dragon had some notion concerning the dwarves. It would be nice if he had shared that with me, his supposed ally.


  There had to be a reason why the Dragon King had thrust him here, and without care that she’d be forced to journey at his side. Shade did not trust the drake lord very far and knew that the Crystal Dragon felt the same about him, but both desired to find the tower and so needed one another.


  Why am I here, oh Dragon King? Why?


  He stretched his arms carefully. The guards watched each move.


  Edrin nodded at his caution. At that moment, the dwarf who had run off returned with a tray containing four silver goblets. He offered the tray’s contents to the dwarven leader, who shook his head and indicated the newcomers.


  The servant offered Valea first choice. She graciously took one of the goblets. “What is it?”


  “The finest dwarven wine, of course!” answered Edrin as Shade took the second goblet and Magron the third. As the leader took up the last, he added, “What did you expect? Ale?”


  Rather than answer the obvious, Valea immediately took a sip. Her eyes widened in pleasure. “It’s very delicate yet full of flavor!”


  The dwarves grinned. Magron downed his own drink. “Aye, there’s none finer, not even among the elves.” He looked at Shade and his mood soured slightly. “Not thirsty?”


  Shade took a healthy swallow. With all honesty, he commented, “The best wine I’ve tasted in many years.”


  Tensions around him eased slightly, although for Shade himself, the wine brought a disturbing feeling that had nothing to do with the taste. The wine stirred yet more flashes of memory. He saw another dwarf, this one with a tilted crown on his head. The dwarf was toasting someone—Shade himself, the warlock recalled. That was followed by a glimpse of these very caverns filled with white flame that moved with obvious intelligence, seeking out and searing to ash those dwarves too slow to escape.


  The third and last image was of the same dwarven king screaming as his flesh burned away to bone.


  His memory as a whole utterly disjointed, Shade had no idea which incarnation had journeyed to Hariak. It might have even been more than one. Whatever the case, his earlier fears when they had first materialized in the hills were confirmed. Shade had not remembered much of anything save that he should not be near the dwarves. Now he began to understand why.


  And how long before they realize the truth?


  “The wine a bit strong for you?” Edrin asked with some humor.


  “I’m not used to such quality,” the sorcerer replied calmly.


  His response was met with more approval. Shade allowed himself to relax . . . slightly.


  Edrin finished his drink and handed back the goblet. After the others had done the same, he gestured for the outsiders to follow him. Not at all to Shade’s surprise, Magron and a number of the guards followed. Still, the dwarves were being fairly lax considering they had two spell-casters in their midst.


  They entered into an even vaster chamber where more of the towering effigies lined the walls. In contrast to those in the previous chamber, these were damaged . . . scorched, to be precise. Shade hid his concern as scores of dwarves throughout the cavern went about their various duties and lives. A column of a dozen marched along with sacks of what seemed like rocks. In the distance, a forge glowed bright. A pair of female dwarves, slightly less stocky and with longer braided hair, led a group of small children into a side tunnel.


  A mechanical noise caused Shade and Valea to look up. The ceiling here was cleared of stalactites and in their place a series of iron carts large enough for dwarves moved along through the use of a pulley system. The columns emerged and disappeared into other gaps above, those coming from ahead filled with rock and other rubble and those going back empty.


  “Aye, we do mine the earth, that’s true,” jested Edrin, drawing their attention. “You outsiders haven’t got all of it wrong.”


  “Your Majesty, if I may ask, where are we going?”


  “’Tis not ‘majesty.’ There’re no kings here.”


  “No kings? I thought—”


  “My brother was chosen for his deeds, not his blood,” Magron declared proudly. “That’s how we pick ’em. The crown remains untouched. No one’ll wear it, in memory of King Varn.”


  “Varn—” Shade gasped before he could stop himself.


  Fortunately, the grating of the pulleys above had drowned out his voice. Varn. The name of the dwarf burning alive.


  “Was the last king we had just afore the iron drakes enslaved us. Was Varn who led us against the damned dragons when their lord expanded from the south. Kept them at bay. Made the Iron Dragon of that time look like a fool.”


  “What happened?” asked the enchantress. “Did the drakes finally kill him?”


  “Nay! That would’ve had some trace of honor! Varn perished when the fire took us, the fire that lived, the fire that the damned treacherous warlock Shade unleashed!”


  “No!” Valea exclaimed. She spun around to stare at Shade.


  He met her gaze, then looked away in guilt. Shade had carried the guilt of many lives for many centuries, but for some reason that guilt burned as great as the fire that had consumed so many innocent dwarves, including their vaunted king.


  Only a few of the hundreds—thousands—of victims . . . I should be used to it. I should be inured to the deaths. I should be . . . why do they feel so fresh now?


  Shade knew. It was her. She made him feel this renewed guilt! She was responsible.


  His fury rose. Why should he suffer because of her? Because of any of them? The dwarves were his enemies, just as the Bedlams—everyone—was.


  “Somethin’ ails him?” Magron asked, pushing toward Shade.


  The sorcerer was about to snap at the dwarf when Valea suddenly interceded. She put her arms around Shade and explained, “He’s been ill of late. It’ll pass.”


  And to Shade’s surprise, the anger dwindled. He regained his breath and straightened. “Forgive me.”


  Magron shrugged. “Nothin’ contagious, hmm?”


  “No . . .” Shade had almost added that it was nothing with which the dwarf should concern himself but realized that if Valea had not stepped in, it was possible that the sorcerer’s darker side might have created the potential for another disaster here.


  She held on to him a moment more, then stepped back. Shade felt a slight emptiness at her retreat. What is happening to you, you fool? Whatever ties she might have to Sharissa, she is not Sharissa!


  No, he thought the next second. She is Valea Bedlam.


  Before his already-stressed mind could delve further into why that response would come to him, Edrin took control again.


  “’Tis getting near dark. Best you don’t be goin’ outside now whether spellcasters or not. Not be safe, especially if’n your man here’s not well.”


  “What—what’s so dangerous out there?”


  “Drakes, o’ course!” snapped Magron much too quickly for Shade’s taste. “Drakes.”


  Valea also did not seem convinced. “But Iron’s clan was all but decimated with him and the remnants have joined the confederation farther northeast of this region. Are you talking about them?”


  “Aye.” Edrin cut off any more discussion on the topic by gesturing toward a side tunnel. “You’ll be spending the night with us. Magron’ll show you where.”


  He did not so much explain as command, leaving no room for either to decline his offer. Edrin also did not seem concerned that the two might simply cast a spell and depart. Shade felt he should know why but could not recollect.


  “Thank you,” the enchantress quickly responded. The dwarven ruler nodded, then indicated that Magron should lead them away.


  They journeyed through the passage to another one before finally coming to a small chamber that might have passed for living quarters if not for the iron door bolted into the entrance. The pair took one look at it, then at Magron.


  “The door’s for yer own safety. Ye bolt it from the inside.”


  And there will be guards not that far away on the outside, Shade suspected.


  A female dwarf arrived with a tray bearing two wooden bowls containing a rich meat stew. Alongside each bowl was a hunk of coarse, dark bread and a goblet of wine.


  “Rabbit,” Magron explained with a grin. “With sage. Enjoy.”


  “Thank you,” the enchantress said politely, taking the tray. Shade simply nodded to the dwarves.


  Not until the door slammed and they were alone did Valea let the mask slip. Exhausted more than she had let on, she stared wide-eyed at him and demanded, “What happened to you back there?”


  He was blunt. “The medallion may stabilize my form and grant me the facade of normalcy, but my curse remains. More than once, I have felt my personality shifting.”


  “You mean—”


  “I mean that you are in danger and I curse the Dragon King for binding us together!”


  Her reaction was not as he expected. She looked more disappointed in him than afraid for herself. For some reason, that bothered him as much as his brief slip into darkness. “Since you are reluctantly bound to me, I think it might be a good idea if you tell me just what is going on.”


  “By that, you mean my unholy alliance with the lord of Legar.” Before continuing, Shade concentrated. The results were as he expected. “As we cannot transport ourselves out of Hariak”—to her credit, Cabe’s daughter did not show shock at this revelation—“I will explain what I can.” And not all that I could.


  She looked over her shoulder at the doorway, sharing Shade’s interest in how secure they really were from other ears. Shade made a slight gesture, then nodded when she looked back. They might be unable to depart, but their magic worked well enough to allow him to create a sphere of silence.


  “I am Vraad,” he began. “I know that, but much of my past is shadow even to me, lost because of my foul and foolish spell.”


  “The spell?”


  “You may ask me about it a hundred times over, but it remains the deepest-buried of my memories. I cannot recall how I cast it nor where it went awry. I vaguely remember my first awakening, when I believed that I had somehow succeeded. Only when death came to me and I was reborn did I realize the terrible truth.”


  He sat down on one of the two stone platforms that passed for beds in the chamber. Dwarves were not used to a soft life and their beds reflected that. As Shade looked down in thought, Valea sat just out of arm’s reach next to him. She stretched a hand toward him, but unlike when he had suffered the bout in the central chamber, this time the enchantress appeared tentative. The hand finally settled near her own knee.


  Shade began again as they ate. “I am Vraad. Born of a race of arrogant sorcerers with the power to match that arrogance. That memory remains with me no matter which incarnation. Son of Barakas Tezerenee, patriarch of the most powerful clan to have ever existed among the Vraad . . .”


  Splintered images of his father coursed through his memory. On a whim, he used those memories to cast a vision before them.


  Valea gasped. Barakas Tezerenee was built like a veteran warrior, strong of limb and with cold, calculating eyes made more disturbing by their crystalline nature. He wore dark armor of a dragonscale design that was much too akin to that used by the Dragon Kings when they transformed into their humanoid shapes.


  “Dragon Kings . . . ,” she murmured.


  In answer to her suspicions, he looked her in the eye. Valea gasped again.


  “Your father likely knows this. The Gryphon, too. Perhaps some of the drake lords suspect. I believe the Crystal Dragon does. Yes, Valea Bedlam, the first Dragon Kings were Vraad. They were, in fact, my many brothers.”


  He expected her to see him as mad, but after a moment of gaping, the enchantress closed her mouth and nodded. “It explains so much I’ve seen over the years. Cryptic notes by my father.” She shook her head. “But why change themselves so?”


  “They did not. The change came upon them and they could not stop it. Those transformed were among the party that chose to use a unique manner by which to travel from the world we’d ruined to this one. By magic, they created from beyond the boundaries between the two realms host bodies, human in form, but, thanks to my father’s perverse tastes, drawn from the greatest of the beasts discovered here.”


  “Dragons.”


  “Yes, dragons. The plan was without flaw, so it was thought. Then, shortly after my father had set up his new kingdom and sought to force the other Vraad to submit to his rule, the transformations began.”


  Shade shivered, for as he spoke, more and more memories long lost returned to him. One in particular haunted him. He saw his father striking through the throat of a great dragon, slaying the leviathan easily. The dragon’s own attack had been clumsy, suicidal even.


  Only after it was dead did his father reveal to him that it had once been Shade’s mother.


  “No . . . not my mother,” the sorcerer said, correcting himself. “Gerrod Tezerenee’s mother. I am but a twisted reflection of him.”


  “No!” She leaned close. “You are Gerrod! Changed, maybe, but you are Gerrod!”


  He eyed her with pity. “Valea Bedlam, this is not some fairy tale your mother read you when you were a child. I am not some tragic hero you can bring to salvation! I have willingly caused the deaths of countless innocents, as you have heard from our hosts! I am not Gerrod Tezerenee. I am and ever will be Shade. Call me that here and forever on.”


  She did not answer him at first, instead only staring at him as if he had slapped her in the face. After a lengthy silence, the enchantress quietly answered, “First, I am Valea. You need not refer to me as if I’m my father. Second, no matter how many lives you’ve lived, don’t patronize me. Yes, there was a time when I dreamed like that, but I’ve watched people die, seen close friends betray one another, and learned more about the bloody history of this land than nearly anyone else. I was there when the ghost of Gerrod Tezerenee and the sorcerer Shade became one and both tried to sacrifice themselves for me and my family. I will—”


  But now Valea was cut off as someone banged on the door. Shade quickly removed the silence spell. The pair shared one last gaze, Valea’s indicating that both his story and their argument would be continued.


  Barely had the banging ceased when Magron barged through. His entry verified Shade’s earlier suspicion that they walked a fine line between being guests and prisoners.


  “Come with me,” was all the dwarf would say, but his voice held an edge to it.


  Valea rose. “Is there something wrong?”


  Magron continued back out the door.


  Shade took the lead. They still had their powers. If it came to it, they could fight their way out. Between the pair of them, they represented tremendous ability.


  Of course, Shade reminded himself, the dwarves are well aware of that, too.


  Out in the corridor they found awaiting them a new escort of six sturdy warriors, two of them female. The dwarves flanked the duo. Magron led them on.


  They did not start back in the direction they had come, but rather turned down what appeared a less-traveled passage. There were none of the glowing worms here—round white crystals dully illuminated the path instead. There was also a layer of dust on the floor that had not been evident in the other areas; dust could be expected in a cavern, but this layer gave all indication that few dwarves utilized this tunnel. Only a few scattered prints here and there gave evidence that someone had actually been through here in recent times.


  “Where are we going?” Valea finally asked. Shade was grateful for her question, certain that she had a better chance of its being answered than he did.


  “Not much farther,” Magron rumbled. He sounded lost in thought.


  The answer was of little value, but fortunately, or not, they soon came to the end of the passage. Ahead stood four stern guards protecting a pair of iron doors that made the earlier one seem frail.


  Shade sensed Valea tensing at the same time. Every indication was that the dwarves had decided to imprison them after all. Worse, as they neared, the sorcerer detected potent protective spells possibly capable of muting their abilities.


  He was about to risk a battle when a hideous, bestial cry erupted from behind the doors. The cry was followed by a commotion.


  Magron grew upset. “They were supposed to have that thing safely bound!”


  He rushed forward, the escort urging the spellcasters to follow suit. A brief, more muffled growl followed, then silence.


  The sentries had turned to the doors, their weapons ready in case something within burst out. They gratefully let Magron take command. He had two of them seize the door rings while the other two and the escort readied to take on anything coming at them. Briefly, Shade and Valea were forgotten, but neither attempted to flee. Not only would the act have been futile, but Shade had a dreadful feeling that he needed to see what had made that sound.


  “Hold on,” Magron quietly ordered. He rapped on the door twice, then stepped back.


  There was a reply knock from within, followed by the sound of a metal bolt being slid aside. The two guards slowly pulled the doors open.


  “Inside,” Magron ordered.


  Shade tried unsuccessfully to see past the dwarves. Whatever the cell held was not visible from the entrance.


  As he entered, there came the savage rattling of chains from his left. At the same time, the doors slammed behind the party and someone bolted them again. They were now imprisoned with the beast.


  “Stand away!” a voice identical to Magron’s shouted. Edrin shoved aside another dwarf who had been too slow in keeping out of the reach of the huge fiend shackled to the stone wall. Long, deadly claws sought to rip the guard’s face off but only managed to leave three red scars.


  Valea gripped his arm. “A Necri!”


  As if stirred by the fact that someone recognized what it was, the winged horror renewed its thrashing. The iron chains strained to hold the chiropteran creature and Shade marveled that plain metal could manage. He suspected that there were subtle spells on the chains only notable with careful examination that only a suicidal fool would attempt at the moment.


  The Necri’s dead eyes looked over the newcomers as if seeking its next victim. They paused briefly on Valea, who, to her credit, stood unflinching.


  Then the monster focused on the sorcerer.


  A strange, unsettling quiet overcame the Necri. The imprisoned demon hissed something that the leather straps tied tightly around its short maw prevented the gathered group from hearing clearly.


  “Now what’s it doin’?” Edrin asked. “Thing’s even spookier than when it was roarin’ its head off!”


  Over and over, the Necri slowly repeated the same single sound. All that time, it stared at the sorcerer.


  “Should we unbind the mouth?” asked one guard.


  Edrin scoffed. “You want ta lose a finger or two, or maybe your whole hand?”


  The other dwarf shook his head.


  The Necri was relentless in its hissing. Shade glanced at Valea and saw that she was eyeing him in turn. In her gaze he read her recognition of what the monster was endlessly repeating, a single word that he had understood immediately. After all, the Necri continued to stare right at him.


  Shade . . . , it called, . . . Shade . . .


  XII

  

  THE GHOSTS


  RAVOS DISMOUNTED and stepped to the side of the hill his army had just passed. The duke glanced around, sensed no one in the area, then quickly dropped to one knee.


  The spell he cast was a simple one. A swirl of blue energy formed before him, becoming a circular image roughly two feet in diameter. In the middle of that image, a shape in no way human coalesced.


  The burning eyes of the immense ebony dragon looked directly at Ravos.


  “Father,” the drake whispered, briefly lowered his head in homage.


  “Ravos . . . my heir . . . ,” was the gasping reply. To any who heard the voice, it was as if the dragon struggled for air with each word.


  The duke did not miss the use of the term “heir.” There had been three elder siblings before him, all hatched from eggs with the rare markings. All three of them had at some point been executed for their ambitions. It was not safe to be the heir of a Dragon King, especially this one. Ravos had worked hard to become indispensable and now everything was falling into place.


  “We are nearly upon Penacles. The attack is imminent.”


  “The City . . . of Knowledge . . . must be hit . . . with all I have . . . given you.”


  “It shall be.”


  The image receded, revealing more of the cavern housing the Black Dragon. Now the heavy grey mists of Lochivar could be seen drifting from Ravos’s father. The Dragon King had only ceased breathing them in order to speak to his offspring.


  And also evident now was the “gift” of the necromancers, an octagonal device crafted from black amber, rarer than diamond. Yet, the amber itself was only the housing for the sinister spell with which the Lords of the Dead had imbued it. The spell enabled the Black Dragon to breathe out the mists without pause, reinforcing the fanaticism of Lochivar’s warriors and spreading fear among the defenders of Penacles.


  “The accursssed . . . Bedlams . . . and that foul abom—abomination the Gryphon . . . mussst be kept . . . unable to detect our . . . true effortsss . . .” A manic tone tinged his words, a tone which had long since become familiar to Ravos. With it came increased sibilance, a further sign of the drake’s fading control.


  “They will be.”


  “And we . . . must be ready . . . when the tower . . . is found . . .”


  Ravos lowered his head again. “We will be.”


  A fit of coughing made him look up. In the image, the dragon hacked as if strangling. Ravos quickly lowered his head again before the Dragon King recovered. The Black Dragon had slain servants for lesser transgressions.


  “The . . . tower . . . ,” the drake lord rasped, recovering. “The phoenix will transss—transform me . . . make me . . . whole again . . . and I . . . will rule forever!”


  “Soon, Father. Soon will come the glorious day.”


  The Black Dragon looked away. Taking a deep breath, he exhaled more of the sinister mists. Guided by his will, it floated from view, not only adding to the potency of that cloaking Lochivar but spreading toward southeastern Penacles.


  Aware that he had been dismissed, Ravos let his spell dissipate. Staring at the spot where he had viewed his sire, the duke let out a low, mocking hiss. He smiled, revealing his sharp, sharp teeth.


  “I will be ready, my Father . . . and the tower and its secrets will be mine alone . . . not the necromancers’ . . . not yours . . .”


  A brief sound made him quickly look to the side. But instead of one of the shadowy spellcasters, it was a pair of human warriors who had paused to deal with matters of nature.


  It was almost certain that they had heard nothing of the conversation nor of Ravos’s comment afterward. Still, the duke drew his sword. Neither the tower nor his intention of betraying his father could go beyond this spot.


  The warriors noticed him coming. Each slapped a fist against their chest.


  Ravos brought the sword across the torso of the first, spilling out the man’s innards with ease. As the first man fell, the second simply stared. His eyes said that he knew death was coming, but since it was at the hand of the heir to the Black Dragon, there had to be good reason for it.


  The duke took his head. The body tumbled back while the head rolled to Ravos’s feet. He grinned at the expertise of his strike.


  A few drops of blood had splattered the duke’s face. The drake licked off those within reach of his long, forked tongue, then wiped off the rest with his hand.


  Ravos returned to his mount and rode off. The taste of blood only stirred his anticipation. Soon, there would be carnage, but, even better, soon, he would be king.


  GENERAL MARNER JUMPED as the wizard appeared in his tent. Even a lifetime in service to the Gryphon had not inured him to a spellcaster’s frustrating habit of arriving in such an abrupt manner. It made even a seasoned veteran soldier feel as if his training was being mocked.


  “Forgive the unannounced entrance, General,” Cabe Bedlam immediately said. “It was necessary for me to come here personally and when you could be found alone. I’ve also made certain that no one outside this tent, not even your sentries, will hear our conversation.”


  Marner knew that the wizard was older than he looked but still could not help feeling as if some fresh youth had command over him. He liked the wizard—and thought his taste in wives an excellent one, though he never expressed that opinion out loud—but there were moments when Marner had to remind himself that they were contemporaries.


  Those fleeting notions aside, the general knew that the wizard would not have come here unless something disturbing had happened.


  “All’s well in Penacles?” he immediately asked.


  “No.” Cabe told him what had happened to the Gryphon. Marner’s expression went from disbelief to horror.


  “By the Dragon of the Depths!” The commander quickly glanced toward the tent flap. He knew that the guards could not hear anything but considered what would happen when the news did reach the troops.


  “We can’t let them know,” Marner finally replied. “They can’t go into battle knowing this. Morale will plummet.”


  “We thought the same. None of us like keeping the truth from brave soldiers facing death, General, and if I thought that the Gryphon’s state was permanent, I’d insist you tell them. They’d deserve that.”


  “Aye, they would . . . and do.”


  The wizard nodded. “But there’s every hope that at some point either my wife’s efforts or the Gryphon’s own tenacity will overcome what’s happened to him. Until we know with all certainty what his fate’s to be, we’ll only add an unnecessary burden atop their shoulders.”


  “It’s for the best.” Marner swore. “Forgive me, wizard.”


  “Forgive me. It’s not fair that you have to have this additional problem while trying to coordinate things. I even wondered whether you should be told, but Troia insisted.”


  “Please tell the queen I’m very grateful for her confidence.” Neither the Gryphon nor his mate had any official title, but most of their subjects happily considered them king and queen. Other than human they might have been—Marner would have never used the word “in human” to describe the pair—but they were far more fair in their rule than nearly any other monarch of which the general had heard, even the lords of Talak.


  “One more thing,” the spellcaster said, his tone more dour. “Lochivar will be attacking within the next few hours.”


  This was a piece of information that did not surprise the commander. “I calculated that the duke would move about then.”


  Cabe actually smiled briefly. “Not surprised that the Gryphon and Toos favored you for promotion.” Sobering again, the spellcaster added, “I’ll be ready to help in all ways possible and I have four students who should be able to assist with some results. I’ll also be summoning my daughter after this. She’s very capable.”


  “Everything you’ve got I’m not too proud to accept. I was only a green officer when Lochivar last tried to take our kingdom, but I recall the dragons, the magic, and the bloodshed.”


  “I remember it all too well, too,” Cabe replied, eyes briefly lowering. “I remember it, too.” He looked up at Marner again, his expression growing resolute. “Lochivar will regret trying again, General. We’ll see to that.”


  The wizard vanished.


  Marner seized his helmet and exited the tent. The four sentries stood at attention.


  “Anything to report?” he asked the most senior.


  “All quiet, sir.”


  Cabe Bedlam’s spell had held true. Marner felt both grateful and guilt-ridden. Helmet on, the general summoned an aide.


  “It’s beginning,” he told the younger officer. “Get everyone together.”


  Even before they actually blared, the horns of war long echoed in Marner’s thoughts.


  The horns . . . and the cries of the dying that would follow.


  TRUE TO HIS WORD, Cabe sought out his daughter. He had hoped to leave her safe in the Manor but could not expect to protect Valea while others died. She had already protested his decision and would surely be glad to hear that he needed her help.


  I only pray that she remains unharmed in the process.


  Beyond the Manor walls, the sounds of activity spoke of life, of hope. Within, however, the starkness of the ancient edifice became all the more apparent without the rest of his family present. Gwen he had just left a few minutes prior, but Aurim’s absence resonated. He felt guilty that he had ordered Valea to stay here alone. She had been in the middle of the argument between father and son, trying to make each see the merits of the other’s side.


  She’s not a monster, Father! Cabe could hear his son saying again. She’s no more that than we are!


  I tried to tolerate things, hoping that you’d realize your error, the elder wizard had replied with equal passion. She’s recklessly led you into danger, made you ignore the security of your family and friends!


  Yssa means well, Father, Valea had interjected. But to her brother she had added, But you know that she should have never encouraged meeting behind Mother and Father’s back, Aurim . . .


  It had been an argument that no one could win. A furious Aurim had fled to his love, the daughter of a former ally who had proven himself a betrayer in Cabe Bedlam’s eyes. Even the injuries and loss of limb Yssa’s father had suffered had in no manner assuaged the wizard.


  Aurim had assumed that the disagreement between his father and hers had been only one factor in his disapproval of Yssa. Indeed, the younger Bedlam had made it abundantly clear that he believed his sire considered her a monster.


  After all, she was the daughter of a Dragon King.


  The Green Dragon was Yssa’s father, her mother a human he had loved. Drakes and humans could breed together; that was something of which Cabe and Gwen had secretly been aware for many years. Indeed, they knew why the two races could breed and for that reason Cabe would never have condemned Yssa as some sort of creature. After all, drakes and humans were the same people.


  “Valea?” Even his children did not know the truth. Most of the drakes were as ignorant of it as humans were. Cabe and Gwen had not discovered the facts until only a few years ago themselves, when he had journeyed to the west, to the glittering Legar Peninsula.


  When he had found himself face-to-face with the hermitlike drake lord who ruled that land, the Crystal Dragon had known the truth and shown it to the wizard; the drake knew the very origins of the first Dragon Kings and who they had been, they and all those who had been transformed into intelligent dragons.


  The Vraad.


  “Valea?” he called again, his voice amplified by a simple spell. His call would also enter every room, every hidden corner of the Manor. She could not fail to hear him.


  His thoughts drifted back to the encounter with that Dragon King as he remembered the final, shocking secret that the Crystal Dragon had revealed, a secret about himself. Even Cabe could never have believed—


  A voice caught his attention. A male voice that was not his son’s, although that was his first thought. It came from none other than where he kept his own library.


  Cabe materialized in the other chamber, spells ready. Two male figures stood on the other side of the room. The pair was engrossed in conversation. That they ignored his dramatic entrance made absolute sense to Cabe when he realized that he could see through them.


  They were ghosts. Memories of the Manor.


  One of them was Cabe’s own grandfather.


  There was some slight resemblance—just enough to mark Cabe and his grandfather as of the same blood—but the elder wizard had a regal bearing that the grandson doubted he could match. Cabe had never met Nathan, leader of the Dragon Masters—a band of wizards who sought to free the Dragonrealm—but he knew of him. Nathan looked young and healthy at this point, but there was a hint of concern in his eyes, concern focused on the slightly younger figure before him. A younger figure whom Cabe did recognize, much to his regret.


  His father. Azran. The madman who would kill his own brother, betray the Dragon Masters, and seek to use his infant son’s life to further his own dark goals.


  Where Nathan’s hair color was similar to Cabe’s and both were clean-shaven, Azran’s hair was the darkest black and he had just begun to grow his beard. The only common factor among the three generations of Bedlams was the telltale silver streak in the hair of each.


  Although both specters looked little different in age, Cabe knew that Azran had been the younger of Nathan’s sons. Magic had a way of blurring the lines, with experience the only real difference between the pair before him. Azran had been far too impatient with his father’s methods and far more reckless.


  The ghosts were having an argument over just that subject. While fascinated to find a memory retained by the Manor that he had not seen before, Cabe saw no point to it for now. There were far too many things going on that demanded his immediate concentration.


  But just as he was about to depart, Azran said, “And what about the texts you and Yalak discovered last year? Actual texts by the founders! They sit gathering more dust than they gathered for thousands and thousands of years!”


  “Most of those texts remain untranslated, Azran.”


  Cabe stilled. He knew nothing about any such texts. There was little hint of the founding race left, and much of what he knew was from things the Gryphon had discovered overseas. Their civilization had once spanned the world for millennia and then, for reasons still unapparent, had died out.


  “Then give them to me to translate! You’ve seen the value of what’s already been done! The tower promises all the power we need!”


  Cabe stepped nearer. There was reason to hear this particular scene after all. He knew that Shade had been searching for clues from the founders’ past and the Gryphon had discovered mention of a tower in one fragment they knew the warlock had been perusing.


  “This is the sanctum of the wizard who has given you a home and should not be—” shouted a familiar and welcome voice from behind him.


  He spun around. “Valea!”


  The wizard gaped at his daughter . . . or what was no longer his daughter. Yes, outwardly it appeared to be an equally startled Valea, but almost immediately Cabe noticed that he saw through her.


  Never in his life had he come across so recent a memory retained by the Manor. Cabe reached a hand to Valea and watched it enter her stomach unhindered. He watched as she peered around the room, her ghost equally oblivious to those of her grandfather and great-grandfather.


  Suddenly aware of silence from the duo, Cabe looked over his shoulder. Sure enough, they had vanished.


  Familiar with the fact that the “ghosts” had little to do with the concept of time, Cabe had no doubt that Nathan and Azran had been what had brought Valea into the room. He returned his attention to his daughter’s image, hoping that she might still offer some clue to the older memory.


  Valea continued to look confused. At last, she started to turn away.


  Something just beyond the doorway moved out of sight.


  Cabe flung himself through the vision of Valea just as she too vanished. He turned in the direction that he had seen the other figure go.


  The area was empty.


  A chill coursed down his spine. He sent a mental summons seeking Valea and felt no response. Frustrated at his earlier distraction, he transported himself to her chambers. In general, Cabe was respectful of his daughter’s privacy, but this was not the time for such mundane matters.


  But like the rest of the Manor, Valea’s chambers were devoid of any living soul.


  His heart pounding, Cabe returned to the central hall. There, he took a last look around, then cried out to the air, “Where is she? What are you trying to tell me? Damn you! Be plain for once!”


  But the Manor remained silent and no new ghosts appeared to give some hint as to what the ancient edifice sought to say. Cabe had long ago recognized that the Manor had some sentience of its own, but what its purpose was remained another mystery. Until now, Cabe had never seen his magical residence as anything but mildly benevolent, harmless.


  Yet, if it would not now give him the answers he needed, the wizard knew that he could never entirely trust it, perhaps not even enough to live within its walls.


  Cabe stood frozen, trying to decide what next to do. This was an unexpected turn at the worst moment. His daughter was missing and what clues he had indicated something dire had happened.


  And worse, he could not forget the figure he had glimpsed just behind her image, a figure he feared had everything to do with her disappearance. At first, he had thought that even despite the absence of a hood covering the head it might have been Shade . . . and in truth even that might have been better. At least he understood Shade well enough.


  However, what he had taken for the blurred features of the warlock had proven, after a moment’s consideration, anything but . . . or rather, had been nothing whatsoever.


  The intruder had had no face.


  XIII

  

  CHAOS BELOW


  EDRIN’S BROW WRINKLED as he studied Shade. “Thing doesn’t seem to like you very much.”


  “I have little desire to befriend it. Would you care to?”


  The sorcerer’s response earned a chuckle from Edrin. “No,” the dwarf responded. “I suppose not.”


  “This’s what we were huntin’ when we found you,” Magron explained. “Second one we’ve spotted.” To Valea, he said, “You mentioned a name. A Nekeri or something.”


  “Necri,” his brother corrected. “She said it was a Necri. Never heard of such a fiend. What is it?”


  “A demon of sorts, I suppose,” she answered. “It’s a false life. It exists as a servant of the Lords of the Dead.”


  “Them?” blurted Magron. “They’re just legend!”


  “This monster looks true enough,” Edrin countered. “I’ll take the lady’s word. That leads to another interestin’ question—why’re they here? What’ve we got that those necromancers would want to send their foul beasties after?”


  The Necri chose that moment to renew its thrashing. The wall mount from one of the chains groaned ominously, as if it was slowly working its way out.


  “Keep that thing under control!” ordered Edrin. He concentrated on Shade once more. “He’s still fixed on you really hard! Why’s that?”


  “I have nothing to do with the Lords of the Dead,” Shade countered.


  “That’s not a real good answer—”


  Now all the wall mounts groaned. Two guards moved in. They pressed the Necri back with their weapons.


  “Better now,” the dwarven leader rumbled. Once again, he interrogated Shade. “I think you might know a bit more than you say.”


  There was a snapping sound, followed by the grating of more metal.


  The Necri swung the chain still dangling from what passed for a wrist and struck the closest guard. The movement also enabled the fiend to swat the other guard with the side of the wing that made up the rest of the arm and paw.


  “Watch those other chains!” Magron shouted.


  The Necri tore its other wing-arm free. Bits of rock pelted the group. The creature moved with more confidence, more surety and Shade suspected that it had only one purpose in mind.


  As he expected, the chiropteran demon lunged for him. The chains holdings legs easily tore from the walls.


  Valea lunged in front of him. Her hands glowed.


  A golden sphere surrounded the Necri. Its pale, leathery skin wrinkled, as if the glow itself was anathema to its monstrous unlife.


  Magron tried to strike the Necri from behind. His axe cut into the sphere just as Valea shouted a warning.


  The sphere exploded. Magron fell back blinded.


  The Necri ignored all else. All that existed for it was Shade.


  Drawing an arc before him, the sorcerer created a rip in the air. A strong suction caught the Necri. The demon flapped its wings in an attempt to pull back.


  Shade drew another arc to the left of the first. The rip opened immediately. As with the first, it pulled the Necri sharply to it. The demon was caught between the two. The dueling suctions forced the wings wide open.


  Shade touched the air behind each of the rips. The suction from each magnified.


  The Necri strained. Its limbs stretched taut.


  A sickening tearing sound echoed through the chamber as the Necri began to split in two. Shade exhaled as his spells took command.


  The two parts of the Necri abruptly separated as if no more than parchment. Simultaneously, the ruined parts flared with black fire.


  There suddenly stood two Necri.


  Shade’s spell dissipated. He cursed as one Necri sought him out while the second turned upon Valea. Kadaria and her comrades had planned just for him. They knew his style, for even after so long, after so much denial, Shade still remained in part a Vraad.


  But a Vraad would have cared little what happened to others. The Lords of the Dead might consider that a weakness—they being Vraad, too—but Shade at least at present believed it the one difference between him and them. It also represented what he hoped was his path to redemption, if that was still possible.


  Ignoring the threat to himself, Shade formed a ball of green energy in his palm. He tossed it at the Necri occupied with the enchantress.


  His own foe fell upon him before he could see if his attack would succeed. The demon’s fetid breath assailed Shade as the creature threw him back. Shade struck the floor hard, the collision jarring every bone.


  But if the Necri thought to stun him or do worse, its masters had not fully taught it about Shade. For someone who had died a thousand and more violent ways, the collision was a momentary agony at best. That meant that the sorcerer was able to get hand up to the Necri’s throat and keep the demon from tearing out his face with its teeth.


  “Shade . . .” it rasped. “Shade . . . you will not have the stone . . . you will fail here again . . .”


  He wanted to demand to know what the beast meant, but had to concern himself with surviving the moment. Shade had no idea what would happen next if he perished here and did not want to find out.


  His hand glowed. Magical energies created extensions to his fingers and thumb until they completely encircled the Necri’s throat.


  The teeth drew nearer. Drops of venom stung his cheek.


  Shade squeezed.


  The stench of the Necri’s breath ceased. The deathly eyes unfocused.


  Ichor dribbled over Shade’s chest as the Necri’s head toppled on top of him. He knocked aside the stinking head and then kicked the body aside.


  His first view beyond was of Valea using the Necri’s own wings to tightly bind it. That did not keep it from continuing to charge her, but now Edrin and another dwarf tackled the demon, sending it falling at her feet.


  Valea glanced her way . . . and vehemently shook her head. She put a hand to her face, then pointed at him.


  Shade clutched at the medallion beneath his shirt and even through his gloves felt the ichor that drenched the area.


  Once more, the spellwork had been disrupted.


  He tried to cast both of them away, but the protective spells of the dwarven caverns still prevented that. Valea gestured toward the doors and the bolt suddenly slid open.


  Go! she mouthed. When he hesitated, the enchantress gestured again . . . and Shade found himself sliding through just as the doors opened.


  Shouts arose within, but whether they had to do with his unplanned flight or the Necri, he could not say. Shade continued to slide for several yards before Valea’s spell ended.


  A part of the sorcerer cried for him to flee, but another part demanded that he go back for her. However, until he could reestablish the medallion’s power, his presence near Valea would only condemn her. She still had a chance if he could stay clear.


  With reluctance, the sorcerer started down the passage. However, barely had he gone a few yards when he felt an immense tug back.


  The Crystal Dragon’s other spell still held. Shade could go little farther. Each succeeding step proved more and more an ordeal. He was grateful that he was still in the fairly unused corridor, for at the moment he would have been hard-pressed to confront any foe.


  What games do you play, Dragon King? Shade silently swore as he tried to decide his next move. Do you want the tower or not?


  He could think of only one recourse. Cabe Bedlam’s daughter would be furious, but that was a minor point at the moment.


  Shade focused on the enchantress.


  “Ungh!” Valea Bedlam materialized crouched as if about to fend off some attack. She froze for the space of a breath as the abrupt change in location struck her.


  He seized her hand just as she turned in his direction. “Come! This way!”


  “What’re you doing? You should’ve fled when you could!”


  “The Dragon King’s spell!”


  Her expression indicated that she had also forgotten it. “Where do we go, then? We can’t simply transport ourselves out of here!”


  “No, but we may be able to move around within the caverns.” Shade hesitated, glad for the moment that his curse hid his features. “There may be a reason why we ended up here. I believe our devious ally wanted us brought into the dwarven realm.”


  “I wondered.” The commotion began to die down in the sealed chamber. “They’ve finally destroyed it. They’ll be coming out in a minute.”


  “Brace yourself.” He concentrated on the caverns, trying to dredge up some memory of the place from the distant past. It was a desperate hope, but—


  An image formed in his head. He fixed on it.


  They stood in utter darkness. Shade prepared to illuminate their surroundings when the worms began to gather from their holes. Slowly, the duo were able to make out details.


  “Oh!” Valea instinctively pressed against him.


  He could not blame her for the reaction. Around them lay tons of rubble, including chunks of rock several times their height. The remnants of gigantic stalactites lay crumpled among the other fragments of the cavern ceiling.


  Worse, half-buried in the rubble stood pieces of what had once been part of the dwarven community. The ruined frames of several common structures could be spotted here and there. That they had also been carved from stone had not saved them from the immense collapse.


  “What happened here?” she breathed. “Did you—?”


  “No.” Shade could not remember what had taken place here, but felt certain somehow that he had not been responsible, at least not directly. “No . . . I was here, though. I remember that. I remember the dwarves were my friends then.”


  He waited for more, but a darkness as deep as that which had first surrounded him obscured the rest of the memories. Shade tried to be patient, although he knew that they had little time. The dwarves would soon be on the hunt for them.


  Valea strode toward one of the structures. The violence with which it had been hit was more evident. “Do you know—did everyone escape?”


  Shade did not answer her, not because he did not know, but because he did. Valea paled.


  Shade grimaced. While the scene before them was an arresting one, it served them no purpose. They had to find their way out.


  A side passage caught his interest. It was untraversable, but stirred another recollection. He had come here because of a possible trail leading to the tower . . .


  You will not have the stone . . .


  “The stone,” he muttered. “The stone.”


  “What stone?” The enchantress rejoined him. “What are you remembering?” She put a supporting hand on his shoulder. “Think!”


  “The stone,” he repeated. Shade could almost see it. A tiny speck, a pebble at most, truly. Its exact details continued to be elusive, though, and the sorcerer knew that if he did not recall those, the rest was useless.


  “It is you!” roared a furious voice from far to his left. They turned to see Edrin, Magron, and a score of dwarven fighters, both male and female. They stared at Shade as if he were a thing fouler than the Necri . . . which, to them, he was.


  “Magron saw yer face fade away!” Edrin went on, his axe held ready. “The girl tried to hide that, but he saw it afore you went flying away! We know you now, you demonspawn, you blackest of warlocks! We know you, Shade!”


  The dwarves spread out as their leader spoke. Shade heard the shifting of rock from other directions and knew that more warriors were wending their way into the shattered chamber from other passages.


  “Couldn’t stay away, even after centuries, eh?” Edrin had something else in his other hand, a small object that remained hidden by his fingers. “Now the king’ll be avenged!”


  “It’s not what you—” Valea could get no further, for suddenly she doubled over in agony. Shade likewise suffered. Outwardly, they simply looked ill; inside, the sorcerer felt his link to magic literally being eradicated. It felt worse than if someone was tearing his heart out while he still lived.


  “See to the girl! We’ve no argument with the Bedlams and she may be under a geas! The rest of you close in on him! He ain’t goin’ to try anythin’ in the shape he’s in!”


  Edrin spoke with confidence concerning the last part and Shade could not blame him. This was a different, so very ancient magic, different from almost anything he had ever experienced.


  Different from almost anything . . .


  The stone.


  Shade forced his head up. He caught a faint glimpse of something pale yet filled with color in Edrin’s palm. More memories returned. A hunt for this stone. The king’s mind turned by some outside influence into believing that Shade was the enemy. The fire arising from a spell the dwarven monarch had created using the stone, not from any nefarious effort by the sorcerer.


  “He carries it,” Shade managed to say to Valea. “He—”


  The agony coursing through him magnified. Without thinking, he grabbed for her hand.


  His own hand went through hers.


  “Gerrod!” she called from what seemed a thousand miles away.


  Without the medallion and under assault by the magic Edrin wielded, Shade’s body could not remain stable. He tried to concentrate, but failed.


  Then, the dwarf’s attack ceased. Shade let out a tremendous gasp and looked up to see Edrin grabbing for a burly, dark-haired warrior rushing past him. The unknown dwarf gripped an axe in one hand; the other was tightly shut around some tiny object.


  Shade did not need to guess what was in that hand.


  Howls broke out among the dwarves at this betrayal. The traitor paid them no mind, even grinning as he raced toward the pair.


  The sorcerer managed to straighten. His hand solidified. He looked at Valea, who, though fighting for breath, also appeared to be recovering.


  But just before the dwarf could reach them, the entire cavern shook violently. Shade thought it the fault of either Edrin or perhaps the mysterious dwarf, but from the looks of both, this was something unexpected.


  Parts of the ceiling cracked free. Dwarves scattered in every direction. Two guards pulled a struggling Edrin back.


  A huge block smashed into the floor just before the traitor, cutting off his path. As he wended around it, another short, muscular form tackled him.


  “Who be you?” Edrin’s twin roared at the betrayer as he fought for the stone. “What clan are you?”


  The mysterious dwarf said nothing. He released his axe and held his palm toward Magron.


  With a roar of frustration, Magron went flying.


  The quake intensified. In fact, to Shade’s estimate, it seemed to be centering more and more on the area where he, Valea, and the dwarf were located.


  “The land . . .” he managed. “It must be . . .”


  With astonishing nimbleness for one of his kind, the newcomer flipped back to his feet and continued to the trio.


  “If you two have any trust in your power, you’ll focus it on this!”


  He opened his palm to reveal the stone . . . or what was more than simply a stone. It was iridescent in a manner that transcended the finest pearl, almost as if the colors existed on a level beyond the stone’s physical surface.


  Before Shade could come to grips with more resurrected memories, the dwarf grabbed his hand and led it over the stone. With his head, he gestured to Valea to quickly do the same.


  The ground erupted, sending all three of them to their knees.


  “Keep your hands near the stone!” the dwarf roared. A heavy chunk of rock the size of his head landed within a yard. To Shade, he said, “You must cast thisss!”


  A spell matrix blossomed full in the sorcerer’s head. Shade instantly understood that only his ancient, unique form of magic could make this possible . . . and only with the stone.


  A horrific groaning above gave warning that the already-ravaged ceiling was further ripping apart. There would be nothing left of the vast chamber this time.


  Summoning his remaining concentration, Shade cast.


  What sounded like thunder roared in his ears. A growing shadow overwhelmed the three. The ceiling was nearly upon them.


  They vanished.


  At the last moment, Shade felt another mind infiltrate his and try to take command of the spell. He fought to retain mastery.


  It was as if he and the rest were caught in some maelstrom. Shade tried his best to keep some link to Valea. They had escaped the cavern, but he had no idea anymore what was happening to them.


  Shade collided with something hard. He rolled over, then felt what had to be Valea’s body land partly atop his own. The sorcerer tried to make a grab for her, but his limbs would not yet obey him.


  Slowly, everything calmed. Shade discovered he could breathe again. He had not even been aware that he had stopped breathing until then.


  Harsh cold struck him. Shade’s eyes snapped open.


  The razor-sharp beak of a Seeker sought his face.


  XIV

  

  THE MISTS OF WAR


  THE SCOUTS BROUGHT the news to King Melicard just as the signal for the brief rest to end sounded. Melicard wished that he could have given his men more time, but previous reports about the Red Dragon’s army had not been promising. He expected this report to be no less troubling.


  It proved even worse than he’d imagined. The drake lord’s forces had made frightening headway through Wenslis, where Melicard had hoped that they would be bogged down. They would reach Penacles and join up with Black’s army long before Melicard’s men.


  Summoning an aide, the lord of Talak ordered an increased pace. It was too little to make up for the drakes’ advantage, but it was all he could ask of his troops. They would be no good if they were too weak to fight.


  We need some miracle! We need—


  His horse started. Next to him appeared none other than Cabe Bedlam. The wizard’s youthful image momentarily frustrated the king, although he held no animosity toward the spellcaster himself.


  “If you’ve come to tell me we’re well behind the Red Dragon’s army, I already know.”


  “That was one point, though I assumed you might already have heard. I’ve given warning to Gwen. They’ll do what they can to stave things off and I’ll be returning soon.”


  There was something in the wizard’s tone that bothered the king. “What else?”


  “My daughter is missing.” Cabe went into a quick summary of his search for Valea, including his concern that Shade was involved. One of the reasons that the Bedlams and the Gryphon had pushed to capture Shade was the fact that with the moves by Black and Red there would be no time to deal with the warlock’s unpredictability.


  The king nodded solemnly at the news. “I wish there was something I could do. Perhaps Erini might be of help.”


  “I’ve already come from her. I’d hoped that Darkhorse might be near. He’s fond of both of them, but the queen’s heard nothing from either.”


  “Nothing?” Melicard hid his dismay. “The eternal is missing, also?”


  “He may be with Valea.” Cabe exhaled. “At least, I hope so.” The wizard steeled himself. “I’ll see what can be done about Red’s army. Even a small delay will help.”


  “Anything might. Fare you well, Cabe Bedlam.”


  The moment the spellcaster vanished, Melicard struck his fist against his thigh in frustration. He wanted to shout out his anger at whatever spirits were wreaking havoc on his life.


  Darkhorse is missing. For the lord of Penacles, that was worse news than even that the enchantress was nowhere to be found. The Bedlams had one another. Erini only had him, and Melicard was useless to her now.


  A warning blared. Melicard stirred from his darkening thoughts to see a huge, crimson form darting through the sky from the clouds above.


  The lone dragon soared directly toward the column. Melicard did not even have to give the order for his men to start positioning themselves. Most had grown up under the clawed fist of a Dragon King. Most hated the drakes nearly as much as he did.


  Launchers akin to those protecting Penacles were already coming into position. Some of the huge shafts had surprises attached to them that would make for particularly ugly wounds. Dragons were no longer the invincible monsters most had once thought. That myth had been fading since the days of the Dragon Masters even despite their eventual demise.


  Melicard drew his sword and rode toward the nearest launcher. “Aim steady! Wait until your shot is good!”


  At least two other launchers were now primed. The king frowned. Either the dragon was mad or there was some trick coming. He peered into the sky but saw nothing but more clouds.


  Could it be? Melicard suddenly wondered. He swore at his own naïveté and tried to duck from what he belatedly knew was coming.


  Out of the corner of his eye, Melicard saw the dragon immediately pull up.


  As the beast did, the bolt from the assassin caught the king in the back. Even despite his sturdy armor, the bolt penetrated. Melicard vaguely understood that it could not have done so without the powerful magic of a Dragon King.


  He keeled off his horse.


  AND OVER ANOTHER location far to the south, the roar of another dragon filled the air. The roar was countered by the blare of a dozen unified battle horns from the northwest.


  Penacles and Lochivar went to war.


  The bearded warriors of the mist-enshrouded land of the Black Dragon surged forward, their ranks fortified by the drake fighters astride great, reptilian mounts. Above, dragons Cabe Bedlam identified as airdrakes soared toward the city, they the first line of attack.


  “Ravos knows we’ll be ready for those,” Gwen said to Troia. “It must be a feint.”


  “General Marner is prepared for them,” the Gryphon’s mate replied. She studied the enchantress. “Cabe will find your daughter and be back here soon.”


  Gwen felt guilty. “Your husband still lies unconscious and I’m turning your concern elsewhere. Marner and his men can’t afford our distraction. Without either of our husbands’ help, we must support the soldiers and the city.”


  “We must.” A rumble that was not thunder shook the palace. “It’s begun.”


  Nodding, the enchantress gestured at the large emerald sphere before them. In it, they could watch every aspect of the battle and interact with it.


  Unfortunately, Duke Ravos and his sire would be doing the same from their side.


  The four dragons split up as they reached the walls unmolested. They could have attacked the ranks of soldiers over whom they flew, but doing so would force them to fly low enough to be vulnerable to the launchers designed by the Gryphon. Huge wooden missiles tipped with dragonscale and enhanced by magic could be fired at a moment’s notice with remarkable accuracy. That was merely one of the weapons against dragons Penacles had in its vast arsenal.


  As the dragon finally dove, Marner had Penacles’s defenders meet the invaders. The clash of weapons echoed loudly. Strong, sleek swords met heavy axes. A riding drake snapped up a hapless soldier and tossed the bloody carcass aside just before one of the man’s comrades drove a lance up into its throat. The drake officer atop the beast leapt off, his weapon already drawn. His sword, half again the length of that of any human, all but cut another defender in half.


  Their helmets and beards did not utterly obscure the manic expressions of Lochivar’s warriors. Once, after the Gryphon had severely damaged the Black Dragon’s throat, the mists had over time faded and there had been a belief that the people of Lochivar would rise up against their master. Unfortunately, not only had they for too many generations been instilled with utter obedience to the Black Dragon, but through some unknown magic the drake lord had regained the power to spread the mist again.


  The fearsome warriors offered no mercy and Penacles, so long their enemy, did not expect it.


  And in the palace, Gwen watched as the dragons prepared their attack. The first opened its mouth—


  Gwen neatly cut off a nearby turret, a sacrifice the Bedlams and the Gryphon had agreed on well in advance, and sent it into the dragon’s gullet. The dragon spun wildly as it sought to dislodge what the Lady of the Amber made certain it could not.


  The enchantress gestured again.


  The turret—and the dragon’s head—exploded.


  She nodded with grim satisfaction. The barrels of oil placed in that turret had served well. All Gwen had needed was a simple spell causing a small flame within one of the barrels.


  She concentrated on the second dragon.


  Troia’s hiss warned her of the attack from behind. As she turned, a needlelike blade barely missed her throat.


  The Gryphon’s wife already dueled with a Lochivarite warrior wielding two foot-long blades. Troia managed a slash past his guard. His helmet went askew and a set of bloody scars marked his right cheek where she caught him.


  The holder of the knife that had almost done the enchantress in was an uncrested drake who followed through on his failed attack by lunging for his target.


  Now Gwen understood why the Black Dragon had started with such a predictable attack. He had expended great power to send two assassins through the intricate defensive spells. The Dragon King had clearly been planning this for a long time.


  The drake sought to grapple with her, a foolish act on his part when he should have simply tried to transform into a full-size dragon. He would not have succeeded, but his odds would have been slightly better.


  She spread her arms and from empty air a thousand small needles shot forth. The assassin’s own weapon proved her inspiration.


  The drake toppled back. As that happened, Troia ripped open the Lochivarite’s throat.


  “So much for his trickery!” the cat woman remarked with triumph.


  But the Lady of the Amber was staring at the drake, seeing again the lack of a crest. This was the lowliest of the drake castes, with barely the power to transform from their original shapes. Indeed, she realized that the drake had not changed because he had not had the wherewithal, making him less of a threat than even the human.


  Gwen looked back at the sphere.


  All she could see were three dragons . . . very near and with their mouths open.


  The Lady of the Amber cast as quickly as she could.


  Fumes, not flames, burst from the trio. Those fumes swept over the palace. Sentries along the wall grabbed for their throats. Their faces lost all color and they toppled from their positions.


  The poison engulfed the area. More soldiers collapsed. The airdrakes—so named because of their poisonous attacks—continued to bathe the palace with their foul fumes until the building could not even be seen.


  One of the trio suddenly roared in agony as a shaft caught it in the side. A point forged to crack any dragon scale penetrated deep, but the defenders did not rely on the wound alone. Barely a breath later, the point exploded within the leviathan, sending gobbets of flesh larger than a man flying everywhere.


  The remaining duo abandoned their assault. There was little more they could do to the palace anyway. To the dragons and those beyond, it was clear that nothing could have survived.


  But one airdrake had barely banked when thunder roiled and lightning struck it squarely. The dragon exploded, the poisonous gases within making the creature very combustible.


  The last of the foursome managed to flee Penacles with its tail between its legs and failure its achievement. A powerful whirlwind appearing out of nowhere sucked up the poison over the palace and dragged it toward the battle.


  Gwendolyn Bedlam, the strain showing in her face, forced the whirlwind on until she knew it to be well past the colliding lines on the battlefield. The enchantress dismissed the wind and let the poison gas drop upon the Black Dragon’s own servants.


  It did not make up for the brave souls who had perished on the outskirts of the palace grounds before she could get the protective shield over the rest of the building, but it did avenge them.


  The enchantress began to waver. The need to cast the spell so swiftly and make certain that it so perfectly protected those yet untouched by the poison had taken its toll. At the same time, Gwen had struggled to maintain those other spells already active.


  Troia helped steady her. “You can’t keep all this up! You need to take a rest!”


  “It’s not over!”


  “What do you—” The Gryphon’s mate fell silent as a dark cloud began rushing forward from the side of the enemy. “In the name of the Dream Lands!” she gasped, falling back on an oath from her days across the sea fighting the wolf raiders.


  Gwen confirmed it for her. “The Grey Mists! The Black Dragon is trying to turn your army!”


  They had expected some attack of this sort, the mists turning the souls of any who breathed it for too long into the same fanatic berserkers already facing the soldiers of Penacles. At that time, though, it had been assumed that there would be at least two spellcasters of power, the Gryphon and one or more of the Bedlams, to counter it.


  Now there was only Gwen.


  Despite that grim knowledge, the enchantress did not falter. She had fought alongside the Dragon Masters, survived two centuries sealed in an amber prison by Azran, and battled to see her beloved and their two children survive evils such as Toma, the Ice Dragon, and more.


  Thrusting both hands toward the distant black cloud, she seized upon every immediate line of force her senses could make out and intertwined them until they became one mighty source of energy. With it, Gwen created a wall of air and thrust it forward.


  It struck the black cloud just before the latter would have crossed over the first of Penacles’s lines. She had hoped to push it back but instead had to press hard simply to keep from losing ground.


  Never had Gwen seen the mists so dark, so deadly. The Black Dragon had clearly been amassing it in preparation for this attack.


  “You’ve stopped it!” Troia congratulated her.


  “But no more than that.” What the enchantress did not say, though, was that she could not believe she alone was capable of holding back the power of so deadly a Dragon King. The Black Dragon had always been one of the most formidable of his ilk.


  Still, Gwen was not about to question her success too far. More important, she continued to seek some weakness, some slight imperfection, in her foe’s work. Anything that might enable her to circumvent his efforts.


  The two colliding spells created an unstable area where wind and thunder shook the landscape. The opposing armies now struggled against an additional threat.


  This cannot go on! Gwen pushed hard but gained no ground. Worse, she suddenly had the idea that the drake lord was not pressing as she was, that he was content with his current efforts. Gwen prayed that she was wrong . . .


  Two more dragons burst out of the mists, dragons larger and stronger in appearance than the airdrakes. These were dragons closer to the drake lord’s own line, possibly his own get.


  As each exited, it exhaled at the defenders. Men cried out as an acidic fog coursed over the ranks. Lochivar’s warriors eagerly poured into the areas affected, slaughtering the soldiers still struggling with the burns.


  Gwen tried to help, but the moment she let up at all on her main spell, the mists pushed ahead a little more.


  Then, another presence joined with her. It was not as strong as her, but it added the strength she needed to not only keep up the counterattack against the Dragon King but also do something about the two murderous behemoths.


  Out of necessity, her spell was a simple one. She prayed that General Marner would act as she believed he would.


  Blots of darkness formed over the dragons’ eyes. Caught off guard, they pulled back up. One tried to shake the darkness free, but it clung to the face, keeping the leviathan blind.


  This is your chance, Marner! the enchantress thought desperately. This is your only chance!


  At that moment, one of the dragons shrieked. It fluttered in the air, now pierced by what seemed a thousand silver needles. More of the needles continued past, eventually dropping toward the enemy lines.


  Another salvo finished the dragon. The beast spiraled to the ground, crashing just ahead of Penacles’s forces. The great body rolled around, crushing scores of the fanatical warriors before they could flee.


  The second dragon still could not see, but it could hear and sense the danger. Flapping backward as hard as it could, the dragon receded into the mists.


  Only then did the Lady of the Amber manage to acknowledge her ally Troia. The cat woman was not a master wizard like the Bedlams or her mate, but she did have some slight talent. That talent had been just enough to augment Gwen’s needs for that moment.


  The Black Dragon struck, sending both mentally reeling. The mists swept over the first several lines of Penacles.


  No! Trying to recover, Gwen used every iota of her will to stall the flow. The mists slowed but continued draping over the defenders. The mists would not affect the soldiers immediately, but the longer they were caught within, the slower and more confused their minds would become.


  To make matters worse, Troia abruptly broke the link. The cat woman vanished from Gwen’s senses. The enchantress could only assume that the strain had been too much but could not spend the time to discover what exactly had happened.


  You are all alone . . .


  The reptilian voice stunned her so much that she almost lost control.


  You are all alone . . . , the Black Dragon said mockingly. Alone and far too weak, little human . . .


  The Grey Mists surged ahead more. Gwen discovered then that the Dragon King had only been toying with her. First he had tested her. Now he struck with the full force of his tremendous will.


  Gwen fell to her knees. In her mind, she saw the mists rolling all but unobstructed. She had failed.


  Cabe! But there was no contact with her husband. For all Gwen knew, he had vanished as their daughter had.


  With effort that she could not believe, the enchantress managed to rise again. She felt the pace of the mists slow. It was a hollow victory, but perhaps General Marner could get some of his soldiers to safety.


  Another mind intruded, then took command. It reinforced Gwen with far more strength and guidance than Troia was capable of providing. The enchantress was under so much strain that she could not even identify her savior, only that he or she had tremendous skill.


  Aurim? Her son was the only person whom she could think of that might be capable of such spellwork, but there was no reply, no verification, only an effort to slow and then stop the mists.


  And finally . . . to push them back.


  The mists receded. To Gwen’s relief, they returned to the meeting between the two armies, then even retreated farther. The first several lines of Lochivar’s army were revealed to the light, a light they tried to hide from, so used were they to the dank, foggy realm of their master.


  The Dragon King’s presence also receded. Gwen gratefully accepted the reprieve. The battle would go on, but on a mundane level best left to Marner for the moment while she tried to recover.


  As the Lady of the Amber’s senses returned to the mortal world, she became aware that there were not one but two figures with her. One was Troia.


  The other was the Gryphon.


  The lionbird’s breathing came in ragged patches. His avian/human eyes seemed faded. He nodded at the enchantress.


  “I believe—I believe—that is all—I can do—for the moment.”


  The lord of Penacles collapsed into their arms.


  XV

  

  THE ICE DRAGON’S LAIR


  THE SEEKER DID NOT finish his lunge, and after a moment’s focus, Shade understood why. The avian was frozen in ice and what the sorcerer had taken for a furious attack had been the creature’s death throes as the ice had formed around it. That alone was enough to tell Shade where they were.


  The lair of the Ice Dragon . . . or what was left of it.


  The ruined cavern was a testament to the level of insanity that often overtook a Dragon King as he dwelled more and more in his power. The damage to the dwarven chamber could not compare to the collapse here. The upheaval had taken down part of the roof, revealing open air above.


  Not all of this damage had occurred when the Ice Dragon had perished, but without his power to maintain it, the already fractured citadel had fallen prey to the Northern Wastes’ harsh weather. Indeed, as Shade tried to stand, he heard a cracking sound from above. Another large fragment of the roof dropped with a crash, fortunately far enough away not to concern the trio.


  Thinking of his companions, Shade quickly turned in search of Valea. She lay a short distance away. Her skin was so pale that he at first feared that she was dead.


  So much concern for another? said a part of his mind mockingly. Do you think yourself human?


  He forced away the thought as he knelt near her. Up close, Shade could see the faint wisps of breath rising. Passing his hand over her, the sorcerer sensed no injuries. Like him, Valea had merely been struck unconscious by the force of their abrupt departure. The stone’s power.


  How he could have forgotten the stone until then, Shade did not know. Satisfied that Valea would be all right, the sorcerer rose and searched for the mysterious dwarf.


  There was no sign of him. What Shade did see, however, were two more figures frozen in ice, other foolhardy intruders who had become pieces of the Ice Dragon’s macabre collection. One was an elf, the other too obscured to be made out.


  Dismissing the dead, Shade tried to sense the stone. However, even after years, the Ice Dragon’s sanctum was inundated with magical energies and ancient spells, some of which were surprisingly active.


  A moan escaped Valea. Shade returned to her.


  Her eyes opened as he neared. She looked up at him and her stare reminded the sorcerer again that he would never be quite human.


  He stared at his hand, always the telltale sign for him. It was solid, which confused him. If his face had lost focus, his hands should have begun to fade.


  “The medallion,” Valea finally said. “It’s working again.”


  “That is not possible.” He touched the talisman hidden beneath his shirt. Even through the glove and the garment, Shade could feel the medallion’s energies flowing strong.


  The enchantress pushed herself up. “Where’s the dwarf?”


  “He was not here when I awoke.”


  More crackling arose, this time sounding much nearer and closer to the ground. Shade looked behind him at the wall.


  The frozen elf had emerged from the ice.


  No . . . Shade quickly corrected himself. A layer of ice was still wrapped around the gaping, sightless figure. The ice used the elf’s corpse as a skeleton, giving it monstrous mobility.


  And the elf was not alone. Other frozen bodies began emerging from the walls, sentries left behind when their creator perished. Somehow, Shade had stirred them to animation.


  He stared at the elf. Flames erupted around the macabre guardian. The ice began to melt and then immediately re-formed.


  “I should have expected that,” Shade growled as the ghoulish figures continued closing in. He considered another tactic. “Stay very near me.”


  As Valea obeyed, Shade planted one hand on the frosty ground. He concentrated.


  The ground crackled where he touched it. Guided by his will, a stream of gleaming ice coursed along the floor until it reached the nearest guardian. From there it shot from one sentinel to the next.


  And at each guardian, the ice solidified further. The frozen elf tried to move but could not. Where fire had failed, Shade hoped that the late Dragon King’s own element would hold sway.


  For the moment, it seemed he had guessed correctly. The now dozen or so monstrosities struggled to reach them but could not.


  “We must leave here quickly!” growled Shade, wondering why they had landed here in the first place. He looked around for the dwarf but still saw nothing. Shade hated to abandon the stone but saw no other choice.


  Even as he spoke, the foremost guardian broke free. The Seeker followed suit.


  The guardians exploded. Shards of ice—and other fragments the sorcerer did not wish to think about—scattered around the ruined sanctum.


  “Forgive the delay,” rumbled the dwarf, emerging from a half-buried side passage. “I should have realized that you would set them off.”


  Shade started to lunge for their accursed companion, but Valea held him back. She stepped in front of the sorcerer. “Thank you for helping us.”


  The dwarf continued to eye Shade, as if expecting something that Shade himself did not. “The stone has its uses, it seems.”


  “The stone did this?” Shade asked doubtfully.


  “It—helped.”


  The sorcerer frowned. “And what else did it do?” Shade tapped his chest where the medallion hung. “Or should I ask what else did you do, drake lord?”


  The dwarf continued to grin even as he suddenly stretched taller and wider. The grin took on a carnivorous appearance and the eyes narrowed even as they stretched wider. All semblance of the dwarf fell away . . . and the Crystal Dragon, his form more glittering than the icy cavern, stood before the pair.


  “The dwarves were cunning and very protective of this last bit, this tiny piece of refuse,” the Dragon King commented in perfect Common. “It escaped the notice of even their masters, the founding race, who had sought all of this substance for their grandest creation.”


  “The tower . . . ,” breathed Shade, for the moment so caught up in this revelation that he forgot his anger. “The Tower of the Phoenix . . .”


  Palm open before him, the Crystal Dragon approached. Even before the two could see what he held, an array of fantastic, ever-shifting colors radiated from the gauntleted hand. “The dwarves, they call it Var’Gwalimoridor’Dura in the old tongue. A bastardization, I believe, of the founders’ own word for it. Transsslated, it means ‘the Shining Egg.’”


  The stone was barely large enough to even be called a pebble. Had it been grey or any normal color, it would have been easily lost in nearly any landscape. But the utter iridescence of the stone, iridescence that made the finest pearl a piece of rock by comparison, made even Shade gape in wonder.


  “It’s—so—beautiful,” Valea managed to say. She reached out to touch it, but even though the Crystal Dragon did not prevent her, the enchantress held back at the end. Shade could understand her reaction; he, too, wanted to grab hold of the stone, but his awe was so great that he could do no more than look at it for a moment at a time.


  “You came ssso very clossse,” said the drake lord, his excitement finally growing so great that he could not control his speech. “You were ssso good a friend to the dwarvesss when Iron sssought their realm that their king nearly granted you a brief ussse of thisss.”


  The memories flowed through Shade. He and the king had been close friends. Shade had defended the dwarves and because of that had learned about the stone. The dwarves, created to serve the founders, had uncovered the unique vein while digging for other precious elements their master utilized for their magical arts. Even the founders had never known anything so astounding. They had driven the dwarves hard, seeking every bit of the vein and then making their servants dig deeper and deeper in the hopes of finding more.


  The dwarves never knew what their lords wanted with the substance, only that the founders’ civilization had already begun to fade and that there were great efforts to try to avert its extinction.


  By the time of the last dwarven king, there remained no true memory, no written record, of those who had formed them through the magical arts. Like all other races, the dwarves had some tiny bit of the founders’ essence in them, but, unlike the Seekers, the Vraad, or the Quel, they had never been seen as the intended heirs.


  Having seen the dwarves’ resilience, Shade wondered if the supposedly infallible founders had been blind.


  The shimmering continued to astonish the pair. Only when the Dragon King shut his palm did both Shade and Valea stir.


  “It took many centuriesss to discover what you had already forgotten,” the Crystal Dragon commented to Shade. “This. The only piece not taken by the founders. The only tie we have to the tower.”


  “They made the tower from this,” Shade recalled finally. “For what they hoped to achieve, it was the perfect conduit.”


  “We can use this to ssseek out the tower.”


  “For what purpose?” Valea asked.


  The other two looked at her. The Crystal Dragon let out a hiss. “She isss not a part of this.”


  “You made her a part of this,” snapped the sorcerer. He returned his attention to Valea. “I hope to deal with my . . . situation.”


  “I understand that. What do you plan to do with this tower?” she asked the drake lord.


  At first, the Dragon King did not answer, then he said, “Do you recall the well-timed tremor that nearly sssent what remained of the cavern down upon all of usss?”


  “I thought that was your doing.”


  “And why would I do ssso foolish a thing? The land is to blame for that catastrophe! The land itssself sought to crush us beneath tons of rock and forever bury the one object that can lead us to our goal!”


  Valea looked to Shade, who nodded. Either she would believe them or think them both mad.


  Two not entirely divergent paths, the sorcerer thought ruefully. This quest had driven him beyond sanity during more than one lifetime, even if all the drake lord said was true.


  “The land is trying to kill us,” the enchantress finally said, seeking further confirmation of the amazing suggestion.


  The Crystal Dragon went on with some exasperation. “Thisss world is under threat . . . from thisss world. The land seeks to change usss asss it ssseesss fit! If we ssstill do not pleassse it, it pushesss usss aside! We mussst put an end to that or the cycle of one failed race after another will continue . . .”


  Valea shook her head, but her face indicated her acceptance at last. “The more I think about it, the more I realize I’ve heard that said before. From my father.” Valea hesitated. “But where does the tower fit into that?”


  “When the founders devised their grand plan to create a series of potential successors, they set about designing two points of control,” Shade said.


  “Two points?” hissed the Dragon King, suddenly distrusting. “We have not talked of a sssecond point.”


  “I only discovered it when I entered the Gryphon’s mind in search of other knowledge.”


  “The Gryphon!” the enchantress exclaimed. “I’d forgotten what you were doing when I found you! How could you? We don’t know if he’s even recovered!”


  The odd feeling of shame Shade had previously felt when he disappointed her returned. “He will.”


  “Never mind such trivialities,” snapped the Crystal Dragon. “Tell me of this other point.”


  “The Gryphon recalls it as existing in a place called the Dream Lands. The point itself is called Sirvak Dragoth. There were images of various rooms and the reflections of the last of the founders as they prepared themselves for their part in the grand transformation.”


  “So the tower isss across the sea? Thisss goes againssst all—”


  “I never said that,” Shade replied with some satisfaction at the drake lord’s momentary consternation. “Yes, that was an integral point, but for the entire spell to work, for the founders to imbue the land—the world, I should say—with their essence, they had to have another major point in this land. In fact, they could not have succeeded without this one. Sirvak Dragoth by itself would have failed utterly.”


  “Why, sssorcerer?”


  “Because of what you hold in your hand . . . and if you have calculated the levels of power in the lines of force that crisscross everything, as I have through a thousand lifetimes and more, you will see that the nexus of any spell also involving this Sirvak Dragoth must be somewhere on this continent.”


  He waited, knowing the question that at least one of them would ask. Shade found himself pleased that it was Cabe Bedlam’s daughter who did so first.


  “Do you know where?”


  The sorcerer answered with another question, this directed at his ally. “Why are we here in the Wastes?”


  “The Ice Dragon, too, sought out the tower, but for the purpose of the Dragonrealm’s destruction. He did not find it, but he did discover something else. Come.”


  The Dragon King led them into the passage from which he had come. A short distance later, they entered a smaller chamber that had managed to survive more intact. Inside and frozen in ice were an array of artifacts of various size and design, many of them clearly from previous races that had ruled the land. Shade recognized Seeker and Quel work, among others.


  There were also creatures of various sorts, fantastical creatures, many of which even the sorcerer could not identify. Shade wondered if the Ice Dragon had dealt with an outside source, perhaps even the wolf raiders, to procure some of his collection.


  And then, the sorcerer saw the body.


  Valea raised a hand toward the figure, but Shade brought it down. This was not some new guardian but rather simply a gruesome addition to the rest of what they saw here.


  Yet, for Shade, the sight of it brought forth nightmares he had long forgotten, nightmares that multiplied a hundred times over. Shaking his head, he stepped back from the terrifying sight.


  “Faceless . . . ,” the sorcerer whispered in disbelief, caught up in the far, far past. “Faceless . . . a perfect . . . empty vessel, they said . . .”


  Indeed, not only was the face missing, but the head itself lacked any features whatsoever. There were not even ear holes or a mouth. The body itself was devoid of anything marking it as either male or female. To any onlooker, it was as if someone had carved the basic structure of a human, then given up on creating details.


  But Shade knew well from where those details would have come. He had only just spoken of these . . . things to Valea a short time ago in the dwarven chamber they had occupied while waiting.


  “Do you know what it isss?” asked the Crystal Dragon in a tone that indicated he knew what lay sealed in the ice.


  Shade did. Your grand plan still haunts us to this day, Father! he thought mockingly.


  It was one of the living shells created by the Vraad to house their souls—their ka—after their journey from their ruined home of Nimth to what would someday be called the Dragonrealm.


  The same living shells—created from dragon flesh—that had consumed the souls of those Vraad, especially the great Tezerenee, and in the process made of them the first Dragon Kings . . .


  VALEA SAW THE FEAR—fear—in Shade’s eyes. The thing in the ice was grotesque, even frightening, but Shade stared at it with deep recognition.


  His brief exclamation about its being faceless gave her a hint as to why it frightened him so. She remembered his tale of the bodies his people had created. This could only be one of them.


  She stared at it again and something about it disturbed her. It was supposed to be an empty shell, but somehow Valea felt as if this was more than that. Even now, there was a presence about it that spoke of an intelligence.


  What happened back then? Valea wondered. Were all the shells taken by the Vraad? Did they all become drakes or did something else happen, too?


  “Why have you shown us this?” Shade suddenly demanded of the Dragon King. “For what purpose?”


  “You know what it isss,” the Crystal Dragon replied. “And the reason I show it to you is because the stone led me directly to it.”


  “But why?” Valea asked, feeling frustrated at obviously knowing far less than either of her companions.


  The drake lord chuckled darkly. “An interesting question.”


  He said no more. The enchantress glared at him. The Dragon King continued to eye Shade, as if savoring the sorcerer’s consternation. Valea almost felt as if there was something personal involved.


  “If we are done with this place, then let us depart,” snapped Shade. To the Dragon King, he added, “All three of us are familiar with like drawing to like. We have the stone; it should lead us to the tower.”


  “It should. It will require the efforts of all three of usss, though.”


  The occasional sibilance was the only sign that the Crystal Dragon was not quite as confident as he pretended. Valea found that both comforting and troublesome.


  Then what he said sank in more. “You need me. You probably knew that from the start!”


  He continued to ignore her. “What else did you learn from the Gryphon, sssorcerer?”


  Shade seemed to understand exactly what he meant. “He wasn’t born, not in the proper sense. He was designed.”


  Valea had heard none of this from her father nor from the Gryphon himself. The idea sounded impossible, and yet she listened nonetheless.


  Shade went on. “Three components. I don’t know the reason. That was too muddled—”


  “And utterly irrelevant.”


  The hooded spellcaster shrugged. “From the birds of the air one part was drawn. From the powerful feline hunters of the land, the second was drawn.” Shade spoke as if repeating a litany that someone else had written. “But the third part, integral to whatever plan there was, demanded one of them.”


  The reptilian eyes burned with anticipation, then impatience when Shade did not immediately continue. “Go on! Sssay it!” He spun to the side and thrust a hand toward the macabre corpse. “Say it!”


  “One of them. One of the Faceless Ones . . .”


  The declaration brought a hiss of triumph from the drake lord. Valea took a moment longer to digest what she had heard. The Gryphon not only had some tie to this unsettling corpse, a part of him had been one.


  As a child, she had imagined a hundred legends concerning the fabled ruler’s origins, but even the enchantress admitted that she could not have divined such a startling truth. Valea stared at the corpse anew, seeing even more to it than before.


  Help . . .


  It was all Valea could do to keep from jumping. Fortunately, Shade and the Dragon King were now in some intense discussion. At the moment, though, the enchantress did not care about that. Instead, she eyed the faceless form, trying to determine if she had imagined the cry felt in her mind.


  Help . . .


  Valea’s frown deepened. More focused on the cry, she realized that it had not come from the body. Rather, it was from another direction.


  Slowly, she surreptitiously studied the two males. Whatever had called out to her had done so from their general direction.


  Help . . . , it repeated.


  There was a familiarity about it, Valea realized. The call was so faint that she could not conclude more save that it came from very near the pair . . . and yet from far, far away.


  “It isss settled, then,” the Crystal Dragon announced, breaking her concentration. Valea tried to regain the call but could not.


  “If it must be.” Shade shook his head, very bothered by something. He looked the Dragon King over. “But while we may pass as we are—providing the medallion doesn’t fail again—you will have to go as something less conspicuous, oh drake lord. Something even less conspicuous than a dwarf, for that matter.”


  In response, the Crystal Dragon seemed to shift form. Only belatedly did Valea understand that, like the dwarf, this was not a true transformation but rather an illusion. Even Dragon Kings were limited to their true shapes and the scaled knight forms such as the one before her.


  But the Crystal Dragon’s illusion was a very detailed one, obviously defined through much prior practice. He did not shrink as much as he had when pretending to be a dwarf. Instead, a human guise took hold. Even then, the drake lord could not help choosing that of a warrior, for the broad-shouldered, dark-haired man he became could have had no other calling. A dusky travel cloak only partly obscured a worn breastplate. A sword—made useful enough by the drake’s magic, if necessary—hung in a weathered scabbard.


  The Crystal Dragon clutched the stone in a hand now seemingly covered in a gauntlet of steel. A trim black beard decorated a sturdy face. The sharp eyes did not glitter with crystal, but somehow they were still those of the Dragon King, at least to Valea.


  “Will this do?” asked the drake lord, both his new voice and his pronunciation not at all like what they knew.


  There was no immediate response from Shade. He had an odd expression on his face, one that Valea could not fathom. It was there for perhaps the space of a breath before the sorcerer erased all emotion. “It will do.”


  “Where are we going?” Valea asked, once again feeling as if something was going on that only she had no idea about.


  “Talak,” Shade answered.


  She had expected a number of other places, even Kivan Grath, for that matter, but not Talak. “Why there?”


  “Because that is where the stone pulls,” the Crystal Dragon interjected impatiently. “Now, may we go?”


  Shade looked to Valea, who reluctantly nodded. She would have liked to alert her father and mother about all that was going on but had already learned from past attempts that the Crystal Dragon’s spell on her also muted her link to her parents.


  With little choice but also growing curiosity about where this all would lead, the enchantress joined the duo in their casting. The stone, the fragment of the “phoenix’s egg,” as she thought of it, shimmered. Its iridescence spread beyond its physical form and seemed to reach toward what she knew was the south.


  Help . . . Valea . . .


  The renewed cry almost made her lose her focus. Fortunately, neither Shade nor the Dragon King noticed. Yet, as the trio vanished, Valea’s last thoughts remained on that cry. She realized at last why it sounded familiar; it was Darkhorse’s cry.


  And, more significantly, it came from very nearby. In fact . . . she now knew, from very near the vicinity . . . of the Crystal Dragon.


  XVI

  

  SACRIFICE


  ERINI COULD NOT cast a spell keeping track of her husband’s well-being, but she had other ways to monitor him. Melicard carried with him a small brooch with her cameo on it. The king generally kept it in a pouch at his side. He likely suspected that it had some spellwork on it, but since nothing could physically affect his person, probably did not pay the favor much mind.


  But now, even from a distance, that tiny bauble all but shrieked in her mind.


  The enchantress immediately checked on the security of her children, then concentrated on where she believed the king was currently located.


  She materialized far ahead of the column just in time to see a red dragon vanish into the clouds. Quickly correcting her estimate, the queen transported herself closer to the front ranks.


  Guards scattered as Erini appeared among them, leaving her a view of a stricken Melicard. An arrow thrust deep into his back, one designed to penetrate the hardest armor. His breathing haggard, he lay in the arms of two officers while a third sought to cautiously work at the wound in the hopes of at least removing the arrow. Only then could anything be done to aid the king.


  Erini cursed her inability to use her power to heal him. Frustrated, she looked about and noticed a set of grim soldiers marching toward them. At the center of the group were two figures in chains.


  “These’re the assassins, my lady,” the captain of the guard said. He looked troubled. “I’ve known one of them for years. They won’t speak and there’s something unsettling about them.”


  “Bring them . . . closer,” commanded Melicard.


  Erini stepped between her husband and the soldiers. “No. Let me see them.”


  She made sure to keep Melicard safely behind her as the guards thrust the pair forward. On the surface, the prisoners seemed inconsequential. They were very pale, not a surprise considering the circumstances.


  “Look at me,” she ordered.


  “Erini . . . let me . . .”


  The enchantress did not turn away from the assassins. “No, Melicard.” Erini pointed at the prisoner on the left. “You.”


  The eyes met hers. They, too, were pale, the color all but washed away.


  “His name’s Jask,” the captain said when the assassin would not speak. “Served Your Majesties well these past six years. Very loyally.”


  “So what’s changed, Jask?” Erini asked.


  The assassin still refused to talk. As the questioning had progressed, Erini had been quietly testing the man for any spell. It was possible he was entirely innocent, a helpless victim of a geas.


  But while she sensed . . . something, it was not magic as she knew it. It also saturated Jask in an odd way, as if it were a part of his very being.


  Curious, Erini signaled the guards holding the prisoner to step aside. Shackled securely, the assassin would be unable to attack or flee with any success.


  “Now then, Jask. We’re going to find out a little more about you and why you’d dare try to kill my—”


  For the first time, the prisoner opened his mouth. Erini waited to hear whatever it was he intended to say, whether a confession, a plea for mercy, or simply a curse word.


  A thousand tiny white insects flowed out.


  “Protect the king!” Erini shouted. “Step away from the prisoners!”


  As the soldiers obeyed, the second assassin also opened his mouth. From his gullet emerged a stream of black, crawling creatures. They poured out with such speed that they reached the ground in barely the blink of an eye, at which point they spread toward the defenders.


  Only then did Erini understand that the reason both these men were silent and pale was not because of their fear and guilt . . . but because they were both dead.


  “You will not have him!” she roared. The enchantress spread her arms wide. A wall of flame met the white insects head-on, scorching most to ash in a single moment.


  They resembled flies. White flies. Erini was reminded of carrion eaters. She watched gratefully as the magical wall burned away the swarm.


  However, more and more continued to pour out of Jask’s mouth. The crawling vermin also flowed without pause. Erini realized that she could stand here all day and the swarms would continue unabated.


  Taking a deep breath, Erini drew upon the lines of force, brought that energy together, and thrust with all her mental might.


  The wall of fire expanded, then shot forward.


  Neither of the undead assassins moved, not that they would have had the chance to escape, so swift did the fire engulf them. Armor, cloth, flesh, bone—all were the same to the flames. The fire devoured each with ease. Vermin by the hundreds perished with their hosts, the insects sizzling briefly.


  Erini exhaled in relief as the flames died down. Melicard was safe. She had protected him.


  There was a sharp pain just above her ankle. The queen swung her foot and tossed away two of the black bugs. She glared at them and they burst into flames.


  “Erini!” Melicard called. “Beware! The Lords of the Dead—”


  “They’ve failed, my love,” she said, turning to him. “They tried for the children and they tried for you and failed both times . . .”


  A horrific chill ran through her. She tried to chalk it up to the lessening heat after the wall of flame’s dismissal, but the chill grew numbing.


  The vermin . . . their bite . . . The queen teetered.


  “Erini!”


  She managed to focus on her husband and saw that another bug was just about to crawl unnoticed onto his leg.


  “N-no . . .” The enchantress managed to thrust a finger at the creature.


  The last of the vermin melted.


  Despite his wound, the king tried to reach for her. “Erini! No!”


  “Mel-Melicard—I feel so—it’s cold—”


  She felt her life slip away. At the last, Erini Suun-Ai, once princess of Gordag-Ai and now queen of Talak, wife, and mother, dropped to her knees and reached for her husband’s hand. It mattered not that it was the one carved from elfwood. She could feel his love.


  Erini died.


  IN A PLACE beyond the mortal plane, in a land of grey where things moved at the corner of the eye, there stood the shadow of a citadel. The true citadel lay in ruins, but that meant little to those who inhabited it. For them, the citadel was as whole, as dominating, as they were.


  The Lords of the Dead stood in the great chamber from which they had always ruled their domain and sought out the souls of the dying. At least, that was how they chose to see it; what they took was perhaps a slice of those souls, a reflection. Still, it was enough and, in greater numbers, offered them tremendous power.


  But the Lords ever coveted more.


  In their imagining of their domain, the walls were decorated with great tapestries marking each of their glorious selves. The great beauty or handsomeness of each Lord as they had known themselves while still part of the Clan Tezerenee radiated from the intricate, magically created cloths. Shields bearing the skull of a dragon in the center hung interspersed between those tapestries, the skull a symbol of the Lords of the Dead in their current roles.


  As with so much else, though, these, too, were illusion. The tapestries hung tattered, shredded. The shields, those that still remained on the walls, had all but rusted away.


  And in that regard, they still very much reflected the Lords of the Dead.


  “The deed is done,” Kadaria declared from her position in the center. It had taken them great effort to rearrange the matrix of which they were part after the destruction of their leader Ephraim. Kadaria had been key to finding the points needed to make ten work as eleven once had. No one had argued with her leadership after that.


  And no one could deny her results thus far.


  “The queen is dead. Her king is nothing without her. Talak falters. Chaos ensues further.” She smiled. The others smiled with her.


  “What of the Bedlams?” one of the others asked. Here, in their own realm, they did not have to worry about using energy and thus could speak as if still mortal, still living. “The father most of all, but the mother as well.”


  “You’ve heard the reports from Hirac and his brother. There need be nothing more said about that.” She gazed at them. “What matters is our cousin. The moment approaches. The land has moved against him. He is near our goal.”


  “And if the land succeeds and crushes him?” asked the one called Zorane.


  Kadaria chuckled. “I have faith in our cousin, don’t you?”


  Zorane responded to her confidence with a scowl. “He could fail this time. He’s not perfect, Kadaria!”


  “No, but he is adaptable. And he can enter where we cannot. That is a most significant factor, isn’t it, my dear cousin?”


  The male Lord did not look convinced.


  His reaction grated on her. Kadaria looked at the others. “We should certainly hope that he doesn’t fail, hmm? Shall I remind you of why we’ve set this intricate plan in motion?”


  “There is no need!” another female Lord with enough resemblance to Kadaria to be her sister immediately interjected. Some of the other necromancers quickly voiced their agreement, but it was too late.


  With a wave of her hand, Kadaria caused the air to her far right to ripple. The rippling took on a liquid appearance, then solidified.


  A gargantuan mirror framed in gold scrollwork formed.


  In it, the Lords of the Dead beheld their true selves and the shadowy abomination that was their kingdom.


  The dried bits of flesh hung on skeletal forms no longer complete. Armor often rusted through in places slid loosely on shattered rib cages. From ruined helmets, the black sockets of skulls peered out.


  Some of the necromancers cringed, even despite having witnessed this view before. They floated in some monstrous state between life and death, animated by the power they had gathered over millennia.


  Kadaria was no less ghastly in the mirror. A few strands of limp hair were all that marked her once-great beauty. Yet, she eyed her reflection with confidence, with intent.


  “Enough!” Zorane said insistently.


  In response, Kadaria swung a hand toward her creation.


  The mirror shattered, the pieces flying through the chamber. Each of her companions gained one last, distorted image of themselves as the fragments briefly hovered close. The pieces then dissolved, leaving no trace.


  “Are we agreed, then, on continuing our efforts?” asked Kadaria. She took the silent nods as sufficient approval. “Then let us begin our next step.”


  The Lords of the Dead confirmed their relative positions in the matrix. At Kadaria’s signal, they raised their hands to chest level.


  Whispers arose around the necromancers, but they did not originate from the Lords of the Dead. Rather, they came from half-visible forms gathering around the group, reluctant forms, many reminiscent of something human but others that hinted of Quel, Seekers, elves, and more.


  The snared bits of souls sought to flee, but their will was only a shadow of that of the Lords. The necromancers drew from their essence, causing the phantasms to fade more.


  Each of the necromancers then forged a component of the spell, sculpting it as needed. Where some elements of the full spell would have been impossible for one Lord alone, the matrix they formed enabled their combined power to multiply greatly.


  When each spellcaster was ready, Kadaria opened her arms wide. The other Lords sent their fiery creations toward her.


  The gathered energies enveloped Kadaria. She grinned wide as they became a part of her, feeding her with more power than it should have been possible for her to stand.


  “Come to me!” she commanded. “Come!”


  The depleted souls sought to flee anew but could not escape that which bound them to the Lords. They were forced to shiver where they stood, shiver in anticipation of something they dreaded.


  The presence could not be seen, but its entrance into the chamber could certainly be felt. Even the necromancers could sense its tremendous will, a will that fueled its potential for great strength. All it needed was a way back to the physical world.


  “You’ve been so patient,” Kadaria cooed. “Waited . . .”


  There was a new rippling in the air. Patience was not a virtue of this presence. Domination was.


  “Go forth, cousin,” she commanded of it. “When you need it, the tool of your vengeance will be waiting . . .”


  The lead necromancer unleashed her gathered power. It spread through the chamber, seeming to gather most in one place just before the Lords of the Dead.


  And as the energies settled, they briefly created the outline of what might have been a dragon.


  The presence vanished. The tension radiating from the still-tethered souls diminished noticeably.


  Lowering her arms, Kadaria dispersed the souls. “It is done.”


  “I still think it was a risk to send him,” Zorane, ever the pessimist, said insistently despite their triumphant efforts. “We’ve held sway over him for millennia, managed to hold on to his ka even after Shade nearly brought this entire realm down upon us! Now released, he might find a way to circumvent our will, if only for a crucial moment.”


  “He will not, Zorane. We offer him the one thing he so desires. All he has to do is strike when the tower is found. In exchange, we give him what was taken away so long ago.”


  “Taken away?” said another Lord mockingly. “He gained power even he couldn’t imagine!”


  This brought low laughter from more than one necromancer.


  “Power, indeed,” Kadaria remarked almost cheerfully. “I suppose he just couldn’t accept the shape it came in . . . or, rather, the shape he found himself in.”


  “It will be quite a reunion,” the other female Lord jested. “Brother and brother, separated for thousands of years.”


  Stepping from the matrix, Kadaria nodded. All was going perfectly. Inside, she exulted. “Yes . . . won’t Shade be so very happy to see his big brother? Reegan certainly looks forward to reuniting with him . . . when he isn’t trying to kill him, that is.”


  XVII

  

  MEMORIES STIRRING


  THEY MATERIALIZED IN a hidden corner of Talak’s great market. The Crystal Dragon shut his fingers over the stone the moment it was safe.


  “Why here?” Shade asked, looking around. “Did you choose this spot?”


  “Yes.” Although the Dragon King’s voice sounded more human now, there was something in it that caused Shade to shudder. It was as if the drake lord had adjusted his voice in some manner so as to touch a part of Shade’s deepest-buried memories, memories that the sorcerer struggled to keep forgotten.


  “So where do we go n—?” Valea started to ask, only to be cut off as the Dragon King strode out into the crowded venue.


  The massive ziggurats dotted the kingdom. Smaller, more commercial versions surrounded the market, the shopkeepers seeking to make use of the most famous part of Talak’s architecture in garnering customers visiting the mountain kingdom. People in bright, loose-fitting clothing dominated the area, indicating some of the influence the foreign-born queen Erini had had on the culture here.


  But among the populace, there remained a steady flow of armored soldiers keeping security. Three patrols passed within sight in the first few moments after the trio’s arrival. Even with a queen who wielded magic, Melicard was not one to remove the core of the kingdom’s military defense. Talak had a significant enough army that he could afford such a decision.


  Despite how well armed the city was, Shade was not concerned. The true danger was if the queen sensed them. He recalled fragments of a previous existence when Erini had only just arrived in Talak to marry the mysterious and reclusive Melicard. The Shade that had existed then had tried to use her in his eternal quest to escape his curse and had even made a temporary pact with another Dragon King, Silver. That the sorcerer had in the end attempted to make amends for his plot by aiding both Erini and Darkhorse in saving Talak still did not make the current Shade at all eager to confront the enchantress. It was doubtful that Erini would simply leave him be.


  “This way,” the Crystal Dragon informed them. He veered in a direction that would take them not to the palace, but rather to one of the other significant features of the mountain kingdom.


  Although ancient, the vast necropolis of Talak was both well cared for and highly protected. Here were buried the kings, queens, and royal family members as far back as the first. Champions of the realm, honored soldiers, ministers, and more had their own sections here. The necropolis was considered a sacred place by the people of Talak, and the sharp weapons of the otherwise ceremonial guards at the tall iron gates leading into the vast burial ground emphasized that. It was criminal to damage anything within the walls and a capital crime to invade the final resting places of the royal family.


  To even Shade’s surprise, the Crystal Dragon walked directly toward the guards. They snapped to attention.


  “All is well?” the drake lord casually asked.


  “Yes, Master Roe,” responded one. The guards then opened the gates to admit the trio.


  Shade and Valea held silent as they entered with the Dragon King. The drake continued walking casually along the stone lane, cutting between the various mausoleums until they were out of both sight and earshot of the guards. At that point, the Crystal Dragon opened his palm, unveiling the stone.


  “They called you ‘Master Roe’ back there,” Valea murmured.


  “The chief groundsman. A simple blurring of their senses, nothing that would have lasted long.”


  Shade cared nothing about the name of the personnel maintaining the royal graves. “The stone leads us here?”


  The bearded face broke into a grin that again almost stirred some memory. Yet Shade felt that if he remembered just what it was, it would drive him mad. Again, the sorcerer chose to let those memories sink into the morass that was his mind.


  “No. My own past hunts have led us here, but I hope that our combined power and the stone will get us beyond the dead end I have previously encountered.”


  The sorcerer did not fail to notice that the Dragon King was speaking more and more comfortably. His confidence in success is magnifying. The question is, what will that confidence lead him to do if we find the tower?


  It was a situation that Shade had been mulling since the beginning. There would come a confrontation between the pair. When and where were but two of the questions.


  As the drake lord returned his focus to the stone, Shade touched where the medallion rested. What was a boon for him could prove a danger, once the critical moment arrived. At some point prior to that, the sorcerer would have to again rely on his will to survive the curse.


  He belatedly noticed Valea watching him. Shade let his hand drop, but he was not concerned that she might alert the Dragon King to the sorcerer’s concern over the talisman. For her own sake—and possibly, at least in her eyes, his—Cabe Bedlam’s daughter would remain allied with Shade.


  He hoped that would be enough.


  They maneuvered into the older parts of the necropolis. The carved faces, the etched names . . . everything in this section had all but worn away with age. Still, Shade recognized a burial here and there, kings with whom he had dealt during one lifetime or another. He even suddenly recalled when one of the mausoleums had been new and the young prince who had been his friend had buried both parents, slain by the dark magic of the sorcerer himself. The young prince would nearly die a few days later when he discovered that the Shade he knew had perished some weeks before and had been resurrected once more, this time with evil purpose in mind.


  It was good I thought enough of you to give you the means to kill me in advance, Ioldus, Shade thought, recalling the young prince’s name. And better that you did not hesitate to use it immediately upon realizing the dread truth . . .


  So many people had succeeded in killing him over the millennia. It was a shame to Shade that so many others had died because of him. In his eyes, the scale could never be balanced.


  “Here,” the Crystal Dragon announced without preamble.


  The vault entrance before which they stood was near to crumbling despite the obvious care with which workers had tried to maintain it. The name over the arch had been reduced to a few worn bumps.


  “Fedryn Antilun,” Shade whispered.


  The enchantress looked at him in surprise. “You can make that out?”


  “No.”


  He watched her expression change as it dawned on her what his short answer implied. Even having grown up with his legend, Valea Bedlam did not entirely fathom just how long his curse had been going on.


  The Dragon King ignored both of them. He moved his free hand to the side and the iron gate—a more recent renovation—swung aside with only a slight squeak.


  “We’re going inside?” Valea asked with discomfort.


  “In part,” was all the Dragon King would say.


  The trio descended. Rotted torches hung in rusted metal. Despite the obvious dampness, the torches erupted into illuminating flame as the Crystal Dragon passed. Shade was unimpressed by the theatrics, although he could not help feeling that they were directed at him, not Valea at all.


  Why do you continue to play with me, Dragon King? This is more than simply a constant display of your “superiority.”


  At the bottom of the steps, a short passage led to where King Fedryn, an earnest if naïve ruler, lay buried. However, the drake lord did not move on, but rather indicated a stone wall on their right.


  “This wall was not carved by the same artisans,” Shade commented before the Crystal Dragon could say so.


  “Part of something much older,” the Crystal Dragon said. “Much older.”


  Shade knelt, then placed one gloved hand against the ancient carving. He, who had lived and died so many times, could sense the vast age in the work. “This is the work of the founding race.”


  “Those with no name . . . thus far,” the bearded figure said. The disguised Dragon King held the stone toward the carving. The iridescence grew noticeably stronger.


  “Like to like.” Shade straightened.


  The flames from the nearest torches shot out and surrounded Shade and the Crystal Dragon. They bound the pair like strong bonds.


  “Valea!” Cabe Bedlam’s voice echoed through the passage. “Come to me!”


  Whether it was due to the spell cast upon her by the drake lord or her own volition, the enchantress made no move. Shade struggled to overcome the magic trapping him and felt the Dragon King attempting the same. While he concentrated on the flames, the sorcerer wondered how the wizard had known they would be in the region. Had Queen Erini sensed them after all, or had Cabe himself set some secret alarm up?


  But why would he even consider doing that? Shade dropped all interest in the reasons; he felt the first slight unraveling of the wizard’s spell. Just a few moments longer.


  “Father! I can’t!” She gestured at the Crystal Dragon, who remained in his illusionary form despite his entrapment. “He has—”


  But in bringing attention to the third member of their party, she utterly lost her father’s attention. The wizard stared at the burly human figure and growled, “You!”


  The false face of the drake lord twisted into an expression that confounded Shade. The Crystal Dragon let out a hiss. He brought the stone up to the flames.


  The flames dissipated. The Dragon King reached for Shade.


  A tremor shook the tomb. It was clear to Shade that it was the work of neither Cabe nor the drake.


  The walls began to close in. The ceiling cracked. As the tremor increased, Shade also suffered an odd sensation, as if his magical abilities had been muted.


  The land! The sorcerer was certain he had identified the true culprit, although that in no way helped now. The land had moved more aggressively this time, striking even at his power. One way or another, it hoped to bury those seeking to end its desires for the Dragonrealm.


  A figure stepped down behind Cabe. The pale-haired young man carried a short staff with an eagle on it. Shade assumed he was Master Roe.


  “Master Bedlam! The entire necropolis is shaking! The guards are having trouble reaching us.”


  Master Roe’s eager intervention bought the Dragon King the moment he needed. He grasped Shade by the shoulder. Shade felt the energies of the stone flow through him from the drake.


  The tomb vanished—or rather, Shade and his companions did.


  They did not find peace in their new destination, for the moment the landscape defined around them, the ground shook with even more intensity. Shade rolled uncontrollably. He could not hear or sense the others; all he knew was that in addition to being tossed about, the sorcerer was also half-smothering from heat.


  And that finally identified their destination as the Hell Plains.


  A long roar all but deafened him. It came from no beast, but rather a volcanic crater not all that far from where they had landed. Shade realized how fortunate they were; they could have just as easily landed in the crater or in the lava flow a short distance to the north.


  Managing to stop his roll, the sorcerer searched for Valea and the Dragon King. He spotted Valea fighting to stand. Risking a simple spell, Shade transported himself to her.


  He reached her just as she fell. Shade caught her in his arms.


  “Where’s the Dragon King?” she shouted.


  The Crystal Dragon was nowhere to be found. Shade focused on the unique properties of the stone but could sense nothing specific. A wide crevice stretched a few yards to the west. Shade wondered if the Dragon King had fallen in, but the hot gases rising from that location prevented even him from getting too near.


  “We must leave here!” he shouted.


  “I—” Valea hesitated despite the danger. “No! He’s very near! I can’t leave him!”


  Her odd concern for the Crystal Dragon troubled him. He stared into her eyes but could read no subtle geas the drake might have cast upon her. “The Dragon King has brought this on himself!”


  “No! Not him!”


  Something crossed over them, briefly leaving a shadow. Fearing a red dragon, Shade prepared a defensive spell even as he looked up.


  There was no dragon, but something at the corner of his vision made the sorcerer forget his spell. For just the briefest of moments, Shade could have sworn that he saw—


  “He’s this way!” the enchantress shouted, interrupting his thoughts. She tugged him to the east, a path too near to the lava flow in his mind.


  The silhouette of a ruined structure rose well ahead. Shade felt a familiar tingle of warning as Valea continued to lead him in that direction.


  The outline took on more sharpness. Shade’s wariness magnified.


  It was as he feared . . . the remains of Azran Bedlam’s citadel.


  He pulled Valea to a halt. “Not this way.”


  “Yes! This way! I can feel him near! Darkhorse is near!”


  “Darkhorse?” The sorcerer concentrated. Barely, just barely, he finally sensed the eternal’s presence somewhere in that direction. Yet, the trace was so diffuse that he could see why he had missed it.


  “The Crystal Dragon has something to do with this,” she said. “When we were near him, I heard Darkhorse calling out. He must’ve sensed me.”


  And likely sensed me, too, but chose you as the safer hope, Shade thought wryly. “You say the Dragon King had him?”


  “I know it sounds impossible.”


  “No.” In truth, it made perfect sense in more ways than one to Shade. The drake lord had seized Darkhorse not only because he stood as a potential threat, but also because he had probably had some plan to use the shadowy stallion against the sorcerer.


  And that the Crystal Dragon had secreted Darkhorse near—or more likely on—him did not startle Shade, either. There were methods, including ancient ones.


  “He has a Vraad device, a foul creation.” Shade grew more troubled. “The Dragon King is well versed in the distant past of this world. Very well versed.”


  But Valea was not listening to him. Instead, she turned slightly and started toward an area just to the north of the ruins. “Here! He’s very close!”


  Shade could just barely sense that also. He was impressed but not surprised by her abilities. She had inherited much from her illustrious parents.


  He glanced over his shoulder at the crumbling citadel. There was no hint of the dark power of his cousins, but foul energies already saturated this area thanks to Azran’s insidious experiments over the course of two centuries.


  “Darkhorse should be here,” Shade heard Valea say with growing confusion. “Almost exactly where we are.”


  Once more, the sorcerer’s own search only verified what she said. It was as if Darkhorse was utterly shielded from their normal senses.


  “Serkadion Manee!” Shade blurted, an old Vraad exclamation slipping from his lips as the truth—the astonishing truth—began to dawn on him.


  “Valea, keep your focus on Darkhorse. Imagine only him. Think of nothing else.”


  He expected hesitation from her, but she accepted his suggestion immediately. The enchantress shut her eyes and did not even open them when Shade put his fingers to her temples. That said much, considering how she had encountered him in Penacles.


  “Concentrate only on Darkhorse,” he repeated, his own senses divided between their efforts and his concern that some power might strike while they were fixed on seeking the eternal. The Lords of the Dead were surely monitoring their efforts. They wanted the tower.


  But it could all be for naught. Where is the Dragon King?


  Valea’s thoughts suddenly intruded on his as their efforts melded. Shade felt an odd discomfort at the linking even though he had instigated it.


  Darkhorse . . . Her call echoed through his mind. Darkhorse . . .


  A shadow passed over the pair again.


  Shade nearly broke contact with her as he sought to discover what was stalking them. Yet there was no magical signature that he could note; it was as if the shadow were a figment of his imagination.


  Valea Bedlam . . .


  The faint call tore his attention back to the enchantress. A slight smile touched her expression. Shade could not help but admire her at that moment. Yes, there were hints of Sharissa in her even after so many generations, but what drew him now had nothing to do with the Vraad sorceress. He had seen and known enough about Valea Bedlam to understand her.


  Valea . . . , Darkhorse called again.


  “So near,” she murmured to Shade.


  He agreed. Why, then, could they not locate the eternal, unless the warlock’s suspicions about their quest were all fact, after all?


  The shadow passed by again. Shade had no choice but to break contact and thus break the spell.


  “What happened?” Valea cried.


  “Down!”


  As she dropped to her knees, Shade spun in the direction where he had last seen the shadow. Always it was at the corner of his eye, but more and more it had a disturbing familiarity that reached into the darkest part of Shade’s soul, assuming that he still had one.


  “Not you . . . ,” he growled under his breath, grateful that the volcanic eruptions drowned out his words. “Never you. What were they thinking, the fools, to ever bind you?”


  The ground shook, but this time not because of any tremor. Tons of rock and dirt shot into the air.


  What burst forth was not molten earth but rather a gaunt, gigantic form. It was the skeleton of the predecessor of the current Dragon King, but the drake’s spirit did not animate it. Rather, a more malicious spirit now drew the bones together as if they lived.


  “I still feel him!” Valea shouted. “Darkhorse is closer than ever!”


  The cracked skull veered toward Shade. The hollow eye sockets burned into the sorcerer’s own eyes.


  Well . . . my little brothers . . .


  Shade stood there, trying to deny what his senses insisted he could not.


  “Shade!” Cabe’s daughter seized his shoulder. “Give me your help!”


  He did so without hesitation even though the skeleton was descending on them. He did so because he suddenly realized that he had as much faith in Valea as she had had in him a few moments earlier.


  The animated bones stretched closer. The spirit controlling them was very strong, but it had been millennia since it had worn any sort of flesh.


  Without warning, a brilliant light burst forth from behind Shade and his companion. A fearsome gust buffeted the sorcerer, but it had even more effect on the skeleton. The dragon’s bones shook. Several smaller ones fell away. The spirit within roared his anger.


  He never liked any interference in his hunts, Shade recalled even as he struggled to stay with Valea. Shade managed to turn and finally see the source of the brilliance.


  There was a hole in the air.


  What seemed bright sunlight burned through that hole, a literal tear in the empty air. The hole opened just a yard above the ground and had already spread more than twice that across.


  “He’s there! He’s there!”


  Shade did not know if what she said was true. He only knew that they had to enter the hole. Not only was it the one avenue of escape from the skeleton—the magic gathering around the behemoth at that moment made any teleportation spell too risky—but Shade wanted very much to see what was on the other side, whatever danger might lurk there.


  And he very much wanted to get away from his dear brother.


  “Hold tight!” Shade seized Valea by the waist. He gestured at the ground beneath them.


  The earth shot up, carrying them through the hole.


  With another roar, the skeletal dragon dove toward them.


  The hole exploded.


  XVIII

  

  THE WIZARD’S PLOY


  CABE BEDLAM HAD GONE to Talak to speak with the queen, only to find her missing. None of the ministers and attendants could answer as to her whereabouts, but he quickly found that both her children had been left under the care of not only trusted personnel but extremely powerful defensive spells that indicated some sort of emergency.


  But before the wizard could find out, he had sensed his own daughter very near.


  Cabe had been to the necropolis before and knew Master Roe. Before entering, he had quickly located the groundsman—a term that hardly covered the sacred duties of the man—and pressed him for any information on the area where Valea appeared to be.


  “Part of the oldest section,” Roe had explained. Although far younger than the mage, Roe now looked slightly older. Still, he retained his earnestness. “If there’s any damage to those ancient places . . . the sacrilege . . .”


  Cabe transported both of them to the gates, only to discover that the guards had already admitted “Master Roe” and two others but a short time before.


  Both Erini and Melicard away when this happens . . . Cabe did not believe in coincidence anymore. That had happened shortly after the Dragon Kings had first tried to slay him years ago.


  Master Roe wanted to go charging in first, but once they were within sight of the area, Cabe took the lead.


  The open gate into the crypt was an ominous image, more so because there were muted magical traces from below, ones that had a familiar signature.


  Shade was with Valea, but who was the third?


  Ordering Master Roe and the guards to remain aboveground, Cabe had entered. There, to his greater horror, he had confronted his daughter, Shade, and a mysterious bearded man.


  Only, the illusion had hardly fooled the wizard. A moment’s powerful focus had penetrated the disguise to enable him to see what lurked beneath.


  The Crystal Dragon.


  Cabe had encountered most of the drake lords over the years, including this most enigmatic one. In fact, in being forced to ally with the Crystal Dragon to fend off an invasion by the wolf raiders, the wizard had discovered the Dragon King’s deepest, most stunning secret.


  And seeing Shade next to the drake lord had revealed that it was a secret even the warlock did not know.


  There had been no time to deal with revelations. Cabe had reacted as best he could. The mage had tried to draw Valea to him, but some spell bound her to the vicinity of Shade. Before he could do more, the trio had vanished.


  Unable for the moment to locate the trail, Cabe had chosen to hunt Erini down and find out what had happened that would draw her from Talak.


  What he did not expect was to find the tragic scene before him.


  Melicard gently held his bride in his arms even as someone tried to deal with a severe wound in the king’s back. The area was saturated with magical residue and the aftereffects of some fire, though the scorch marks indicated the flames had been guided.


  Having only left the king a short time ago, the wizard was dumbstruck. “What happened here? Erini—”


  “She’s dead, Bedlam! Dead!” Tears streamed from Melicard’s real eye and to the wizard’s gaze even from the false one. “Those foul necromancers did it! Two men—two undead men—tried to assassinate me. Erini—Erini must’ve sensed it! She came here even though my men had them under control.” He choked. “Thought they had them under control.”


  The rest of the horrible story swiftly came out. Cabe’s mind raced even as he sympathized with Melicard’s terrible loss. The Lords of the Dead had left their mark on more than one situation. The necromancers were after something that involved Shade and the Crystal Dragon—and his daughter now, too.


  Despite his fears for Valea, Cabe concentrated first on Talak’s distraught monarch and what this meant to Penacles’s situation. It was not out of any coldness; Erini’s death threatened to only presage the deaths of hundreds unless something could be done to keep the Red Dragon’s army from joining with Black’s before Talak could provide aid.


  “Melicard . . . Your Majesty . . . your loss is one I can only imagine; however—”


  The king glared at the wizard, then nodded. “Yes, of course. She would never forgive me if I let Penacles fall because of my sorrow.” He eyed his queen, so very pale in death. “But what can I do about her?”


  “Allow me.” Cabe gestured and Erini slowly floated from Melicard’s reluctant grasp. The soldiers gaped in awe as their queen seemed to have become a spirit floating among them.


  The mage set her roughly three feet from the ground, then finished his spell.


  A golden casing appeared around her, a casing of amber.


  “A more fitting use of amber than my father chose,” Cabe remarked with some apology. “I’m sure Gwen won’t be bothered by it.”


  “She looks as if she’s sleeping,” Melicard quietly commented.


  The casing and its occupant vanished. The king let out a cry and tried to rise.


  “She’s in Talak again, Your Majesty. For now, I’ve placed her in the old dungeon where no one will find her until we can arrange something more seemly.”


  “The dungeon will suffice. Better that than the children and the populace discovering the truth before I can return. She would understand.” Settling on the ground once more, the stricken monarch brooded. “Darkhorse was supposed to keep an eye on her. He swore. Why didn’t he keep his word?”


  “Darkhorse?” Cabe frowned. “Have you seen him lately?”


  “Not since before we marched.”


  The wizard was worried. That meant no one had seen the eternal for some time, indeed probably at least as long as Valea had likely been missing.


  Another coincidence that isn’t. Things were even darker than Cabe had thought.


  “Wizard.” Melicard drew himself together. “I can’t go on and we both know that. I’ll be a danger to my men rather than a leader. I’m putting General Talcarn in command.” The king indicated a slim, mustached officer, who saluted both his ruler and the renowned spellcaster. “You know him. He’ll do the cause well.”


  “You honor me, Your Majesty.” The general clearly did not like any praise, considering the circumstances.


  “I do you right. Now get the men going. Leave me my personal guard.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty.”


  Cabe did not like leaving the king and said so. “I should return with you. The Lords might try again.”


  Melicard shook his head. “They accomplished what they desired. I . . . I see it now.”


  After a moment’s consideration, the wizard had to agree. More and more, the necromancers’ grand design was becoming apparent. Sow chaos among all those who could most stand in their path. Use the ambition of certain Dragon Kings—although what they had dangled before the Black Dragon, Cabe did not know—and manipulate the one being they most feared.


  Shade.


  No one knew the warlock better than the Lords of the Dead, who had also risen from Vraad stock. Cabe had encountered them in the past and knew the awful truth about them, that they existed not alive, not dead, but in some horrific state he could not define.


  And if they succeeded, the world they would create of the Dragonrealm would be one not even Dragon Kings nor wizards would be able to survive.


  As if to emphasize that point, Gwen suddenly touched his thoughts. Cabe! We need you! Come quickly!


  “As you wish, Melicard. It seems I’m summoned elsewhere, anyway.” As he prepared to depart, the wizard said, “My sincerest condolences. I can’t imagine what it would be like to lose my wife.”


  “I pray you never have to learn.”


  There was nothing more to say. Melicard and the army vanished.


  Cabe stood in the palace at Penacles. Gwen and Troia—and the Gryphon—awaited his arrival. The sight of the Gryphon conscious, if barely, encouraged Cabe for the first time.


  “C-Cabe,” the Gryphon managed to say. “The Black Dragon himself has withdrawn from the battle at this time and General Marner is keeping the Lochivarites at bay. We have a momentary reprieve, it seems. How fare things elsewhere?”


  “Not good. Erini is dead.”


  Even the Gryphon evinced tremendous shock at this. Gwen and Troia looked stricken.


  “Those poor children!” the Lady of the Amber cried. “And Melicard! What of him?”


  The more Cabe relayed, the more horrified they became. Having gone through the same emotions, he could sympathize.


  The Gryphon inhaled deeply. He was obviously still having trouble remaining conscious.


  “So. Penacles stands alone . . . with her erstwhile allies the Bedlams, of course. Your son has chosen the Green Dragon and his daughter over us, but your daughter . . .”


  The wizard forced his gaze to remain steady as he faced his wife. “There’s more . . . about Valea.”


  “Oh . . . no . . . Cabe! She’s not—”


  He raised a calming hand. “No! She was still well and alive when I saw her a short time ago but she’s with Shade and the Crystal Dragon.”


  The Lady of the Amber looked aghast. “And you call that safe?”


  “Shade will not harm her. He will protect her.”


  “Against a Dragon King? Against that Dragon King?” She shook her head. “And if they’re already both prisoners—”


  “Shade is no prisoner. I could see that.” Cabe was certain of the truth of his words. Shade and the Crystal Dragon had been working together. Could Shade know?


  Gwen did not take solace in his observation. “Either way, she is in incredible danger!”


  The Gryphon leaned on Troia. “Lady Gwen. Cabe. If you must go . . . go after your daughter, we certainly understand.”


  A part of the wizard wanted to go running in search of Valea, and Cabe knew that his wife felt the same, but they also knew that the odds of Penacles surviving long once the second army closed from the north were minimal.


  “We will not abandon Penacles,” the enchantress declared firmly, although her eyes spoke of her worry for her child.


  Cabe nodded his agreement, adding, “And if we want to be any aid to the City of Knowledge, I’ve got to try to do something to slow down the Red Dragon’s forces until Talak can catch them.”


  The Gryphon stirred, the avian/human eyes filling with interest. “What do you hope to do?”


  The wizard exhaled. “Make use of Wenslis’s foul weather before the Red Dragon can finish passing through.”


  “You may stir the Storm Dragon.”


  “A chance I have to take.”


  The wind suddenly picked up. As it did, darkness built up on the southeastern horizon.


  “He’s begun again,” Gwen stated flatly, not having to explain whom she meant. “He knows the Gryphon is awake now. This time, he’ll strike much harder.”


  “We can thank my lovely bride for my timely revival,” the lionbird remarked, standing on his own now. “Between her words of our family and her claws in my side, I had no choice but to wake.” The lord of Penacles looked to the growing darkness. “Throw what he may at us, the Black Dragon will find Penacles standing firm. I swear it.”


  A horn sounded. Somewhere, a dragon roared.


  Cabe and Gwen hugged.


  “Protect yourself,” she whispered, punctuating her words with a kiss.


  He vanished while she still held him.


  AT FIRST, it almost seemed as if he had landed in the wrong place. No tempest raged. The sky was barely overcast, hints of sun for the first time in months shining through.


  If the Storm Dragon is not awake, then one of his children has seized the reins of control. Either bodes ill.


  Cabe had materialized a day’s walk into Wenslis and was grateful to find that the drake army had not yet reached this point. Still, he could sense that they were not far away, perhaps just over the horizon. That meant that the scouts would be even nearer, which, in turn, meant that the wizard had to hurry.


  The storms might have ceased, but the ground was still very much saturated. Cabe drew the water together, then forced it into the ground until the land for some distance looked as dry as any other kingdom. He did so with caution, hoping not to bring any attention on himself.


  That done, the wizard moved a little deeper into Wenslis. There he noted the first scout, a single red drake warrior astride a scaly mount. The drake peered around, but thanks to a simple shunning spell, did not see or sense him. The rider paused a moment more, then turned his hissing beast around and headed north again.


  Cabe went to work on the landscape. This time, he calculated the path of the column and then gathered the water in even greater amounts beneath the surface. At the same time, the dirt replaced the volume of water shifted to this point.


  Both traps were set. With luck, they would cause some consternation, some slowing.


  He was no longer alone.


  The wizard spun around, his spell already cast.


  His target had vanished.


  Simultaneously, Cabe noted figures appearing on both his right and left. With little time to recast, he simply sent two spheres of physical force at them.


  The sphere shooting to the left barreled over a drake warrior, but not a crimson one. This drake was black, as was the other when Cabe turned in that direction.


  Only at the last did he realize that he had been purposely distracted.


  The spell burst before his eyes, both blinding and stunning him. Another buffeted his head from the back.


  The master wizard dropped to his knees. He drew strength for a spell to shield him until his senses better returned, but before he could finish, something covered his mouth and nose. With his air already knocked from him, Cabe was immediately forced to gasp for breath.


  He was struck from behind again and crashed to the ground.


  Although barely conscious, he still sensed the sudden nearness of his true foe. There was a familiarity about the magical signature and even as he started to black out, Cabe Bedlam understood why his opponent had played him so well.


  “You could’ve made this easier, Father,” Aurim’s voice said just as the darkness closed around Cabe.


  XIX

  

  BEYOND THE TEAR


  IT WAS AND was not the same world.


  Shade eyed a sun that to his thoughts did not move as a sun should. They had been on the other side of the tear for at least four hours and the burning orb still hung in the same place.


  Strong, sharp mountain peaks rose to their right. Snow capped the tallest. They were presaged by the rocky hills through which the pair had already wended their way. The hills made only the mountains ahead visible; if there was any town or other settlement, they would probably not see it until they were almost upon it.


  “We are in a sliver.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “My people originated in a place called Nimth. We considered it the world. That did not prevent us from ruining it through the misuse of our tremendous power.”


  She nodded. “My father told me some of that. It sounded like an awful place.”


  “Nimth still exists, though, fortunately, it’s sealed off from the true world. As a fine slap to our egos, we discovered that our grand realm was nothing more than a thin layer of reality cut from what we now call the Dragonrealm. Like the places the Quel, the Seekers—every other race—originated from, Nimth was but an alchemist’s laboratory, created by the founding race to raise a potential successor.”


  “And this . . .” The enchantress indicated the landscape. “This is another of those?”


  The hooded spellcaster frowned. “No. I think this place has another particular purpose. No wonder I could never find the tower. It was in front of me all the time, just not.”


  Talk of Nimth brought back a subject that he had tried to forget since their arrival: the dread specter that had briefly animated the Dragon King’s skeleton. Shade shivered. Other than his father, it had probably been the last creature that he would have ever wanted to see again.


  Valea noticed his mood. “You refused to tell me what that thing out there was. Will you now?”


  The warlock shrugged. Why not? She must learn all the awful truth about you, if you hope to finally have her see sense and forget her storybook dreams . . .


  “That was my brother.”


  It said something of her own upbringing that she did not look at him as if he were mad. She was willing to listen.


  “That was Reegan. A part of his ka, that is. The Lords of the Dead must have held on to it at all costs, even when their power was at its weakest. They must have held on to it just for me one day.”


  “Reegan, your brother?”


  “The eldest. The heir. My dear father reborn, but without the subtlety. Also, the first in the line of the Dragon Emperors.”


  Now she started. “I’d forgotten that you said the first Dragon Kings were your brothers.”


  “They lost their memories when they transformed, which was perhaps for the best. I know they lost them, because I sought out a couple who had once been . . . cordial with me, at least. They tried to eat me, which was extreme even for them.” Shade attempted to peer over the next hill but could only see the mountains, which seemed to be approaching faster than their pace warranted. And yet, the sun still does not move.


  “Horrible! But Reegan was himself when he came for you!”


  “Apparently death gave him that much back, though it did nothing good for his temper.”


  A shadow passed over them. Even though both looked up quickly, neither could see any sign of what had made that shadow.


  “Reegan,” Valea muttered.


  “No. I thought it was him but evidently there was something else nearby. It may explain why we’ve yet to find the drake lord.”


  “And Darkhorse.” She briefly closed her eyes. “I don’t sense it anywhere. What could it be?”


  “A guardian, per—per—” Shade lost focus. He stumbled toward Valea.


  As she caught him, he heard a sharp inhalation from her. With effort, Shade brought his hand into view.


  It was faded.


  “Your face!” Valea said. “It’s—I can barely make it out!”


  Struggling, the sorcerer pulled the medallion free.


  The stones were black.


  Pulling away from Valea, Shade stared in horror at the Crystal Dragon’s creation. There was not even the least trace of magic left in it, something that had not happened during the prior troubles with the talisman.


  She stepped close. “Is there anything you can do?”


  “The stones have been corrupted. Something has altered their very essence!” He glanced to the sky, where the sun still hung in the same place. “It must be because of whatever passed over us.” A wave of pain washed over him, preventing Shade from saying more.


  “Let me help you!” Valea guided him to a rock, where he sat.


  Shade concentrated. Not only did he need to literally keep himself together, but a part of his soul felt as if it was turning in a direction he did not like. The sorcerer fought down an urge to strike out at Valea for being of no use to him in repairing the damned medallion.


  The foul urge faded while at the same time his hand solidified. Shade did not bother to ask the enchantress about his face, for all he had to do was look at her to see that his features were once again an accursed blur.


  “I’m so sorry.” Valea touched his arm.


  “I will . . . survive . . . I always do . . .” Not true! he reminded himself. You usually die at some point!


  Still, he kept up the facade of confidence. Rising, he pressed on, Valea at his side.


  The mountains continued to move toward them—that was the best way Shade could describe the sensation—at an almost frantic pace. What had once been on the horizon now loomed over them.


  And the accursed sun remained where it was . . . until, without warning, they found themselves in the midst of night.


  The enchantress bumped against him. “What just happened?”


  “Something not at all surprising, considering this place,” he replied.


  Something moved at the edge of his senses. Despite that, he recognized it all too well.


  “He entered with us!” Shade shouted. “Hurry!”


  Relying on memory alone, he pulled her toward a ravine. It was a great risk, but he relied on his knowledge of Reegan’s hunting pattern. Reegan was a creature of habit, even as a spirit. He had stalked his prey, staying beyond their touch until just the right moment. The founders’ odd world had finally given him just that.


  A rumble from the direction from which they had come warned him of his brother’s attack just before it happened. Dirt and rock came tumbling toward them, made the worse by the fact that they could barely see any of the avalanche.


  “Take my hand!” ordered Valea, surprising Shade enough that he obeyed without thinking.


  He felt a surge of energy from her as she fed her own efforts into his. Understanding and appreciating her trust, Shade cast.


  A blue wall of energy spread out before them. It not only held the avalanche at bay, but its magical illumination also brought into terrible focus the cause of that avalanche.


  The shimmering blue behemoth still resembled the most terrible of dragons, but this time one of flesh. Gold hints radiated through the blue energy.


  Little brother . . .


  Shade did not react. He felt a tensing from Valea and knew that she, too, had heard the voice.


  “You are dead and gone, Reegan!” he cried to the phantasm. “As dead as all our kind!” Myself as well, Shade added to himself. “Begone!”


  Not until I have some proper Vraad bones to wear . . .


  Cabe’s daughter understood. “He wants your body!”


  “A poor thing it will be to him.” Still, despite all that was happening to the sorcerer’s body, he had no desire to give it up just yet, especially to his eldest and most sinister brother.


  Reegan surged forward, the avalanche coming with him. Shade was forced to draw even more upon Valea. Even then, he felt his physical being losing cohesion.


  “Drop!” Shade commanded. As the two of them fell, the hooded sorcerer adjusted the spell so that it carried both the avalanche and his brother far past them.


  Reegan’s roar of anger faded as the phantasm flew far beyond. A few small rocks pelted the pair, but the rest of the attack missed.


  Shade pulled Valea up. “We must try to teleport!”


  He felt her agreement and the surge of energy flowing from her to him. He focused.


  They materialized in what could have been the same spot save that there was no hint of Reegan when Shade searched with his senses.


  Very good, little brother . . .


  Reegan punctuated his remark with the harsh laugh that remained burned into Shade’s memory after millennia. In the dark, the phantasm seemed to be nowhere and everywhere.


  Valea drew a circle. The circle rapidly swelled in size. It split into a dozen circles as it grew. Those circles shot forth in a dozen directions.


  And in one of those directions, a circle passed through Reegan,


  revealing now in ghostly gold the dragon the heir to Clan Tezerenee had become.


  She’s a pretty one! Reegan jested.


  Not bothering to answer, Shade seized control of her spell, bringing the circle back. As it passed over Reegan again, it adhered to his damned spirit.


  The dragon roared angrily. Reegan glowed a brighter gold and the circle began to deteriorate.


  Agony wracked Shade, but it was not part of Reegan’s attack. The stricken warlock did not have to be able to see his hand to know that he was more likely to dissolve now than his brother was.


  At least—at least he will not have my body! Yet, Shade knew that Valea would still not be safe. Reegan never gave up a hunt until all his prey was down.


  It’s been so good to see my brothers, but now it ends for you, little Gerrod! jested the dragon. I’ll wear you well . . .


  Shade found he was far less concerned with himself—perhaps having failed so many times had taken its toll—but he knew that Reegan would not let Valea be. A Vraad was raised to assume that anything he could take, even by force, was his, and that included other, lesser creatures. More to the point, Reegan had been raised as the heir to his father, the worst of the Vraad that Shade could think of.


  Straightening, he faced the fiendish spirit. “Gerrod is no more already!” the hooded sorcerer shouted defiantly. “There is only a soul more damned than yours!”


  Forcefully breaking the link with Valea in order to ensure that she was not caught up in his spell, Shade threw all that was left in him at Reegan.


  A gargantuan, bearded warrior materialized before the dragon. Reegan recoiled as the warrior, the same one the warlock had once shown to Valea, grinned savagely at him.


  No one forgets Father . . . , Shade thought wryly. However, the image was only designed to disconcert the spirit and enable Shade to launch his true attack. He drew a pair of arrows in the air; they became bolts of black energy that shot toward his brother.


  But Reegan recovered faster than expected. He managed to twist and thus evade one of the bolts. The second struck a wing.


  Despite being incorporeal, the spirit roared in pain as the bolt shot through, and the black energies spread along the wound, soon covering most of the wing.


  My little brother’s found a spine! Despite the crackling wound, Reegan once more dove for Shade. The warlock’s body would provide him with an escape from the pain.


  Valea suddenly stood between them. “Keep away from him!”


  She unleashed an emerald net that clung to the dragon. Unfortunately, although it clearly pained him, too, Reegan did not slow.


  One chance . . . I have one chance . . . Shade formed a fist from his fading hands. If his magic could not stop the phantasm, perhaps the sacrifice of his very essence would be sufficient. It would be a better end for him, at least, if it saved Valea.


  A wondrous, shimmering light filled the area but especially focused on the specter. Reegan’s agonized roar now dwarfed those previous. Fragments of the dragon literally crumbled away as the iridescence bathed the fiend.


  Iridescence. Shade struggled to turn. The source of the light could not be seen, but he felt certain that it could have come from only one thing.


  Reegan shrieked. The dragon twisted in on itself as more and more of it broke away and dissolved. Nooo! I will have both of you—


  The last of the insidious spirit disintegrated. Shade felt rather than heard Reegan’s last mournful wail. Even then, he felt no sympathy.


  Stay dead now, Reegan. Just stay dead . . .


  Adrenaline had driven Shade as much as anything else and now, with the threat no more, the sorcerer felt his body giving out. He could see through both hands and knew that the rest of his body had to be fading as well. The world began to spin around.


  “Shade!” Valea took hold of him.


  I will slip right through her, the featureless sorcerer thought. I will slip through her and dissipate not much differently than Reegan . . .


  “Come with me! Hold on! Come with me!”


  He was grateful for her determination, even if it was for nothing. Still, to make her feel better, Shade allowed her to lead him on.


  How long the journey took, the weakening sorcerer could not say. He only knew that at some point they were both bathed in a softer variation of the iridescence that had destroyed Reegan.


  I will dissolve now . . . But instead of sharing his brother’s fate, Shade slowly began to feel more solidity. The haziness in his mind receded.


  His vision focused again. He eyed his hands, once more solid.


  “The stone did it,” whispered Valea in his ear. “He was right. At least for now, you’re in balance again.”


  He was right.


  The Crystal Dragon. She meant the Crystal Dragon. I know his secret now, Shade thought as his senses sharpened. Following an urge, he blurted out, “I know your secret!”


  He waited for the Dragon King’s reply, but there was none. Instead, Shade finally noticed the stone . . . the stone that was lying on the ground.


  The stone that was lying on the ground next to the unmoving body of the drake lord.


  “I understand,” the enchantress replied to someone the sorcerer evidently did not hear. Apparently satisfied that he was well enough to stand alone, Valea left Shade and bent down to retrieve the stone.


  “He lives,” she said of the Crystal Dragon at the same time. “I think he’s been like that for some time.”


  “But not when he first entered. He stayed conscious and moved on, seeking our goal.” Shade studied the sprawled form. Had his features been distinct, he knew that Valea might have seen the satisfied smile that briefly crept there upon seeing the results of the drake’s arrogance.


  Then what Valea had been saying earlier finally registered in him. “Who has been talking with you? Who guided you?”


  Valea did not answer. She held the stone with awe but also with confidence. With her other hand, she gestured toward the Crystal Dragon.


  At first, it looked as if she sought to levitate the body, but then Shade saw a tiny speck fly from the Crystal Dragon. As it escaped, it grew into an object familiar at least to the sorcerer, for it had the stench of the Vraad on it.


  The tiny container shattered and a black blob flowed free. It poured to the ground in four spots and created columns that shaped into legs attached to a massive torso, out of which formed a thick tail and a strong, equine head.


  Darkhorse snorted furiously. “Free of that abomination! Free!” He faced the Dragon King, his ice-blue eyes radiating cold fire. “By the Void! This is the end of one drake I truly look forward to.”


  “No!” Valea sounded as if she were reprimanding a child. “You won’t touch him!”


  The shadow steed tore at the ground, gouging it deeply. He took another step, then hesitated. “He should pay! He should pay!”


  “No, Darkhorse. Leave it be. For me.”


  The eternal let out another frustrated snort before finally nodding. “Very well.” His inhuman gaze fixed on Shade. “A curious thing to find you with this one.”


  “I am not your enemy, Darkhorse . . . this time.”


  “Words I learned could be as true as they could be false!” Darkhorse peered at the crimson-tressed enchantress. “If you trust him, I shall . . . for now.”


  “Help us, then.” She pointed at the Dragon King. “Carry him for us.”


  “Carry him? Rather would I leave him for whatever predator might be nearby and carry you back to your parents, who must be concerned.”


  The eternal’s comment about the elder Bedlams caused Valea to look sad for a moment. Almost immediately, though, the enchantress steeled herself. “They must wait. Please, Darkhorse, carry him until he awakes.”


  “What of you? I can carry you, also.” Darkhorse kicked at the ground before adding, “And Shade, too, if I must.”


  “I will walk,” the warlock responded.


  Valea stepped closer to Shade. “I’ll be walking, too.”


  With a curious glance at the duo, Darkhorse finally shook his head and returned his attention to the Crystal Dragon. Out of his chest burst two appendages whose ends shaped into crude, three-fingered hands. The new arms stretched down until the huge hands were able to seize up the prostrate drake.


  As if he always had such limbs, Darkhorse easily hefted the Crystal Dragon up and onto his back. The eternal’s torso reshaped itself so that the body would not slip off.


  The arms sank back into the body. Darkhorse looked to the others. “Where do we head? I have no familiarity with this place! Where is it?”


  Shade allowed Valea to answer, the better to hopefully gain more of the eternal’s trust. Darkhorse would be more willing to help if he saw that the enchantress needed to follow this through.


  But why should she? Why don’t she and Darkhorse just leave?


  The simple answer was that neither of them would dare leave Shade to continue his quest out of fear of what the consequences might be for the Dragonrealm. The more complicated answer was far too discomfiting for even the ageless sorcerer to contemplate.


  Darkhorse let out a more surprised snort. “So! I had wondered about much of what you’ve mentioned and even trapped I sensed a peculiar change, one that seemed to weaken the Vraad trap until I could feel your presence better, Valea!”


  “And a good thing for all of us,” she replied, starting to lead the way at the same time.


  Under the eternal’s watchful eye, Shade joined her. The stone continued to illuminate their immediate surroundings. Shade considered adjusting his vision but in this odd place was hesitant to cast any such spell. One never knew what else it might affect.


  A shiver suddenly ran through him. Even though the night sky was completely black, Shade knew that once more they were not alone.


  “It’s passed over us again!” he hissed.


  Valea, her face screwed up in concentration, held the stone up. Its astounding illumination rose skyward.


  There was a glimpse of a gargantuan feathered form. Merely a tantalizing glimpse. A thing of fire-red and orange.


  Valea tried to follow its flight but could no longer find the creature. Shade added more illumination of his own, but it was clear that the mysterious creature was gone.


  Darkhorse shifted uneasily. “What happened? What are you two doing?”


  “That thing has been tracking us since just before we passed through,” Valea explained. “I thought it was that—that specter following us.”


  Darkhorse studied Shade with suspicion. “The Vraad were monsters, no exception, but them I could sense! I felt and saw nothing now! Tell me what you saw!”


  Shade described it as best he could, but Darkhorse still looked perplexed. For all his unique ability, the eternal had been unable to either hear, see, or feel the creature.


  “What have the founders left to guard this place?” Shade finally asked, voicing what he knew Valea was also thinking.


  “Is it these founders or something serving another master?” Darkhorse retorted. “From what you say, this place is near the ruins of Azran’s citadel! He, too, no doubt searched for this! It can be no coincidence that he set his sanctum so close to this area.”


  “And yet, he obviously didn’t find it,” the enchantress said. “It could be something that served him, but I don’t believe that. I think you would’ve sensed such a creation, Darkhorse.”


  “Very true, but there are also the Lords of the Dead to consider, then!”


  Shade shook his head. “No. They would not send Reegan’s foul spirit and another such fiend. To control both would be difficult. Magic does not always work the same in this sliver of a world.”


  A slight hiss came from the eternal’s back. Darkhorse twisted his head completely around. “The Dragon King stirs!” Flaps of Darkhorse’s torso slipped over the drake, binding him to the shadowy stallion’s back. “If he makes even the slightest threat, I will absorb him and be done with it!”


  The threat was not an idle one. To be absorbed into the eternal was to fall forever in darkness, screaming all the way. Shade highly respected Darkhorse’s power.


  “Do nothing of the sort unless I say so,” Valea said. “At the very least, we may need him.” Unspoken was that she was not the type to condemn even the Crystal Dragon to such a fate unless he forced her to.


  Darkhorse was undaunted. “No Dragon King can be trusted even so much as—”


  Bright light filled their eyes. Darkhorse cried out.


  As abruptly as it had come, the night ceased. Yet, in doing so, it had some effect on the shadow steed that no one could have predicted. Darkhorse completely melted, his body becoming a great, oozing mass. The body of the Dragon King rolled to the side.


  Valea immediately dropped near what was left of the eternal. Shade joined her, equally stunned by what had happened. The pocket worlds forged by the founding race were ever different and did not always follow the same laws of nature.


  “Darkhorse!” Valea reached toward the mass, but Shade grabbed her hand before it could touch. As unstable as the eternal was, even a slight touch might condemn Valea to the fate the shadow steed had earlier suggested for the drake lord.


  “I am—it is—passing!” Darkhorse’s voice started as a croak but grew stronger quickly. “I—this world—it was as if some force tried to tear me to pieces . . .”


  As he spoke, the ebony stallion re-formed himself. The two spellcasters stepped back, giving him room. The eternal returned to his favored shape, shaking his mane when he was finished.


  “I am well again!” Darkhorse looked past them. Even equine, he evinced absolute surprise.


  Shade and Valea whirled, the sorcerer thinking that perhaps the creature had returned.


  The tower loomed over them.


  XX

  

  THE NECROMANCERS


  THE DEFENDERS OF PENACLES were excellent, just as Duke Ravos had expected and hoped. As he cut through a daring soldier foolishly hoping to down Lochivar’s heir, the drake relished the battle thus far. He wished that it could go on much, much longer—with Lochivar triumphant in the end, naturally—but suddenly his sire’s voice echoed in his head. The Black Dragon’s overexuberance nearly cost Ravos a nasty wound from a pikeman. The duke signaled two of his guards to take his position as he reined back his beast.


  Ravos would have preferred to contact the Dragon King as he had prior, but his sire was insistent. The Black Dragon’s mental voice, always still representative of the rasping nature of his physical one, allowed little room for concentration, something the heir needed at the moment.


  The path isss breached! The time isss imminent!


  The scaled duke appreciated that significant knowledge but had to hold back his irritation at his sire’s lack of concern for anything else. Still, well-shielded from the Black Dragon was Ravos’s thought that the news presaged the duke’s own grand plans coming to fruition.


  I am pleased for you, Father, he responded with the utmost respect. Soon, you will achieve your full glory again!


  Soon, yes . . .


  The Black Dragon broke the link. Ravos inhaled deeply to clear the madness of his father from his thoughts. He studied the pitched battle. Two dragons flew overhead, seeking to tear into the defenders. One of them swept down and threw half a dozen screaming men into the air.


  The second never had the opportunity, for a massive metal ball with long, sharp spikes collided with him. The ebony behemoth roared as some of the points penetrated his scaly hide. Momentum sent the dragon hurtling back beyond Lochivar’s own lines.


  The stalemate continues, thought Ravos. Perfect.


  He barked a command to a drake officer, then turned his mount from the chaos. Pushing back farther, Ravos spotted another drake, a trusted ally in his ambitions . . . an ally willing to sacrifice himself for the good of Ravos.


  The other drake nodded ever so slightly as the duke closed. Ravos rode up to him. The two turned their mounts toward one another and as they did, the officer took on Ravos’s guise while Ravos took on his. The other drake moved on toward the front, while the masked duke departed from the view of any in the army.


  But as he abandoned the field, a figure approached from the dankest part of the mists. The figure was no warrior of Lochivar, but rather a pale soldier from Penacles. He, too, carried a sword, albeit a much smaller one. Like the duke’s weapon, it was well covered in blood.


  “The blood on this sword belongs to Penacles,” the soldier remarked in a dry, toneless voice. “The blood of three.”


  Ravos lowered the sword. “Which one are you?”


  The soldier smiled, a sickly display. Up close, it was apparent that his eyes stared sightlessly. “No one less than I for you, Duke Ravos.”


  “Lady Kadaria.” The drake dismounted. “In the flesh, ssso to speak.”


  The soldier laughed as Ravos had heard Kadaria laugh. It was an unsettling sound even to his ears, and more so coming from the walking corpse. “Are you ready?”


  “My sire just informed me that his glory was about to be restored,” Ravos said mockingly. “He will be in for a surprise.”


  “So he will.” The necromancer indicated a path to the left. “We go this way.”


  The drake eyed his companion. “Why this form?”


  She looked down at it. “I had in mind it might be useful should either the Gryphon, his mate, or one of the Bedlams step just outside Penacles’s walls, but it was also meant to garner information and sow disinformation among the defenders. Your warriors would have found the going even harder if not for my efforts.”


  “How gratifying, but the crushing of Penacles can wait until I am king, as you promised.”


  The undead smile spread wider. “Duke Ravos will sit upon the throne in Lochivar.”


  Ravos nodded. He had a trick in mind should the necromancers betray him, but Kadaria’s declaration somehow had a ring of truth to it. “Will you ride with me or abandon this body and drift away?”


  “I will let the body guide you. I myself will meet you ahead.”


  I will let the body guide you. Ravos did not care that an empty shell would be his temporary companion. He would travel with the shambling corpses of every dead fighter on the battlefield if that was what it would take to achieve the throne. “How long will it take?”


  “Less time than you think.”


  A blink hole opened up before the corpse. It was just wide enough to admit Ravos and his mount.


  Before urging his mount forward, the drake asked, “Where are we heading?”


  “The Hell Plains.”


  “How appropriate.” Still Ravos did not urge the beast on. “Lead on, then.”


  The corpse turned and stepped through. Duke Ravos hissed, realizing that a dead human crossing into the blink hole did not mean the way was safe for a living drake. Yet, he saw no reason to distrust the necromancer that far.


  Visions of himself seated on the throne of Lochivar finally urging him on, Ravos rode into the blink hole.


  CABE STIRRED. His first conscious thoughts concerned the revelation that his son—Aurim—had been behind the attack.


  His second thought concerned the fact that he was bound tight by strong bonds of pure energy.


  “It was necessary to do it, Father.” As Cabe raised his head, Aurim, clad in a dark blue wizard’s robe, appeared before him. The long, pure golden hair, the result of a childhood casting that even Aurim could apparently never correct, marked by the swathe of silver was a hint of just how powerful a wizard the younger Bedlam was. Both father and son bore great streaks of silver, as opposed to thinner, far finer lines in the hair of less adept spellcasters.


  Aurim favored his mother in certain features and those combined with Cabe’s coarser ones had given him a face something akin to the heroes of legendary sagas. However, Aurim had had a less-than-spectacular experience with spellcasting most of his life and had for a time become the puppet of others because of his uncertainties.


  All that had appeared to have ended, though. Here was Cabe’s son very much in command.


  “How long have I been out?”


  Aurim looked a bit guilty. “Several hours. I didn’t mean to strike you so hard. I just meant to stun you long enough to get you away.”


  “Several hours—?” Cabe looked aghast as he stared at the sun. “That would make this the next morning!”


  His son looked even guiltier. “I’m very sorry. It had to be done, though.”


  “What are you up to, Aurim? Why is there a need to do this?”


  “Becaussse I am involved.”


  The scents of the forest wafted toward Cabe. The voice alone had been sufficient, though, for the speaker had once been a good friend in the elder Bedlam’s younger days.


  “Of course,” the wizard remarked with some sarcasm. “Where would my son be but in the company of the lord of Dagora Forest and his daughter?”


  “Yssa is not here,” Aurim snapped. “Don’t throw her in this situation.”


  “Be calm,” the Green Dragon told Cabe’s son. “Your father hasss much reason for his feelings toward anything and anyone related to me.”


  The drake lord’s scale armor was shaded like the green of the forest and he lacked part of an arm, the result of an affair that had caused the death of the Gryphon’s second, Toos, and nearly slain a young Kyl. Discovery of that betrayal, a betrayal that Cabe had only recently admitted to the Gryphon himself, had made the wizard break off all communication with the Dragon King.


  Of course, that was before Aurim had met and fallen for a woman who turned out to be the half-human child of a drake.


  Cabe knew that he was not entirely in the right concerning the latter problem, but there was no question in his mind as to his decision concerning the Green Dragon himself. Accepting Aurim’s relationship with the daughter would, to the master wizard, be the first step toward forgiving the Dragon King. Cabe could not do that, not yet.


  “I took care of his traps,” Aurim commented to the drake lord. “The path is clear for them.”


  Cabe could not believe what he was hearing. “You removed my traps?”


  “It would’ve taken too long to explain everything to you, Father. You came along just at the wrong moment.”


  “The wrong moment for what?”


  Aurim and the Green Dragon chose that moment to look back. There, the two black drakes appeared. They looked weary but satisfied.


  “All isss in readiness,” reported one. “They’re nearly upon usss.”


  The wizard looked to his son. “You’ve betrayed Penacles to the Black Dragon?” He turned his ire toward the Dragon King. “And you! Allied with that foul beast, too?”


  “All is not what you think,” Aurim said insistently with growing frustration. To the Green Dragon, he asked, “Where is he? I don’t think Father will understand unless he’s here, too!”


  “I sense him coming now. I will direct him here.”


  Cabe frowned, wondering who they might be speaking of. Duke Ravos? It made terrible sense.


  However, the figure who materialized a moment later was not the heir to Lochivar. Rather it was a youth with a swarthy but elven appearance whom the wizard knew as well as if he were his own son.


  Kyl, emperor of all drakes, stared wide-eyed at Cabe. “What’s he doing here—and bound?”


  “He needs to understand first.” Aurim indicated the two black drakes. “Everything, and quickly!”


  The young emperor looked abashed. “We are not serving ourselves well here. First I made the mistake of trying to keep Valea from finding out the truth and the Green Dragon from knowing that she was in Kivan Grath.”


  “An unnecesssary deed,” the lord of the Dagora Forest said insistently, as if the two had had this conversation before.


  The emperor went on anxiously. “Be that as it may, now Master Bedlam is tied up in an unseemly fashion.”


  “He was rearranging the landscape and putting our plans in jeopardy,” Cabe’s son explained. “There was no time to try to make him understand. Once he knew that Lord Green was involved, there would have been no convincing him in time!”


  The Green Dragon looked beyond the party. “And time isss no longer ours! They come!”


  Cabe also sensed the approach. “The Red Dragon’s army? So fast?”


  “They were encouraged to travel faster by someone they think was the Storm Dragon’s representative,” Kyl admitted. “Accompanied by supposed agents of the Black Dragon.” He indicated the two other drakes.


  “Loyal warriors of mine,” the Green Dragon said. “Willing to be bespelled over and over until their disguises could not be penetrated by almost any means. In fact, their appearance will remain so until I am able to deal with them.”


  Aurim momentarily shut his eyes. “Their pace is perfect.”


  “Is everything in readiness?” asked Kyl.


  Cabe looked at his captors. “Will someone tell me what’s going on?”


  His son helped him up. Without preamble, Aurim removed the magical bonds. “At this point, it might be better for you to just watch it all come together.”


  There was pride in his voice, indicating that he was in great part responsible for whatever was about to happen. Cabe followed his gaze.


  The first evidence of the drake army appeared, drake warriors astride their fearsome mounts. They seemed to be moving at a much faster pace than normal.


  And behind them rushed ranks of hulking, shelled warriors that from a distance might have passed for the burrowing Quel of the Legar Peninsula. However, anyone unfortunate enough to be closer would have seen that these warriors had beaks like that of a turtle, though sharper. Any resemblance to a turtle beyond the shell and beak was minimal. Cabe had never seen their like but knew that there were remnants of other ancient races hidden here and there in the Dragonrealm, generally in service to whatever drake lord controlled their territory.


  “The Jaruu,” the Green Dragon said. “The Red Dragon must focus hard to keep so many under control.”


  Cabe was no longer concerned with the Jaruu; the thought of the Quel reminded him of the encounter with his daughter, Shade, and the Crystal Dragon. “Aurim! Your sister—”


  “Not now, Father!” Aurim concentrated harder. “They need to be farther ahead before we strike,” he told Kyl and the Green Dragon. “Otherwise, we risk having—”


  Warning horns blared from the direction of the Red Dragon’s force. Cabe saw the consternation on not only his son’s face but those of the four drakes.


  And suddenly, there stood another army facing the Red Dragon’s. Most wore the forest green of the Dragon King standing next to the master wizard. They consisted mainly of humans and elves, with drake warriors guiding their efforts.


  However, in addition to troops loyal to the Dagora Forest’s lord, there were also those bearing the gold standard of the emperor.


  Even Cabe was impressed. Aurim had coordinated a spell masking the presence of an entire army, probably for days.


  “What did you do?” demanded Kyl of Aurim. “You just sssaid it wasss too sssoon!”


  “I didn’t do anything! Someone’s usurped the shielding spell!”


  The Red Dragon’s army was obviously meant to be caught unaware. Now, though, they had the opportunity to ready themselves. What would have been a rout now had the potential to be a long-drawn, bloody conflict for both sides.


  But now there was no other choice. The Green Dragon seized one of the two disguised warriors by the shoulder. “Sssee to the right flank! Sssend word to Zeen that he must push farther ahead!”


  “Zeen?” Cabe was startled. He knew that name. “Your heir is out here, too? He’s only come of age!”


  “He isss a drake warrior and knowsss his duty! And if Penacles falls, there will be nothing stopping the collapssse of everything elssse! Blue will probably join them then, asss will the confederation in the northwessst! We mussst prevent the City of Knowledge’s sacking.”


  As if to accent that, a dragon roared. As that happened, several gaunt, horrific figures rose from the marshy soil.


  Cabe was the first to recognize them for what they were. “Those are corpses!” He shook his head. “They must be the dead lost to the Storm Dragon’s magic over the centuries! Someone knew your plan! These must’ve been gathered just for this!”


  “The Storm Dragon doesn’t deal in such magic, does he?” asked Aurim.


  “No, but the Lords of the Dead do. The same power behind Erini’s death!”


  Only after the wizard spoke did he realize that he had never had the chance to tell the others what happened. Aurim and the drakes looked even more consternated.


  “When—” The Dragon King halted. “Never mind! It explainsss much that hasss been going on! The Lords! Yes, this smells of their foulness!”


  “Queen Erini . . . dead . . .” Aurim shivered. His expression hardened. “Dead.”


  He stretched forth his hands. The sky rumbled.


  From the overcast sky dropped a downpour that slammed into the decaying figures quickly becoming the foremost ranks of the Red Dragon’s army. Bone and rotting flesh were crushed under the torrent, which only fell upon the area where the undead stood.


  The effort left Aurim gasping but smiling.


  The smile faded as the shattered pieces flew back together.


  Cabe growled. “Never let it be said that the Lords let anything be done easily.”


  The undead began to march on the defenders. Their weapons were rusted, even broken, but foes who could not be slain by mortal means were much to be feared.


  “They waited for this,” Cabe said. “Everything is part of their plot. Penacles, the Black Dragon, the Red Dragon, Erini and Melicard—all of it is part of their plot.”


  “But for what?” demanded Kyl.


  “For Shade . . .” The wizard did not add his other concerns, especially about the tower that he knew Shade searched for.


  Aurim leaned toward the impending battle. “Those monstrosities will rip our fighters apart! I can’t let that happen!”


  Before anyone could stop him, the younger Bedlam vanished.


  Cabe did not have to ask where his son had gone. Aurim would be in the thick of the battle.


  The elder Bedlam felt that he had no choice. He left the army in the hands—hand—of the Green Dragon, trusting the drake lord to stay true in this struggle.


  As he appeared before the oncoming fiends, streams of water weeds ensnared the limbs of the first undead. This proved a more effective measure than the downpour, since the ruined corpses were unable to simply leave their legs behind.


  Aurim was not far away, the other wizard struggling to stand straight. How he could cast these spells after having managed to shield an army was testament to the power that flowed through his blood. Cabe was both proud and fearful. Aurim had a reckless streak.


  “That should hold them for the moment,” Aurim gasped. “Now to send them back to their rest—”


  The weeds binding the corpses suddenly blackened. They released their grips and crumbled, dry and empty of life despite the lush, marshy landscape.


  “Remember what I said about the Lords,” Cabe commented, coming up next to his son.


  Aurim glanced at him. “I never wanted anything to come between us, Father.”


  “Let’s worry about lesser matters first, like these poor souls,” Cabe replied, touching the lines of force with his mind and offering his power alongside his son’s.


  Aurim smiled weakly. “Lead the way.”


  The Bedlams turned to face the shambling horrors.


  ON A LOW HILL beyond the view of both armies, three shadows observed the proceedings. The center shadow, Zorane, nodded as the wizards attacked the undead again.


  That should do just fine, he said to the others. The Bedlams, father and son, should be entertained long enough for all to come to fruition.


  A good thing, snarled the shadow to his left. This has drained us of precious power! Kadaria better be certain of all of this!


  Zorane sneered. Or what? What, Lucivan? Will you be the one to confront Kadaria? You’ve had the chance to present your own plan . . .


  The other necromancer grew silent. There was no arguing with Kadaria’s plan. Everything had happened just as she devised, even down to the death of the Talakian queen and the subsequent loss of the king’s expert leadership for the effort against the Black Dragon.


  Everyone is out of balance, Zorane said, pleased even if the plan had not been his. He could already imagine himself once more the dashing sorcerer that he had once been. The Lords of the Dead would be the powerful Vraad that they should be, that they had imagined themselves to be until Shade had revealed to them their horrific state.


  And this world, the world of the founders—the true ancestors of the Vraad—would at last see masters who would forever control it.


  Kadaria is waiting, Zorane told the others. Our destiny is waiting.


  The shadows vanished.


  IN THE WAKE of the trio’s departure, a subtle change took place near where they had stood. The hill swelled. The foliage grew stronger. There was a hint of movement, of something like a tiny tremor as if the ground was breathing.


  The swelling continued, spreading along a path to the southeast.


  A path leading to the battlefield.


  XXI

  

  THE TOWER


  THERE COULD BE no mistaking it. The tower dominated the landscape before them, even the much taller, sharper peaks behind it. It was smooth, sleek, and entirely of the same composition as the stone.


  But the stone was nothing compared to the tower. The iridescence was almost blinding. It stunned the senses. Shade was tempted to put a hand toward it, as if by doing so he could touch the swirling array of golds, reds, pinks, and other colors that made even the finest pearl seem but a mockery of beauty. It was as if the tower existed in multiple states.


  Tearing his gaze from the iridescence, Shade looked up at the top. A rounded crown with five horizontal, jutting points topped the ancient edifice. Staring at those points, the sorcerer could not help but think that they served some function.


  They could not see the bottom of the tower; that was still hidden by the hill ahead. Shade fought back the urge to rush toward the tower, aware that it could not be so simple a journey, even as near as the building appeared.


  “Is that it?” breathed Valea. “Is that what you were seeking?”


  “Yes . . . I think.” Now that he faced it, Shade wondered what awaited him inside. Would it be the release from his curse that he hoped for?


  “What is that place?” demanded Darkhorse.


  “It is where the founders set into motion the succession of races to follow them. It is where they became the land itself.”


  The eternal kicked at the ground. “I do not like the feeling of that place!”


  “Your senses tell you true . . .” The sorcerer turned. “The drake lord should be—”


  The Crystal Dragon was gone.


  Shade searched the area with his senses but could not locate the Dragon King. It did not surprise him, but he knew that they would meet each other again. The drake lord had wanted him here; the reason for that Shade was only beginning to understand.


  “Should we search for him?” the enchantress asked.


  “He will find us.”


  His answer did not sit well with either of his remaining companions. A Dragon King was not someone anyone wanted lurking around.


  “The stone seems drawn to the tower.” Valea held the stone toward the structure. The tiny object’s own iridescence magnified.


  “We may need it to enter.” Shade had no idea if that was the case but was glad that the Crystal Dragon had not remained the stone’s wielder.


  “I should carry you,” Darkhorse said to Valea. After a moment he added, “And you, also, Shade.”


  The sorcerer nodded. “It would be best.”


  Once the pair had mounted, Darkhorse trotted up the hill. Now, in the perverse nature of this world the tower seemed to recede a bit as they tried to approach. What appeared to be the last hill proved instead to be the first of at least half a dozen.


  Darkhorse picked up the pace, quickly climbing the next hill. He did the same with the second and third and at last the tower seemed to grow closer again.


  Atop the fourth hill, they spotted the crumbling pathway. Unlike the tower, the elements and time had wreaked much havoc on it. At least, Shade hoped it was the elements and time. When he studied the stone trail closer, it almost looked to him as if the destruction had been deliberate.


  “Slower, Darkhorse,” he quietly ordered. “And be wary.”


  Darkhorse reached the pathway a few minutes later. He started along it, his hooves not actually touching the stone, but rather hovering a few inches above.


  “Why is this the only thing thus far that looks old and damaged?” Valea whispered in Shade’s ear. “This is wrong.”


  “It is very wrong.”


  A shadow passed over them.


  Both Shade and Valea looked up, but Darkhorse moved along as if nothing had happened. Once more, neither could see the source of the shadow.


  Shade could not take a chance. To the surprise of Valea, he threw himself off the ebony steed. “Darkhorse! Take her away from here! Quickly!”


  Much to his dismay, the eternal instead hesitated. “What ails you? Are you mad?”


  The shadow blackened the area again. Darkhorse suddenly stiffened.


  “Darkhorse?” The enchantress touched her mount on the side of the neck, then immediately drew back her hand. “He’s cold!”


  “Off him! Hurry!”


  Even as Valea leapt, Darkhorse transformed. His inky appearance lightened. It took on a horribly familiar sheen.


  The stallion stood frozen, his body now seemingly made of the same fascinating substance as the tower.


  The enchantress rolled to a sitting position just as Shade came to her side. “Where is it? Where is it?”


  In answer, the shadow swooped over them once more. Shade pulled Valea toward him, at the same time casting a shield around them. He hoped that it would buy them enough time for him to strike.


  As Shade pressed Valea against him, he felt stronger. She not only still held the stone but had instinctively offered him a link to her own abilities.


  The shadow passed again.


  A tremendous roar echoed through the region. It was followed by a savage squawk, as if some giant avian had responded.


  And a moment later, Shade saw that the second assumption was and was not near the truth.


  A gargantuan dragon fluttered above them, his hide gleaming in the light of the stationary sun. There was no doubt whatsoever that it was the Crystal Dragon, now no longer in the form to which the sorcerer had become accustomed. The drake lord was one of the largest of his kind that even Shade had seen, his mass greater than that of many of the Dragon Emperors. His wingspan was half again as much, too.


  But as startling as it was to see the Dragon King transformed, that paled against what the drake lord did battle with. Now Shade understood even better why the tower had been named as it was.


  As huge as the dragon, the phoenix gave as great as it received. Its talons raked at the dragon’s scaly chest as the Crystal Dragon’s claws sought to rend the wings. A stunning creature of fiery reds, oranges, and golds, the phoenix might have been born from the very essence of the tower itself. Whenever it moved, it seemed to leave short-lived flashes of flame. The giant avian also sported a brilliant crest sweeping down its back.


  Yet, the most disconcerting aspect of the phoenix was that it did not seem entirely solid. Much of its edges seemed to fade away, as if it were a figment of the imagination. At times, the bird even resembled more an outline than a full, living creature.


  That it was a thing of magic, there was no doubt. Wherever its long, sharp beak bit or its talons scratched, bright sparks of energy burst. Raging power emanated and surrounded it.


  However, the Crystal Dragon also radiated fearsome magic, and his teeth and claws were no less touched by fiery energies than the weapons of his adversary. Understanding some of the phoenix’s otherworldly nature, Shade could appreciate why the drake lord utilized spellwork even when biting.


  The two titans spun in the air just ahead of the tower. As they clashed again, the dragon collided with part of one of the taller rocky hills. With a crash, the Dragon King sent tons of rock and earth hurtling toward the pathway . . . and those upon it.


  “Stay with me!” Shade commanded Valea. The shield might hold, but he had no desire to find out. Staring at a higher point nearer the tower, Shade added, “If anything happens, focus on teleporting yourself there!”


  “I won’t leave you!”


  He appreciated her concern but hoped that she would see sense. Shade dismissed the shield with one hand and cast the teleport with the other.


  He and Cabe’s daughter materialized exactly where he’d hoped, and only then did the sorcerer discover the high wall surrounding the tower, a wall composed not of the unique substance but a polished marble. Upon the face of the wall was written in silver script something in the flourishing language of the founders. Whether it was a warning, an invitation, or simply identifying the edifice within, Shade could not say. All he knew was that the wall was the one impediment remaining before he reached the tower.


  Or so he thought. Without giving warning to the enchantress, Shade cast another teleport spell. The pair’s surroundings vanished—and then returned.


  No, he thought darkly. It could not be that simple, could it?


  The savage cry of the phoenix drew his attention back to the combatants. There seemed nothing but stalemate. The Crystal Dragon glowed like the sun itself and the phoenix burned just as bright, but neither appeared to be making any headway against the other. Fierce bursts of pure force shot in every direction, causing more damage to the landscape and threatening the two anew.


  But Valea’s attention was on neither the two of them nor the tower. She was staring down at the pathway, where Darkhorse still stood frozen. “We can’t just leave him there!”


  “There is nothing we can do for him!” He eyed the phoenix. “It is that thing that bespelled him and I believe its power is so great that it will probably have to be the one to free the eternal as well!”


  Valea obviously did not like that, but he saw some acceptance creep into her beautiful features.


  Beautiful? The hooded sorcerer was shocked to find himself thinking of her in those terms. That was dangerous ground, ground Shade dared not tread at any cost.


  An avalanche fell just short of the shadow steed. Valea looked intent on returning to Darkhorse. Afraid that she might just do that, and aware that he would follow her, Shade seized her wrist. “If we cannot free him, then we will at least protect him as best we can!”


  She understood. Again linking and using the stone as their focus, they concentrated on the eternal.


  An opaque dome formed over Darkhorse. It had barely been completed when more stones and earth came crashing down. The barrier deflected everything.


  And above, there came an abrupt change in the phoenix’s cry. Shade sensed a change in its interest, as if the Crystal Dragon was now simply something keeping it from what it truly wanted.


  “The stone,” he muttered. Using the stone had drawn the gigantic avian’s attention.


  It did something else. Both spellcasters were suddenly bathed in the fantastic aura of the tower. The shimmering iridescence both soothed and disturbed.


  The land suddenly shifted. The rocks that had gathered below rolled up the pathway toward Shade and Valea.


  “It has decided to take a hand,” the warlock informed the enchantress.


  “What has? Is the tower doing that?”


  It was a fair guess, if wrong. “No, the land is concerned that we might still stir things up.”


  He was not sure if she believed him, but what she could believe was that the avalanche was striving against gravity to reach them.


  “Should we go there?” Valea pointed at the nearest of the mountains.


  Shade had no chance to answer, for the Crystal Dragon roared in pain and pushed himself back. He writhed in the sky, a serpentine stream of gold, orange, and crimson encircling him. It took a moment for Shade to realize that the surreal tail of the phoenix had detached itself and wrapped around the Dragon King as if sentient in its own right.


  And as the drake lord struggled, the phoenix descended upon the two spellcasters.


  Shade drew a circle in the avian’s direction. A tremendous gale assailed the phoenix, slowing it. Shade then closed his hand around the one in which Valea held the stone.


  “Think of the tower! We may be able to enter.”


  The phoenix’s cry deafened them. Its fiery energies overwhelmed the pair.


  Shimmering talons seized up Shade and Valea, separating the two in the process. The phoenix soared over the wall.


  Shade felt as if his very soul was being torn apart. He wanted to scream but found he had no voice. His eyes teared up, blinding him.


  And just as suddenly, he lay on some hard surface. The fire of the phoenix receded. Shade fought to fill his lungs with air.


  His vision cleared. He lay not on the pathway, but rather on a marble floor.


  Far beyond, the wall beckoned . . . only Shade no longer needed to concern himself with it, for he knew that he was inside the tower grounds.


  He looked around and spotted Valea lying to his left. She appeared untouched and her expression was one of peace. Her breathing was regular. Shade could not help thinking that perhaps her journey had been a much calmer one than he had experienced.


  Valea opened her eyes.


  The phoenix alighted before them. Its energies continued to swirl about it and now it had a tail again. Shade peered beyond the bird but saw no sign of the Crystal Dragon.


  Given the moment to think, Shade realized that the Dragon King had awoken and chosen the moment to secret himself from the others, all with the intent of taking on whatever kept stalking them. The sorcerer doubted that the Dragon King had done so out of much concern for his companions; the Crystal Dragon wanted entry into the tower.


  Now, ironically, he had caused Shade and Valea to have that access . . . assuming that the phoenix did not next destroy them.


  “Who are you?” Valea asked the creature.


  Shade did not admonish her for her simple question but was astounded that she would actually ask such a thing to the phoenix. He was even more astounded when a voice resonated in his head.


  I am the servant . . .


  The phoenix’s beak did not move, but there was no doubt that it had spoken. Shade shook his head in wonder, then decided to see what he could learn. “You serve the tower?”


  I serve its purpose.


  “And what is its purpose?” The warlock held his breath as he waited. Now he would find out if his centuries of research had been correct.


  To change.


  It was a far more murky response than he had hoped. Shade thought about another way to phrase his question.


  “What about—”


  The phoenix spread its wings. It looked past the two. A prickly feeling spread over Shade’s neck.


  He turned. “Serkadion Manee!”


  They stood just beyond arm’s length, a gap so small that the sorcerer willingly added to it by taking a quick, long step back. Valea did the same.


  The faceless figures spread out as they closed in on the intruders. There were twelve in all.


  Valea looked back at the phoenix. “Who are they? What do they want?”


  They are the ones I serve. They want you.


  One of the beings stretched a hand toward Valea. Despite her struggles, the stone went flying to the pale hand.


  Shade tried to draw it back to him. The twelve figures turned their attention to him. Even though they had no eyes, he knew that they observed him sharply.


  He keeled over in sudden pain. At first, fearing that the loss of the stone had brought back his deterioration, the stricken warlock studied his hand. Seeing that it was still solid, he understood that he was merely suffering punishment for daring to cross the phoenix’s masters.


  “Stop that!” shouted Cabe’s daughter. “You don’t know what you’re doing to him!”


  They knew very well, and Shade was aware of that even if Valea was not. He stopped struggling and was not surprised when the pain quickly passed. The message was plain.


  The figure holding the stone turned away. As it did, the others pressed around them, forcing the pair to move.


  A wind arose behind them. They glanced up to see the phoenix already in the sky. It flew with intent and Shade guessed that it was once more after the Crystal Dragon. So much power . . . and merely a servant.


  But these were not merely creatures without faces. They were a power even more ancient than the phoenix, the very power that had probably created the phenomenal guardian.


  The bodies, created by his erstwhile cousins for the Clan Tezerenee, now housed spirits of the founders. The land once more had hands with which to act.


  He had seen visions of this in the Gryphon’s deeper memories. The faceless figures worked their desires across the sea, manipulating matters to serve their grand plan. The Gryphon had seen them as allies then, because he shared a bond with them. What the lionbird did not understand, at least in Shade’s opinion, was that they had only helped the Gryphon because it served them.


  And now it served them to seize Valea and him for some unknown purpose.


  He jerked to a halt, causing the figures behind to walk into him. They pressed Shade forward, toward what was to all appearances a blank wall.


  It was not the blank wall that bothered the warlock, though. He was not at all surprised when a blink hole opened just before the foremost of their captors would have walked into the wall. Had he designed the tower, Shade would have made a similar entrance.


  No, what bothered Shade was that it had just dawned on him why he was being led so easily into the very tower he had spent almost all his lives pursuing.


  Once, the land had tried to change him. Once, it had tried and failed. At the very least, his miscast spell had saved him from that.


  But now he had walked right into the heart of their sanctum. Now the land could finally accomplish what it had so long wanted. It could finally finish transforming him.


  It could finally make Shade as it had so long ago desired to.


  An unreasoning panic overtook him. He imagined himself becoming something even more awful than the dragons his brothers had become. Even more awful than whatever had happened to his father, who, his will broken by the death of his wife and fall from power, had completely vanished.


  Shade raised his fist.


  The solid air he sent flying in every direction threw their captors as if they were nothing. Interestingly, Valea was unaffected; Shade protected her without thinking.


  As the faceless ones scattered, Shade tried to grab hold of the enchantress. Instead, his hand went through her.


  He looked around but could not see the stone. Shade steeled his will and managed to solidify himself, at least momentarily. Valea’s widening eyes informed him that his face was once more indistinct.


  “Nothing can be done! Come!”


  He who had so long desired to find the tower and use its magic now only thought of flight. Not only for his own sake, but for that of the woman next to him as well. They would not stop with the sorcerer. Who knew what they might do to Valea?


  Shade attempted a short teleport toward the direction of the wall and found to his relief that it worked. He and Valea appeared at a point midway between the tower and the barrier.


  Focusing on an area just before the wall, Shade cast again. Once more, he and the enchantress materialized where he had desired.


  There was hope. If he could just transport them over the wall . . .


  Familiar with only part of the landscape of this pocket world, Shade concentrated on one of the nearby peaks. He hoped that he was guessing correctly as to where they would land.


  The icy wind cut through him as they appeared. Shade held Valea tight in order to keep her from falling over the edge of a narrow outcropping with a flat surface. The place he had chosen was smaller than he had thought and only his skill had prevented them from ending up too far in one direction or another.


  And above the tower, the phoenix once more did battle against the Crystal Dragon. There was no repeat of the tail entwining the drake lord, and Shade wondered if that was something that the guardian could not repeat often.


  The dragon twisted and caught the light of the unmoving sun perfectly. A blinding brilliance enveloped the phoenix.


  With a cry, the guardian disintegrated.


  The Dragon King let out a triumphant roar and dove toward the tower.


  But behind him, the phoenix exploded back into being. Fiery tendrils accompanied its rebirth, tendrils that reached out and seized the unsuspecting dragon. They pulled the Crystal Dragon back toward the guardian.


  Despite there being some distance between Shade and Valea and the two battling titans, the hooded sorcerer could not help putting Valea behind him. Only as he finished did Shade realize that once more his concern for the enchantress had given him back some balance. Darkening thoughts that had just started to arise on the tower grounds had faded almost immediately at the thought of danger to her. Even concern for his own existence had not been enough to accomplish that miracle.


  Still, Shade now had no idea what to do. If he abandoned this place for the Dragonrealm, then his last hope to save himself was lost; if he tried to reenter and seize control of the tower, then it was possible an even greater disaster might await him.


  Behind him, Valea made a shocked sound.


  The warlock turned, but only in time to see two of the faceless beings take hold of the enchantress’s arms. Shade made a grab for Valea.


  She and her captors vanished.


  “No!” His hand touched empty air. Worse, it seemed the moment that Valea disappeared, his instability returned. Shade felt his insides ripping apart, and briefly there came thoughts that she was to blame and that it served her right to be dragged off to the tower.


  Shade struggled to pull himself together. He had only one hope of rescuing her, no matter what it cost him. If he leapt into the tower, using her as his focus, he might be able to cast her completely out of the pocket world. He would probably not be able to escape, but she certainly did not deserve to share his fate.


  How brave you’ve become, he thought, mocking himself. If you had shown such spine back then, maybe Sharissa would have chosen you instead of her elf!


  Yet, to his surprise, that did not bother him as it once might have. What did was the reason why he was no longer concerned with the lost Sharissa’s good opinion.


  Fighting away the troublesome direction of his thoughts, Shade fixed on Valea.


  He arrived facing her. The enchantress stood as still as Darkhorse, causing Shade to fear that she had suffered the same fate as the eternal. Then the sorcerer saw that she breathed.


  The two faceless creatures made no move to stop him as he reached for her. Too late, Shade understood why.


  His hand went through Valea. As he jerked the hand away, it also went through one of her captors.


  The illusion faded, revealing a vaster scene beyond. There stood Valea and her two undesired companions. To their right, the other macabre beings stood waiting, ever patient.


  But worse, far worse, was the five-sided, onyx platform rising high behind Valea, a huge arcane device radiating power. On its sides were carved in burning crimson and brilliant gold script words in the founders’ language, words Shade knew to be part of the spellwork for utilizing the tower.


  Words that he had once known and only now recalled knowing.


  A stunning flash of red, orange, and gold light arose behind him. He looked back to see the phoenix standing tall, the great guardian’s wings spread wide and the inhuman eyes watching the foolhardy sorcerer with interest.


  Welcome back, the phoenix declared, as if nothing had ever happened outside. It is time to begin what was left undone so long ago . . .


  XXII

  

  THE BLACK DRAGON


  THE LAIR OF the Black Dragon was a deep, barely illuminated cavern in which slight tendrils of the Grey Mists still drifted. A creature with eyes that could penetrate both the mists and the gloom would have noticed that the ceiling was sealed tight even where it was evident there had once been gaps and passages.


  The cavern had not been sealed so without reason. Years earlier, the Gryphon had made use of one of those passages to spy upon the Dragon King. That had subsequently led to the Black Dragon’s current affliction.


  The raven-black behemoth paused in his efforts. The mists he had just exhaled dissipated. The burning red orbs of the dragon peered into the shadows.


  “I sssmell carrion,” he growled. “Show yourssself, necromancer.”


  Kadaria separated from the other shadows. She bowed her head to the Dragon King. Greetings, lord of Lochivar . . .


  “Ssspare me greetings and empty wordsss! Isss it the very moment?”


  Your heir is beyond the portal. You would do well to strengthen the link.


  “At lassst!” The Black Dragon reared up, his head nearly touching the ceiling.


  I must be away, Kadaria said. In addition to maintaining the shell guiding your son, I must prepare for the spell.


  “Yesss! Yesss! Go!”


  Kadaria returned to the shadows without another word. The Dragon King shut his eyes.


  Ravosss, my ssson . . . he called.


  IT TOOK MUCH to impress Ravos, but this other world did. He had already noted that the sun did not move and he sensed the incredible age of the land around him. More important, he understood that all of this existed just beyond the senses of the creatures of the Dragonrealm.


  I will use this knowledge somehow to crush the old ones and the weakling on the throne! I will be emperor . . .


  Barely had he completed the thought when he felt his sire’s presence. Ravos again buried his thoughts of conquest and betrayal.


  Ravosss, my ssson . . .


  Yes, Father?


  It isss time we ssstayed linked . . .


  As the Black Dragon said that, the shambling corpse turned around and gave one of Kadaria’s smiles. It both encouraged and disconcerted the duke, but he hid that as he hid so much else from his father’s presence.


  As you command, Father.


  Do you sssee it yet? The avarice in the Black Dragon’s voice impressed even his heir. Do you sssee it?


  Not yet.


  His sire’s disappointment was immense. Ravos could appreciate that. He, too, wanted this to finish, if not the way the elder drake desired.


  The corpse put a finger to its lips and pretended to make a hushing sound.


  An uneasiness filled Ravos. His left hand slid toward a small pouch he kept with him, one intended for the proper time.


  But his hand never made it there. Suddenly, he could do nothing but watch and listen.


  And in his head, he heard Kadaria’s voice directed to his sire.


  This is the point, great one. It is time to ready your new vessel.


  The duke struggled to reach the pouch, where he had a tiny fragment from an ancient talisman that he knew could have bested all the necromancers and his father. Now, though, it availed him nothing.


  As if reading his desperate mind—and she probably was—Kadaria guided the undead to the pouch. To Ravos’s horror, the pale hand pulled free the pouch, then simply tossed it aside.


  “Convenient to find such a useful trinket, don’t you think?” asked the body in the necromancer’s voice.


  Only then did Ravos understand that what he had believed his perfect weapon had only been a bauble purposely left for him to “discover.” It had no power against the Lords of the Dead.


  And neither did he.


  The corpse stepped back in front of the duke’s surprisingly docile beast. Kadaria already had the riding drake under her command.


  Then, as Ravos stared, a greater horror shimmered into view before him: shadows without anything to cast them. Almost a dozen. The shadows rose from the ground like blades of grass standing after a dying wind. They took on somewhat more form, although never enough to be entirely distinct.


  The rest of the Lords of the Dead gathered in front of the hapless drake. One of them stepped forth, joining the undead guide.


  All is in preparation, said a male voice that Ravos had heard once before. The name “Zorane” came to mind.


  The soldier’s corpse shook violently. The head snapped back.


  A shadow walked free of the body. As the soldier’s remains crumpled in a monstrous heap, Kadaria coalesced.


  “Let’s not be impolite to our guest,” she commented with a sly glance at Ravos. “The least we could do for him is speak out loud for the remaining few minutes.”


  “As you wish,” Zorane muttered. “And the tower?”


  “Will be open to us soon.”


  At lassst! hissed the duke’s insane sire.


  Kadaria chuckled. Although she looked at Ravos, it was the Black Dragon to whom she spoke. “Be patient, my lord. We must all be patient.”


  As one, the Lords of the Dead turned to face the direction in which Ravos and his now-defunct guide had been journeying. The docile mount moved forward. The necromancers did not move nor even look back when the beast reached them. The riding drake stepped through the murky forms as if they did not exist.


  Or, Ravos corrected himself, as if they were but ghosts. Dead things.


  As he, evidently, would also soon be.


  AND IN PENACLES, the battle raged on. General Marner prayed that none of his men would find out the truth about the Gryphon and so was the happiest of men when none other than his liege materialized nearby just as the general sent off one of his aides with revised battle positions.


  “Be not entirely pleased,” the Gryphon murmured. “I am here by the Lady of the Amber’s ability, not my own.”


  “But you are alive and conscious, Your Majesty. That in itself sets many things right!”


  The Gryphon suddenly stretched a feathered and furred hand to the general. Marner felt the full weight of the lionbird against his shoulder. He was all but keeping the lord of Penacles from falling.


  “Your Majesty,” the commander whispered, adjusting his stance so that it looked as if the Gryphon was merely leaning close to speak confidentially. “You should return to the palace immediately!”


  “I will, but first I had to come to tell you a few things. Duke Ravos might be general of their army, but the Black Dragon will insist on controlling their plans! I know his mind well, almost as well as Toos did.” The avian/human eyes briefly clouded in memory of a lost comrade. Then he said, “He is already having them follow certain aspects I’ve seen in the past, but there are some twists I suspect he believes will fool us into thinking otherwise.”


  General Marner nodded. “There was something different on the right flank!”


  Horns blared. With the general’s assistance, the Gryphon looked toward the direction of the sounds.


  Dragons flew through the air. Enemy catapults fired one after another. The fanatic ranks surged forth, even though their wild charge left them more open to the fine archers of Penacles.


  Yet, the sheer force of the sudden assault pushed the defenders back.


  “Get me out there, Marner!” ordered the lionbird.


  “Your Majesty!”


  “Do it!”


  Marner called for a pair of horses. He helped his lord mount, then did so himself.


  The Gryphon led them into the area hardest hit. Men took heart the moment their legendary leader appeared among them. Cheers rose up and the lines steadied. The soldiers of Penacles began to take a terrible toll on their foes, even despite the presence of dragons.


  A magical whirlwind caught one black behemoth and threw it into another. The Gryphon silently thanked the Lady of the Amber. Even the greatest asset of Lochivar was falling into disarray.


  And yet, the Lochivarites kept coming. They pressed ahead of the mists, which seemed curiously faded. Although fueled by a lifetime of utter obedience, their strength flagged without the mystical fog. Still they pushed into the defenders, pushed into them and died.


  “This is madness even for them!” Marner shouted as he gutted a savage warrior.


  The Gryphon’s breathing came in rapid gulps, but he continued to battle in the thick of things. The Lochivarites converged on his location, but if they thought him an easy target, they were soon shown the error of their beliefs . . . for the few seconds they lived. Using both sword and claw, the lionbird created a growing area of carnage around him.


  “Madness, yes!” The Gryphon peered ahead. His sharp vision beheld none other than Duke Ravos. Yet, the Black Dragon’s heir looked oddly hesitant in his actions and even held back from joining the bloodiest part of the battle. “There is something amiss concerning this entire assault!”


  Marner followed his gaze. “’Tis the duke himself!”


  The Gryphon said nothing more. Pulling back from the front line, he quickly sheathed his sword. The general signaled other soldiers to take their place and joined his liege. “Your Majesty! You’re about to collapse! Please.”


  “I need both your eye and your arm to protect me for a moment,” the Gryphon managed to say. “There is a spell I must try.”


  “But, Your Majesty!”


  “That . . . is . . . a royal command!” The Gryphon was not one to speak so. He was a soldier at heart and ruled only because he seemed to be the one able to keep Penacles secure. Once, he had left the kingdom to his trusted second, Toos, but, like the rest of the lionbird’s subjects, Toos had seen only the Gryphon as king. Even during the years that he sat on the throne, Toos had always called himself regent.


  “Yes, Your Majesty!” Marner kept a wary gaze on the Black Dragon’s servants, both those on the ground and the creatures in the sky. At the same time, he tried to keep watch on the Gryphon.


  Inhaling deeply, the Gryphon suddenly surged with crimson energy. The lionbird shook as if almost fainting but waved back the general.


  “Keep to your orders!” The Gryphon straightened.


  A fiery ball shot forth, darting past startled warriors, through shields both physical and magical, and then struck its target.


  Duke Ravos.


  Marner cheered, expecting the drake to die a horrific death, but Ravos only shivered. The sphere faded, leaving the duke apparently untouched.


  Yet, Ravos looked entirely disconcerted. He reined his mount back and retreated farther to the rear.


  “What by the Dragon of the Depths happened there? He deflects your spell right enough and then runs with his tail between his legs?”


  “He did not—he did not deflect it!” The Gryphon weaved back and forth, the effort of his spell clearly taxing him too much.


  The Gryphon tumbled from his mount. Marner leapt down beside him.


  “We must get you back to Penacles, Your Majesty!” the general growled. “I knew I should’ve insisted!”


  “I am—I am in contact with the Lady Bedlam. She—she will summon me in a moment.” The Gryphon inhaled, then grabbed the commander by the arm. “I know the truth! I understand why they are fighting so wildly! Even they don’t know it!”


  General Marner shook his head. “Save your breath!” A dragon roared, the sound all too near. Marner knew that he had to get back to the battle, but he would not leave until his liege was safe. When will the enchantress summon him back?


  The Gryphon took another deep breath. “Listen! That is not Duke Ravos out there! The spell I cast was designed to detect illusion! That is not the heir!”


  “Not the heir?”


  “Do not look at me like that! That is not Ravos. That is why the enemy fights more haphazardly! Ravos is gone—and I think the Black Dragon, too!”


  “Then we’re bound to win! If they’re both gone from the battle, there’s no one competent leading them.”


  The lionbird nodded but did not look at all relieved. That bothered Marner.


  “We may win—win the battle, General, but ask yourself—”


  The lord of Penacles vanished, at last brought back to where he could be looked after safely. Yet, as Marner rose, what his monarch had been about to say came to the general. The veteran soldier turned to stare at where his forces were not only holding steady but making incremental advances here and there. Yes, if things went as they looked, Penacles would win the battle.


  But what are the Black Dragon and his heir up to? Marner wondered. Will we win today . . . only to lose everything tomorrow?


  XXIII

  

  REVELATIONS OF THE PAST


  THIS IS WHERE it all happened! Shade recalled with outright horror. This place and not some forsaken cave!


  During the course of the sorcerer’s many, many lives, there had been few consistent things other than his curse. There had always been some fragmented memories of his existence as a Vraad, especially his fear that the land was seeking to turn the intruders into something it better desired. That fear had led him on a long quest, during which he had tried to maintain his existence for centuries until that no longer proved viable. With no other recourse, Gerrod Tezerenee had finally put together a master spell that he believed would guarantee his immortality . . . and immunity from the land’s intentions. However, the spell had gone awry and he had been reborn elsewhere with an entirely different personality, an entirely different life.


  Or so Shade had been meant to remember.


  Yet, now, as he stared at the scene around him, including icons carved into the walls that matched the ancient giants found in both the sanctum of the Dragon Emperor and the realm of the hill dwarves, Shade understood that those last memories had been implanted in his mind. Instead, the warlock had found the tower. He had sought to make use of its power to save him from the land.


  And in doing so, Shade had actually delivered himself into the control of the very force he so feared.


  “The spell never went wrong,” he murmured, staring from the faceless figures to a confused and concerned Valea. “I was transformed. Through this infernal creation, I became what I am.”


  Shade . . . the curse and the legend . . . had been the intentional creation of the founders.


  He shook a fist at the phoenix, which watched his reactions with utter detachment. “Why? For what purpose? What insanity?”


  As a servant of change.


  The reply struck Shade hard. “I do not understand!”


  For the first time, the phoenix appeared slightly uneasy, almost as if it, too, did not quite understand. You serve their purpose. The same as I. The same as them.


  As the words faded from the hooded sorcerer’s mind, Shade sensed others in the chamber.


  “Took ya long enough to get back here,” Magron Sym wryly remarked from far to the side of Valea and the faceless ones.


  “We had to be patient,” Edrin Sym added.


  The two dwarves did not look triumphant or condescending. Their expressions and tones were those of someone simply performing a duty, one that perhaps they did not even care much for.


  “You two were here then, also.” Shade glared, a fact he knew even then was lost upon the dwarves.


  “Aye,” answered Edrin, looking not at all pleased. “’Tis our duty to stand ready to serve. As it is yours.”


  A dark fury arose in Shade. He summoned together power and flung it at the sinister device.


  Before the amassed energies could touch, the phoenix formed between them and the founders’ device. Shade’s attack engulfed the guardian, who shrieked. The phoenix burned to mist.


  And almost immediately after re-formed where it had stood originally.


  We all serve, the avian said again, and this time Shade could hear that it, too, had no choice.


  “They knew long before it happened that they were dying out,” Edrin said, explaining almost by rote. “We were made from a bit of ’em, the least bit, and fashioned to do with our hands what even they couldn’t with their magic.” The last was said with the first hint of emotion—pride—that Shade had heard from the dwarven leader thus far.


  “Whatever they needed built, we built it. Whatever they needed carved, we carved. We worked and fashioned everything for ’em, including this,” Magron added, also showing pride.


  Shade could not resist. “And for that, you were rewarded with nothing.”


  Edrin glared. “We were created to serve. So were you, Vraad. They gave up on your kind long afore you lot found your way out of your little cage! They had themselves a notion and let you high and mighty sorcerers play it out . . . but they needed themselves a wild card to keep their new creations in check until they could decide if they were good enough.”


  “I was led to my torture, my endless ordeal—all the blood on my hands—just so that the Dragon Kings could be kept from too much power?”


  “A bit more complicated than that, but basically, yes. You gave the land a means to make big corrections and changes as it saw fit.”


  A puppet. His entire existence had been that of a puppet. All that terrifying power, those dreaded deeds, merely to keep the course of the mortal creatures of the Dragonrealm as the founders decided it must be.


  “And you still follow their madness?” he asked incredulously. “I have seen the hill dwarves. They are not all immortal. They live and die like every other race.”


  Edrin’s gruff face saddened. “Aye. My brother and I, we’ve watched loved ones perish again and again. The last king, he was of my blood. We left and entered dwarven life over and over, always standing ready when needed. We’re the last of the originals and that’s why they kept us going. We know this mechanism, should it need repair.”


  “You purposely brought out the stone,” Valea suddenly interjected from where she was held. “You wanted it taken from the caverns!”


  “Couldn’t just give it over. Tried that the last time and it ended up in the king’s hands. Had to make this one work for it so that he wouldn’t know what was happening.”


  Aware that his features were not distinct even to the dwarves, Shade surreptitiously eyed the phoenix and the device while he faced the twins. “But I didn’t steal it. The Crystal Dragon did.”


  “That was a bit of luck. We didn’t know he knew about it. The pasty ones, yes, but not him.”


  Pasty ones? “The Lords of the Dead?”


  Edrin started toward the mechanism. “Aye, your dear cousins. They think this thing’ll give them the power and the life they crave.”


  “Will it not?”


  Edrin reached the artifact. He raised his left hand toward the nearest script. “Oh, aye. If they had a chance to reach it, but they don’t. Not even with the life force of a Dragon King to fill their spell.”


  While he had no idea what the dwarf meant by the last, Shade knew that it was not wise to underestimate the necromancers. If they knew half of what he did, that made them capable of far more than Edrin or the faceless ones understood.


  Never underestimate a Vraad. It was a fact with which Gerrod Tezerenee had grown up and it was one that marked Shade’s entire accursed existence, for at heart, despite his denials, he was still one of them.


  And that meant that even now, Shade had not given up.


  Edrin placed his hand on one of the words. The script grew brighter and as it did, the structure itself began to vibrate perceptibly.


  The low, steady sound stirred more memories in Shade. He had watched Edrin—or whatever this dwarf’s true name was—perform the same step. The hooded sorcerer was even able to predict the next move Edrin would make.


  The dwarf touched a symbol slightly higher. The artifact’s vibration altered, touching some chord in Shade’s hearing.


  He cannot be allowed to continue. To Edrin, Shade asked, “And what do they want with me?”


  “Oh, ’tis not just you. They’ve been waitin’ for her all this time, too.”


  Shade did not recall anyone else being a part of what had happened last time. There had only been him.


  Edrin touched a third word and a stairway formed out of light. Despite seeming nothing but illusion, Shade knew that if he stepped onto it, it would support his weight. The steps would enable him to reach the unseen top of the artifact.


  The top.


  Then Shade thought again about what Edrin had just said. “She is no part of this! I will do as the land demands, but send her from here!”


  “No, that’s why things were a bit incomplete that time. You remember what happened. Worked out right for some things, but they weren’t satisfied. Just look at ’em!”


  The featureless figures did not move. Still, Shade sensed that the dwarf was correct. They were not satisfied, even though they had torn him apart and created of him a monster.


  As Edrin spoke, Magron trotted to the stairway and climbed up. The other twin let out a low grunt when he reached the top, a simple sound that yet pulled Shade’s attention there. He knew the reason for that grunt; there was something atop the artifact, something that had been there for thousands of years.


  Magron turned to the phoenix. “Want to clean this off?”


  The guardian briefly peered at Shade, its expression indecipherable.


  Edrin, hand still on the last word, jerked his head in the direction of his brother. “Do it.”


  One wing of the ethereal creature swept over the area. Magron watched with interest as a grey mass floated off the artifact with the wing.


  The phoenix deposited the debris on the floor before it. It looked at Shade, but the warlock was eyeing the jumble that looked at first like some rocks and bits of cloth.


  “Ain’t much left of ya, is there?” Magron cheerfully called from above.


  There, before Shade, were the last remains of the mortal Gerrod Tezerenee.


  “Peeled off all the useless stuff and made you better,” Edrin remarked, touching a fourth word. The artifact radiated stronger.


  “You call this better?”


  “This time it’ll be right. You’ve been tempered and, more to the point, the proper conduit’s been born. They’ve been workin’ on that, too, buildin’ up the line strong to this point.” Edrin cocked his head. “Though her grandpa, that Azran, he took off in a direction they didn’t expect. Almost threw ’em for a loop when he nearly brought the line to a halt.”


  Had Azran had his way, his son Cabe would have been sacrificed to advance his arts. That would have ended a plan as ancient as Shade’s creation; the Bedlams were another component of the land’s master plot, a plot that Shade still did not understand.


  He felt no better knowing that Sharissa’s blood and magic had also been perverted by the ancient forces, manipulated for whatever long-term purpose the land—or rather, the ancient minds of the last founders—had in mind.


  The dwarven leader went on working as he talked. “Even then, she might’ve gone on livin’ her entire life if they hadn’t come to their final decision about now.”


  Shade eyed their featureless captors. “What decision?”


  “Oh, they’ve got a notion on what to do now. They’re gonna have to start from scratch to do it. So, everythin’ gets wiped clean and they reshape it all to their new intention.”


  The indifferent tone only made the actual words even more horrifying. Shade looked to Valea, whose expression no doubt would have mirrored his own if his could be seen.


  “They want to destroy everything?”


  “Well, we’ll pretty much survive to do more work for ’em, but the major races will all be gone. This time, no leftovers, either. All gone.” Edrin looked up at his brother. “All in order up there?”


  “Aye!” Magron nimbly descended, moving more like an elf than a dwarf. “All set.”


  Shade fought for time. “This was all planned? The entire search for the tower?”


  Magron chose to answer. “Well, no, but when matters got too interestin’, they decided things had come to a head. Everythin’ needed was on hand, so they just nudged here and there, like they’ve always done.” He brushed his hands off. “Now, you got all your answers and we’ve got things workin’ here. Time to finish up. There’s nothin’ you can do about it.”


  Despite having run a hundred notions through his head, Shade was almost ready to agree. He looked again at Valea, finding somehow that she enabled him to focus better. Shade felt the lingering magical link between them.


  Her expression did not change, but her eyes narrowed.


  Shade felt her power bind with his as never before. She was entrusting him with her very essence, her very soul.


  The sorcerer sent a ripple of energy through the chamber. This time, with Valea so much a part of him, there was far more effect.


  The faceless figures tumbled over as if puppets without strings. The dwarves shivered, then slumped over.


  The phoenix dissolved.


  Shade had hoped that perhaps he might also affect the arcane device, but it remained unchanged. Aware that the spell would not last, he cast differently.


  His surroundings changed. He did not know where he was. His intention had been to transport Valea and himself toward the tear and flee this pocket world, but instead he was in some darkened place.


  Another fear struck him, but, fortunately, it was a fear quickly ended by a single word.


  “Shade?”


  He created a dim, grey light, revealing to him her concerned face. The concern, Shade recognized, was for him, not for her.


  But then he saw what filled the wall behind her.


  Despite the fact that his expression was murkier than the gloom, Valea obviously sensed his sudden shift in mood. She lunged toward him, twisting around at the same time. Clutching his arm, she joined with him in staring at his discovery.


  They sat in row upon row of simple stone seats with armrests. Each robed and cowled figure leaned back in repose. The pale brown robes were even more voluminous than that which Shade wore and at first glance nothing could be seen of the occupants within. The only things that the two could tell about them was that they were roughly human in size and build.


  They could also be nothing less than the founders.


  Shade expanded the light and as he did, the rows of robed figures expanded as well. He shifted the light back and forth, finally locating the end on each side. Even then, a swift calculation indicated more than three hundred.


  More than three hundred corpses.


  “They look as if—as if they’re expecting something,” Valea whispered. Even the whisper echoed loud in the ancient chamber.


  “They are. They have alwaysss been.”


  The hooded sorcerer turned the light behind them. Not at all to his surprise, the Crystal Dragon, once again in his scaled knight form, stood revealed.


  But he did not look at all well. The facets that were both his false armor and his true skin did not glisten when the light touched them, and Shade knew that even what dim illumination existed should have caused the Dragon King to glitter. Instead, the thousands of facets remained dull, lifeless.


  There were also great burns across his body where Shade guessed the phoenix’s searing tail had wrapped around his dragon form. Wherever the long black streaks ran, the crystalline scale appeared to have melted.


  The drake lord’s breathing came in gasps and he clutched his right side where the scorching was worst. The burning reptilian eyes studied both spellcasters.


  “An impresssive combination you make, the two of you. I feared that I might have to attempt sssomething I would have found quite detrimental.”


  What that might have been, the Dragon King did not seem inclined to explain. Shade had no curiosity about it; he was more interested in other things.


  “I find this place of great interest,” he replied. “More so because of your presence here. Are you the reason that this proved to be our ‘random’ destination?”


  “No.” The Crystal Dragon bared his teeth in what was either a grim smile or simply pain. “That determination can be placed at the feet of our friendsss ssseated above.”


  The other two looked up again at the robed figures, but still none of the forms moved. Yet, Shade could not help feeling that this was not merely some strange tomb.


  Valea squeezed his arm tighter. “Shade!”


  He paid no mind to her use of a name almost as long dead as the seated figures, instead following where her gaze had shifted.


  Five of the faceless figures stood in the shadows.


  The hooded sorcerer immediately prepared to cast, but it was Valea who forced down his hand. “No. These aren’t the same. I know that.”


  Even as she said that, there came a stirring from among the corpses. One in the center slowly shifted an arm back. As they watched, stunned, it rose to its feet and turned the deep hood toward them.


  For the first time, Shade caught a glimpse of a familiar if no less startling coloring. He said nothing, waiting to see if the figure would pull back the hood.


  It did . . . and verified what he had seen.


  The founder’s flesh had the same pearly iridescence as the tower itself.


  Gloved hands, with the ordinary five digits, the sorcerer saw, pulled the hood off completely. The face was a female one and very beautiful, if a little unsettling, with wide green eyes devoid of pupils. Shade had to admit that he had always assumed that the founding race would look much like the Vraad, a clear prejudice on his part, evidently.


  The nose was slight and upturned, the ears pointed and delicate. Lush emerald hair cascaded out from the withdrawn hood.


  “Is that their true skin?” asked Valea.


  Shade saw her point. How very suspicious that the founders should have the same coloring as the tower.


  Before he could answer, the Crystal Dragon replied, “No, ivory, perhaps, but not the brilliance of the tower. That came from delving so much into its majestic energies.”


  He stilled. Neither Shade nor the enchantress had to ask why, for they too suddenly felt the images wash over them. To Shade, it was something akin to how the Seekers communicated, but with far more elegance, more dimension.


  The three of them and the female founder strode through a garden of towering ferns. The ferns had splayed edges and turned toward the four whenever the party neared one of the plants. Shade knew instinctively that the plants were sentient in a manner both akin to and distinct from that of the bipedal creatures walking by. He wanted to know more about the ferns, but they were only a peripheral part of the female’s explanation to them, a way of building to the point without actually saying so.


  Without warning, they stood at the edge of a vast balcony. Shade instinctively glanced behind him, only to find nothing but greyness there. Whatever this balcony was a part of had nothing to do with what was being conveyed.


  Shade felt his focus pulled back to what lay beyond the balcony. At the same time, he somehow sensed both Valea’s and the Dragon King’s dismay.


  Beyond where they stood was a dead land. That did not mean that there was no life on it, but that life had already long passed any hope of revival. High hills dotted the scenery, hills still maintaining a few copses of trees. Most of the trees were rotted; a few had sparse foliage. Elsewhere, some bushes and grass also futilely attempted to mask the inevitable.


  It was a simple but stark picture. There was none of the violent, unnerving upheaval that had overtaken the Vraad realm Nimth. This was simply a world dying. A world that had been dying for some time.


  This was a world old and aged, Shade understood. It had thrived and now had reached its end.


  But those who had made it theirs were not ready for either it or them to fade away.


  Before Shade could attempt to ask their guide anything, the view shifted again. Now they stood in another hilly region, this one still with life. The hooded sorcerer immediately understood why. The founders had poured a tremendous amount of their energies into preserving it. Magic permeated the ground, the plants, the sky.


  And magic even more heavily permeated one hilltop, where several indistinct, robed forms had begun to construct a citadel through magic.


  Shade could not help thinking how the power of the Vraad was dwarfed by that of the founders. Once again, he thought of his father and his brothers, so proud of their might and so foolish in their pride.


  The view abruptly retreated . . . or the group did. The hill and the construction being done shrank into the distance.


  There was a rippling. Valea held on to Shade. Even the Crystal Dragon stood unsteady. They could still see the greenery and the citadel, but through a tear in the air. Beyond that tear, the dying world once more reigned supreme.


  They had been inside another pocket world. Knowledge flowed through Shade, knowledge that this place they had seen existed on the other side of the world from where the Dragonrealm now existed.


  They had witnessed work on the sister citadel to the tower, the other location needed so that the founders could perform their great spell and ultimately rejuvenate the entire world. The brief vision was actually of an earlier moment, showing how matters were progressing there.


  But Shade was not interested in that. His mind was on another, unintended image. As they had receded from that other pocket world—spellwork that Shade had been disappointed had not been part of the “explanation”—the sorcerer had caught a brief glimpse of something unnerving. Dying the world might have been, but he had seen some sort of habitation just beyond the tear, habitation not on the grand scale of the founders, but rather a more primitive race.


  Its inhabitants would perish when the world was renewed and the founders would not even care.


  Once more, the scene shifted. At first, Shade thought the vision over. The rows upon rows of robed forms sat in their places in the underground chamber in the same reclining positions.


  But the bodies were not lifeless yet. Here and there, someone moved a hand, a foot, a head. Shade had brief views of concerned visages. There was something wrong. A disagreement rising just as all was about to commence. A female figure, the same figure guiding them, stood to protest. Whatever protest she wished to make was dismissed by others seated near her. She and those of a like mind were outvoted.


  A small form scurried past the lowest row of seats. A dwarf. He carried something, which he placed on a dais before the gathered founders. The dwarf—it might have been Edrin or his brother, Shade thought—then quickly departed the other way.


  The thing on the dais flared bright. It was a pyramidal device whose center was an oval-shaped piece of the same iridescent substance from which the tower had been forged. Even though he was observing the past, Shade felt the draw of the device; it was hungry for energy, almost alive in its eagerness to gather power within it.


  Without warning, a fiery brilliance illuminated the chamber. Wings folded in front of it, the phoenix materialized. Yet, for all its glory, it wore a subdued look. The guardian was there to perform a task, one it did not relish.


  The avian spread its wings. A male founder who might have been the brother of their guide stood revealed. In utter somberness, he approached the device from the other side. Long, strong fingers clutched the sides of the founders’ creation.


  The phoenix raised its head and sang.


  What its song sounded like, Shade would never be able to say. It was both beautiful and terrible. More important, it was a song of magic, a spell in itself.


  The device grew brighter . . . and hungrier.


  The phoenix continued to sing. Shade felt as if invisible tendrils reached out from the device toward the seated figures. He even felt as if they briefly searched for the three watchers and their guide.


  The seated figures stiffened. The radiance that Shade could make out on some of the faces faded. The spell drew the essence of each—along with their formidable power—into the device. What the purpose of the lone figure clutching the device was remained the only question.


  The phoenix completed its song. The link between each of the gathered founders and their macabre creation had been established. The lone standing figure placed one hand atop the device. Shade sensed him cast a spell. The energies gathering into the founders’ creation began to flow into the figure.


  But suddenly, the device began to draw them back. The founder increased his efforts . . . and the device more than matched those.


  The phoenix lunged forward, clearly eager to assist the founder. The figures seated before them had already slumped into the positions in which Shade and Valea had found them. They were beyond life now . . . but not dead. They lived on, in the very energies the device held within.


  The lone robed figure cast one last spell. He literally sank his hand into the pyramidal form. For a moment, the energies again flowed into him. The phoenix retreated.


  The device erupted. Both it and the remaining founder were consumed by the escaping energies.


  Moving swiftly, the guardian folded its fiery wings around the eruption. The energies clearly burned the ethereal creature, but the phoenix did not give in. It guided the unleashed power upward.


  And as that power rose through the ceiling of the chamber, the scene again shifted. They were now back in the tower, where dwarves worked frantically to control the main mechanism, which now was filling with the altered essence of the founders.


  There was a brief but overwhelming flash. Shade was blinded and knew that the other two were, also.


  Even then, a final vision filled his head. He saw the tower unleash the energies through the five points in the crown. At the same time, Shade also understood that a similar but not exact duplicate of the device was doing the same across the seas. The two forces—created to adapt in different but cohesive manners—spread throughout the dying world.


  Shade gasped as he returned to the present. An angry oath escaped him. He had wanted to witness the rebirth of the world, even if that rebirth had been accomplished through a faulty spell. To rekindle the life of a world was a feat no other race could have accomplished.


  Next to him, the Crystal Dragon hissed. Valea said nothing but held Shade’s arm tightly. As his vision cleared, the hooded sorcerer saw the female founder fade away. There was no ash, no bits of cloth. She faded as if the morning dew, leaving her seat empty.


  As that happened, what he had seen began to make horrible sense. The remaining founder had been the one who would be the hands of what would become the land’s collective mind. Whatever needed to be adjusted to achieve the success of the new world, he would do. It would have been a great sacrifice, his will forever subservient to what the land desired.


  Only . . . he had perished.


  “Ssso that isss how it mussst be,” the Crystal Dragon murmured to himself. The drake lord blinked, as if only then realizing that he had spoken out loud.


  His words echoed Shade’s own thoughts. The hooded sorcerer stared at the empty seat, then at the faceless figures, whose stances now indicated extreme exhaustion. He was aware that in addition to relaying their story, they had also been keeping their counterparts from knowing where the outsiders had gone.


  But that had become a negligible concern to him. In revealing the past, they had also revealed what had to be done. Shade had the key to finally escaping his endless curse, the true key.


  He only had to sacrifice himself in the process.


  The blank faces turned his way. Even though they had no features, Shade immediately understood that there was something more they wanted from him. They were not doing this just for his sake, but for something bigger.


  Something that they had hoped of him when last he had come to this infernal place.


  And slowly it dawned on him what that was. He could not help blurting, “You cannot be—”


  At that moment, the entire chamber shook violently. The sorcerer also understood that this was no natural reaction nor one created by the mind of the land.


  Shade bit back a potent Vraad epithet. The Lords of the Dead had finally made their move . . . and were unaware of the great disaster they were about to cause.


  XXIV

  

  PLOTS WITHIN PLOTS


  KADARIA FELT THE power flow into her through the matrix she and her fellow Lords created, power that was magnified by that instilled into the matrix through the will of the Black Dragon. Duke Ravos sat frozen atop his ensorcelled mount, the conduit into this pocket world for his sire’s magic. The stress was already taking a toll on the duke; every muscle was taut and the scaled hide had grown a bit grey, as if fading.


  The Black Dragon could neither see nor sense the damage being done to what he assumed would be his new body. When Kadaria had suggested this awful betrayal of the drake lord’s heir, the Black Dragon had not hesitated. To transmit his essence to the younger, undamaged shell of Ravos would enable him to rule for hundreds of years more. He would also no longer have to suffer from the terrible throat wound given to him by the Gryphon. All this the necromancers had offered him for his aid in seizing the tower’s legacy.


  All this had naturally been a lie. The Dragon King would burn out Ravos’s mind and body, nothing more. The Lords of the Dead did not fear the Black Dragon’s wrath; with the tower, they would reign supreme over the world.


  And she would once more be whole.


  A tremor shook the vicinity, but the necromancers’ spell protected them from the land’s attempt to stop the inevitable. Alone, the Lords of the Dead could not have held against the founders’ incredible will—the land was that strong—but Kadaria had planned for every contingency. Not only did they have the master of Lochivar, but they also had the additional and not inconsiderable power of the Crystal Dragon.


  He will betray us, Zorane insisted even during the spell, apparently having caught a flicker of her thoughts concerning the other Dragon King. His mind is crafty; he could be one of us.


  He will and it will be too late. She had discovered the reclusive drake lord’s interest in the tower’s legend and had cut off any interference by him by offering to share that power with him. The Crystal Dragon understood about the communal mind that controlled the land, a threat that Kadaria knew the necromancers would have to deal with. Indeed, it was the Crystal Dragon who had suggested Shade as a potential weapon in dealing with them. That worked perfectly with what Kadaria had plotted.


  The land had a particular interest in the lone “living” Vraad. Having observed his determination over the endless centuries, Kadaria could not blame it. She did not know the full connection between Shade and the land but was willing to make use of it.


  He will find a way to survive, she thought, this time shielding her notions from her own companions. Manipulated into a direction he cannot avoid, our cousin will survive and bring the tower to us.


  Her predecessor, Ephraim, had been shortsighted. He had decided that Shade had to be either forced into their ranks or destroyed. Kadaria preferred letting Shade believe his choices were his own. He had a nimble mind when under the misapprehension that he was free. By the time he understood the truth, he would at last understand that he had to willingly join her as her partner and mate . . . and co-ruler.


  The rest of the Lords of the Dead would not be brooking any protest at his ascension. They would be dust, as dead as they appeared. This was the final secret Kadaria kept even from them. Like the Dragon Kings, like the ghostly founders, they were to perish.


  Only the strongest survive. It was a tried-and-true Vraad adage and one by which Kadaria commanded. Only the strong survive . . . the rest will serve them.


  The last was her own addition. Kadaria sent a part of her senses back into the Dragonrealm, summoning the final element of the necromancers’ gathering power. The ghosts that the Lords of the Dead had gathered since surviving their last battle with Shade began to flow into the pocket world. Every ghost, every spirit. By themselves, they were little more than nothing. Together, they were as potent, if not more so, than all the might of the Black Dragon and his heir.


  And as the ghosts gathered, she turned her attention to their ally within. To the Crystal Dragon.


  He is ready was the response.


  Kadaria grinned and ordered her unsuspecting comrades to their next and final step.


  DARKHORSE CONTINUED his silent roar, furious at his continual naïveté. He had sensed the Crystal Dragon’s spell at the last moment, but Shade’s and Valea’s conversation about some shadow that he could not see had put him off guard just long enough for the drake lord to do his foul work.


  Dragon Kings had tremendous power, but Darkhorse still should have had a chance to battle the spell. That he had not been able to had been due to a more ancient, more subtle touch to it that the eternal had not been expecting.


  The Crystal Dragon had utilized Vraad magic.


  There were many connotations inherent in that fact, none of them comforting. Darkhorse wished for Shade’s knowledge in this one respect.


  Another mind insinuated itself into his. The eternal tried to reject it, but it would not be denied.


  If you would save them, you will give yourself to me.


  There was no falsehood in the words. The other mind let itself be fully known to the ebony stallion so that Darkhorse could see that what it promised could only be achieved if the captive obeyed. Shade, and more important, Valea, had no hope unless Darkhorse did as he was told.


  He acquiesced. He had no choice. Darkhorse let his bitterness be known and was surprised when the other mind relayed his understanding.


  The eternal was alone again. Had he had a spine as mortal creatures had, a definite chill would have run down it. He had immediately known the source of the intrusion into his mind. It had been the Crystal Dragon, of course. Yet, in opening himself up to Darkhorse, the drake lord had revealed something else.


  The Crystal Dragon had not simply used Vraad magic . . . he himself was Vraad.


  CABE STRUGGLED TO cast another spell. It seemed that each effort came harder than it should have. He knew that it had to be another trick by the Lords of the Dead but had no opportunity to seek out the reason. To let up even for a moment was to allow the undead to reach the living defenders.


  And they know we won’t let that happen, the master wizard thought angrily. He had been reunited with his son only to have both of them face possible death protecting others. It was not a fate from which the senior Bedlam shirked, but he would have preferred a few more moments to try to mend matters with Aurim.


  There was also the fear of what had happened to Valea. Cabe wondered if she was still with Shade or if she now struggled to survive on her own. There was no hope of Gwen seeking her; the brief contact he had made with his wife had indicated that Penacles was also in dire straits. Yes, there seemed to be no true leadership on Lochivar’s side, but that was hardly comforting. Not only would the enemy fight until the very end, but Cabe knew the Black Dragon too well to not be worried about what the Dragon King was up to.


  Cabe again sought out Darkhorse and again found no trace. It was as if, like Shade and Valea, the eternal had utterly vanished from the Dragonrealm.


  Vanished . . . As Cabe used a scythe of golden energy to cut in twain what might have once been a human but was now some heaping mass of vegetation, bone, and armor, the mage thought about Shade’s quest. Where had it taken them?


  “They’re catching up!” shouted Aurim, referring to the Red Dragon’s living warriors. The shelled creatures that made up the front ranks stared impassively as they neared, but they clutched their weapons with the ease of those well-versed in war.


  Cabe made a tactical decision. The two of them could no longer be the front line alone. Cabe had tried to prevent more deaths—each of those additional fuel for the necromancers’ spells—but could not.


  “We pull back!”


  Grimacing, Aurim vanished. Cabe unleashed a swathe of fire in front of the corpses, then vanished as well.


  But instead of retreating, the wizard materialized farther toward the enemy. Magic already erupted over both armies and dragons flew in the air, but Cabe only had eyes for the Jaruu. The testudinarian warriors closest to him suddenly lost their impassivity in the face of the spellcaster’s abrupt appearance. Several roared a challenge. Cabe discovered that although the Jaruu in some ways resembled tortoises or turtles, they were far more agile.


  But an unnatural wind struck the oncoming Jaruu, toppling them backward. The wind swept along the foremost ranks with particular aim. Each Jaruu it pushed fell onto its back.


  The fallen warriors struggled to rise. Others came to their aid while more sought the wizard. Cabe unleashed another sharp gust that sent them farther back. The fallen Jaruu could more easily pick themselves up than any tortoise could, but delay was all the mage had in mind.


  “Unngh!” The force of the blow at his back was enough to send Cabe to his knees. Had he not shielded himself in advance, the two ghouls’ axe strikes would have ripped into his back.


  “You should learn to follow your own advice!” Aurim seized him by the arms and vanished with him. They appeared back near the Green Dragon. “Next time, tell me what you’ve got in mind!”


  Cabe said nothing, choosing instead to merely nod his appreciation. He would have managed to escape the creatures, but Aurim’s concern had touched him.


  Horns blared again. The defenders moved in to face the undead and the creatures beyond them. They did so aware that many of them—perhaps all of them—would perish. Yet, move in they did.


  And the battle raged. The first men fell even with the wizards to protect them. The Bedlams could not be everywhere. There were limits even to their great power. The lord of the Dagora Forest also added his strength to the struggle, but death followed death in rapid succession.


  Then, only mere minutes into the fight and with scores already slain, Cabe sensed a faint but insidious tendril touch the field of battle. He shut his eyes, seeing the world through magic means instead.


  He saw the ghosts.


  At first, Cabe thought them only the dead from the battle, but then more floated from beyond the edges of his sight. They moved with amazing speed, heading toward the direction of the Hell Plains. The ghosts floated through the living unseen. They did not do so willingly; the wizard could feel their reluctance. Yet, the Lords of the Dead called and they could not disobey.


  Cabe understood that these were merely slivers of the dead’s souls, that the true people had passed on. Yet, those slivers had an existence, had every memory of the deceased. To Cabe, they might as well have been the full souls. Enslavement was enslavement.


  A hand touched his shoulders. Thinking Aurim had something to tell him, Cabe opened his eyes and turned. “What do you—?”


  Just for a moment, Erini stood before him. She wore a solemn expression and looked as if she wanted to tell him something.


  Then she was gone.


  Cabe spun around, wondering if he had simply imagined her because she was also dead, wondering and knowing instinctively that he had not.


  “Look out!” shouted Aurim.


  The ground exploded. Even with his shield, Cabe would have suffered, but Aurim magnified the protection around both of them.


  The crimson dragon hovering above them dwarfed the rest of the red behemoths attacking. That they had not sensed his approach was due to the simple fact that he was none other than the lord of the Hell Plains. The titan had attempted to destroy both Bedlams at once, a worthy if dangerous plan. The danger revealed itself in the form of another gigantic dragon—this one forest green—who collided with the red beast.


  Drake lord fought drake lord high above the battle. The Green Dragon had experience on his side, but the Red Dragon was younger and whole of body. The two tumbled through the air, striking with claws, teeth, and magic.


  “He’ll keep Red from doing that again!” Cabe called, turning to Aurim.


  The younger Bedlam lay prone on the ground, his skin as pale as that of the ghosts. Cabe leapt to his side, all thought of the fight forgotten. He felt Aurim’s throat and found a faint pulse. His son was not among the ghosts, not yet.


  Thought of the ghosts made Cabe briefly turn his attention back to the necromancers’ enslaved souls. The wizard shut his eyes again.


  The ghosts were gone. Just like that, they were gone.


  Erini among them.


  Cabe returned his immediate attention to his son, but his thoughts still lingered on the queen’s spirit. She had been a powerful enchantress and perhaps that was why she had shown some will of her own even when summoned by the necromancers. Still, he could not help wondering why she had come to him rather than spend whatever last willful moments she had with Melicard.


  Melicard . . .


  Cabe made certain that his son was protected from harm, the unseen shield several times that which Aurim had produced. It nearly depleted the elder Bedlam, but still he cast one more spell. He had to know.


  The battlefield vanished. Cabe appeared before the startled members of the Talak Royal Guard.


  “Where is your king?” he demanded. “I need to speak with Melicard!”


  The captain pushed through the other soldiers. “Praise be that you’ve come, wizard! He’s vanished! His Majesty’s vanished!”


  “When? How?”


  “The ‘how’ can only be by magic! One moment, the king was alone, the next, he was gone . . . but with nowhere to go! He could not have ridden off! All mounts are accounted for and the king could barely ride straight!”


  It was as Cabe had feared, but he still needed to know one more thing. “How long ago?”


  The captain told him. Not at all to Cabe’s surprise, the king had vanished at approximately the same moment, or more likely a breath or two after, Erini’s spirit had appeared before the mage.


  The king of Talak had been taken . . . and it was very likely that the necromancers had him.


  But for what reason? Cabe Bedlam asked himself as he quickly tried to tell the distraught officer how to proceed without the king so that the wizard could return to his son and the battle. What reason?


  XXV

  

  BLOOD TIES


  THE PHOENIX ROSE above the tower, its baleful gaze immediately fixing upon the source of the attack. The guardian sang and the region before it rippled. The founders had created a servant capable of protecting their most precious legacy and protecting it well.


  The rippling washed over where the Lords of the Dead had positioned themselves. The necromancers faded into and out of existence with each wave but stood their ground. Behind them, more and more ghosts gathered, adding to the power the Black Dragon already provided the foul sorcerers.


  In the tower, Edrin and his twin struggled to keep the mechanism whole and functional. Their featureless masters had vanished, their intention unknown even to the pair.


  And below . . . someone else had gone missing.


  “WHERE’S THE DRAGON KING?” Valea asked. “He was just here!”


  The drake lord’s disappearance did not surprise Shade, who had begun to piece together a few things. He had waited for the Crystal Dragon’s betrayal, aware that the Dragon King was certainly working with the necromancers, at least for the moment. Neither the Lords of the Dead nor the Crystal Dragon had any intention of sharing the potential of the tower, assuming that they survived to claim it.


  In the meantime, Shade had to make his own move. But first there was the question of Cabe Bedlam’s daughter.


  “Valea, there is something I need you to do.” As she leaned toward him, Shade began casting.


  “No!” She countered his spell before he could complete it. “I won’t leave you alone!”


  Exasperated, the sorcerer snapped, “You will listen to me or we will die!”


  Valea started a retort as a hand touched her shoulder from behind. The enchantress fainted into his arms.


  One of the faceless figures—Shade could not help but think that the mind dominating the body was that of the female founder—watched sightlessly as he gently lowered Valea to the floor.


  “You know what I plan,” he said to the figure.


  The head tilted forward.


  “She must be kept safe.”


  The figure raised a hand toward him. Shade felt the magic stirring.


  “Wait! First you have to promise me that she will be—”


  Mist surrounded Shade, and once again he stood in the main chamber of the tower.


  A squat but rock-hard form collided with the hooded sorcerer. Magron grinned in Shade’s murky face.


  “Welcome back, lad!”


  The dwarf roared as Shade’s hand thrust against his chest and the heavy garments Magron wore became stiffer than iron. Shade shoved his struggling foe off of him.


  Edrin glared at him but did not move. “Spellcaster’s tricks! No warrior would be so dishonorable!”


  “What do you know about honor?” An urge to reduce both dwarves to ash stirred within Shade. The talisman was gone and Valea was no longer there to keep him in balance. The curse—or the founders’ previous miscalculation, it seemed—was overtaking Shade again. “Do as I say and you’ll live . . . perhaps.”


  Edrin hesitated, then said, “Haven’t survived this long bein’ a fool, but times do change. What is it yer wantin’?”


  Shade gestured and an array of symbols in the founder script formed before the dwarf. “Do this.”


  Edrin’s thick brow rose. “You remember!”


  “I needed some reminding. Do it. When you’ve put it all in place, I’ll know.”


  “I’ll need my brother.”


  “Yes, I know.” Shade had already removed the spell on Magron. The other twin belatedly shoved himself up from the floor and joined Edrin.


  “Blasted spellcasters,” Magron mumbled.


  The two went to work on re-creating the image that Shade had cast. The hooded warlock glanced around, waiting for the inevitable. The faceless ones had momentarily left, no doubt to deal with the Lords of the Dead, but there was one other for whom Shade waited.


  “It cannot be done, not even with their asssissstance,” the Crystal Dragon quietly declared from behind him.


  “But you have the one element that they can’t adjust for,” Shade responded, turning to face the drake lord. “You have Darkhorse, a creature from beyond their realm . . . beyond this world.”


  “A creature like no other. A magic like no other.” The Crystal Dragon strode closer. “I wondered when you would remember thisss lassst part.”


  Shade felt his nerves go taut. More undesired memories returned. “This is not the first time we have made an alliance.”


  “No, it isss not. Once before, the tower wasss in our grasssp, but you chose to end our alliance before I could find out where the tower wasss . . . and when I confronted you again, you were asss the realm hasss known you bessst, hero and villain all in one.”


  “‘Hero and villain,’” Shade muttered bitterly. “Those are the words of stories sung by bards! The truth is far less attractive, far less savory.” The sorcerer frowned, though he knew that the Dragon King could not see him do so. “You did not simply wait all this time for me, though.”


  “’Tis done!” Edrin shouted. “You want this your way, do it afore our masters return! You know we must obey ’em!”


  “All isss ssset? Excellent!”


  Shade had been quietly preparing his defense against the Crystal Dragon’s predictable betrayal. Yet, when the attack did come that next moment, it struck in such a manner that it caught him by surprise. Shade felt as if every bone in his body liquefied, but as he dropped to the floor, it was not that horrific sensation that shocked him.


  It was the verification of an awful truth that, even knowing it had to be so, Shade had denied to the end.


  “You—are—Vraad!” he croaked, barely even able to keep his head up enough to look at his rival.


  “You knew that long ago. Follow it to itsss conclusssion.”


  Shade stared sideways at the drake lord. “Reegan’s foul . . . spirit said it! His ‘brothers’! You—your name—it was—”


  “Loganosss Tezerenee,” the Crystal Dragon murmured almost nostalgically. “Your dear—ever-obedient to Father—sibling . . . Logan.”


  So many memories flooded back, but even then, Shade could not remember the face of his brother Logan. He had been one of the shadows, one of those so obedient to their father that he seemed more an appendage.


  “The wizard Bedlam . . . he knowsss the truth. He dissscovered it when we faced the wolf raiders and the awakening legionsss of the Quel sssome yearsss back. Of courssse, he rightly believed that in raising my realm into upheaval, I lossst my mind, my memory.”


  Shade waited for more, but the Crystal Dragon did not go on. Rather, he gestured to the two dwarves. The eyes of Edrin and Magron glazed over.


  “How did . . . you survive . . . Logan? How did you . . . remember when the others . . . could not?”


  “The founders left more placesss—places—behind than any realized, Gerrod. The magic of the cavern I made my domain brought back my former life . . . and revealed the travesty I had become!” The drake lord laughed harshly. “How our father yearned for the power of the dragon! What an irony! What a grand jessst!”


  As the last word slipped out, the Crystal Dragon hissed angrily. Shade understood then that Logan Tezerenee was a presence barely in control of the Dragon King’s body. Even now, the reptilian nature of a drake lord threatened to overwhelm what remained of the Vraad within.


  Shade inhaled, then, with all his will, called out, “You will . . . not . . . what you want is lost to you . . . forever, Logan! This—this device will not bring you . . . back!”


  He had the Crystal Dragon’s attention. The glittering drake lord returned to him. Kneeling down, the former Vraad eyed his brother with fiery orbs. “What do you mean? You sought thisss—this to return you to your original form, Gerrod!”


  “No . . . I only . . . wanted to end . . . my curse!”


  The drake lord pulled back. “You lie! You would not want to do that! You would not simply come here to die!”


  But Shade had. That was the terrible truth that even the sorcerer had not recalled until a short time ago. After centuries of maintaining his existence while seeking to avoid the land’s desires, he had uncovered the tower. By then so very desperate, he had seen it as the one manner by which he would cheat the land. Not merely death, but absolute dissolution.


  The Crystal Dragon clutched at his own chest. Only then did Cabe notice a peculiar dullness in one spot. Striving hard, he sensed what had been kept hidden from him earlier.


  Secreted in the Dragon King’s hide was some creation of the Lords of the Dead.


  “You cannot—you could not—leave your cavern! To do so . . . would mean you would lose . . . lose yourself . . . lose what was left of . . . a Tezerenee! You would be as the—the others . . .” Shade managed to raise his head higher. “But to accept a gift from the Lords? Madness—unless—”


  A mirthless grin spread across the helmed visage. “Yes . . . again, the eternal. His unique energies will enable me to manipulate our cousins’ ‘gift’ long enough for me to accomplish what I desire.”


  “It will . . . not work! This is not what the . . . mechanism does—”


  The Crystal Dragon turned from him. “Do not bluff a Vraad, brother.”


  “L-Logan—”


  “Not now . . . but soon again, I will be.” One hand clenched tight. “After so long, I will be.”


  The Dragon King pulled at his chest. Shade could not see what he did but assumed that the drake lord had removed the Lords’ token. The drake lord raised one palm high.


  “Now, we summon the eternal and—”


  “All comes to fruition as I planned it,” said Kadaria, her voice coming through the Crystal Dragon.


  Shade felt the spell on him ease. At the same time, he saw the glitter of the Dragon King’s hide fade. A dark dullness swiftly spread across the mail armor.


  The Crystal Dragon’s body withered. Despite the silence, Shade could sense his agony.


  Little more than bone and hide, the drake collapsed. A stubborn spark of life remained, but not enough to do more than keep the onetime Vraad barely breathing.


  We are a family of fools, Shade bitterly thought as he fought to rise. Always assuming that we can betray the other first . . .


  A shadow formed over the stricken drake. Kadaria, her face half-hidden, smiled at Shade. He knew that this was but a projection yet still could sense the incredible power now at her command.


  “My darling cousin,” she cooed. “Did he treat you badly?”


  Perhaps Kadaria thought that she spoke seductively, but Shade only wanted to recoil at her voice. He knew better than most what the necromancers had become and what they would make of the world. More important, Shade understood that this particular Lord had a dread fascination with him.


  “We knew that he planned all along to use Darkhorse’s singular energies. He thought that he could keep the truth from us. We let him toy with the talisman all he wanted so that he would believe that he understood it, but poor Logan, he didn’t.”


  Managing to stand, the hooded sorcerer stared at what had once been his brother when both had been mortal. The spark still persisted, the fanatical determination of Clan Tezerenee keeping the drake lord from properly accepting death.


  “Better he pass this way than lose himself, don’t you think?” Kadaria floated toward Shade. “Repulsive creatures, the Dragon Kings. He’ll be grateful in the end.”


  “Your plan is no less mad than his.”


  Kadaria chuckled, then faded away.


  Shade hesitated. The Dragon King lay dying. The dwarves were still frozen.


  The mechanism beckoned.


  “They are fools,” he murmured. “The land has this all planned.”


  And as Shade spoke, the phoenix—wings wrapped tight—formed before him.


  It is time to accept your fate. It is time to serve as you were meant to, the guardian said.


  “As you must?”


  He had not expected his simple retort to have any effect, but the phoenix drew back, the avian eyes briefly glaring. Only then did Shade think what it must have been like for this glorious creature to serve for so long in this hidden place.


  The fury passed. The phoenix raised his beak and sang. Fiery tendrils of magic played about the chamber.


  Shade felt something else come into play that had nothing to do with the phoenix or its unseen masters. He looked down at the body again.


  The malevolent dullness covering the Crystal Dragon spread rapidly throughout the chamber. It caught the phoenix unaware. The guardian tried to rise above the floor, but too late. The same dullness covered it. The phoenix folded its wings together and lowered its head as if going to sleep.


  Kadaria’s laughter rose high again.


  VOICES WHISPERED IN Valea’s head. At first, she wanted to ignore them, but as they insinuated themselves deeper and deeper, the enchantress realized that she wanted to wake up.


  What the voices said remained beyond her ken; she only knew that they were demanding. Valea was not certain that she wanted to acquiesce to whatever their demands were but used their presence to push herself closer and closer to true waking.


  Then, another voice, a quieter voice, broke through. He needs you, Valea . . . he needs you . . .


  “Er—Erini?” Cabe’s daughter opened her eyes to see the pale queen leaning over her. The blond woman wore a gentle if melancholy smile.


  Erini vanished. Indeed, Valea could not even say if the queen had ever been there. How could she have, the enchantress wondered. Surely she was back in Talak.


  Wasn’t she?


  The words came to her. He needs you . . .


  “Shade!” Valea concentrated—


  But it was not the main chamber in which she materialized. Instead, Valea discovered herself far beyond the tower and facing a familiar figure.


  “King Melicard?”


  Although clad for war, the king of Talak no longer carried any weapon, not even a sword or dagger. He looked gaunt, almost a ghost. Even as she thought the last, Valea sensed other things flitting past the edge of her vision. She quickly shut her eyes and observed her surroundings through other senses.


  There were hundreds of ghosts, hundreds of spirits that only the necromancers could have gathered. Small wonder that they had been able to strike at the tower’s masters. The Lords of the Dead had planned well.


  “She . . . calls me,” Melicard rasped, eyes hollow. “She showed me the way here . . . wherever here is . . .”


  Valea looked at him again. “Who?”


  He raised a hand to touch the elfwood portion of his face. “My Erini. They killed her . . . but she still called me.”


  “They did what?” Valea gripped the king by his arm. Only up close did she see his terrible wounds. “Your Majesty! You need help!” Valea knew that the elfwood made Melicard resistant to magical aid. He had clearly been given some mundane medical treatment but required much more.


  The king, gaze still focused inward, muttered, “She wanted me to protect the children . . . but I can only protect them . . . from here . . . or everything’s gone . . .”


  His words did not make complete sense to her. Valea only understood that Erini was dead—dead—but that the king claimed she had brought him here. That reminded her of her brief belief that Erini had awakened her. Perhaps it had been no delusion after all. There were ghosts everywhere.


  She remembered again what she had thought the queen had said. It was not Shade whom the enchantress needed to help, but rather King Melicard.


  But why, Erini? Why?


  The stricken monarch abruptly lurched forward, heading not toward the tower but somewhere south of it. “This way. I’ve got to go this way.”


  She followed after him, her mind already trying to calculate what their purpose was. It occurred to her that this might merely be another foul trick by the Lords, but something felt different.


  “There.”


  Peering past Melicard, Valea gasped. A haze spread across the land, one with no natural cause. She knew even without seeing them that the necromancers stood just ahead. They would have formed their matrix in order to amplify their spellwork. Their concentration would be on the tower and its masters.


  Valea pondered. Erini had been a powerful enchantress. She had retained some will even while coming here at the command of the necromancers. The queen had realized that there was one last thing she could do and had used her husband to guide Valea to the spot so that the enchantress could disrupt the spellwork at some critical juncture. That had to be it, Cabe’s daughter believed. Even now, Valea could feel the Lords’ effort building up. As powerful as the land was, it could not hold against the might the necromancers had gathered.


  Whatever the threat the land itself presented, to Valea it paled before the horrifying world the Lords of the Dead would create. There would never again be hope for life, only an eternal damnation of all that existed.


  But as she prepared to sacrifice herself, Melicard suddenly lurched in another direction. Before she could stop him, the king stumbled into the growing mists.


  Aware that she still had a few moments, Valea rushed after him. For her final, selfless act, Queen Erini deserved for her husband to be saved, if that was possible. Certainly, Valea had to try.


  Before he could completely vanish, the enchantress followed. She dared not call out, but Melicard’s erratic path enabled her to close the gap. Valea reached him just as he finished descending a small hill.


  “Your Majesty,” she whispered. “You have to stay back!”


  Melicard suddenly reached to where his sword would have hung. His entire body stiffened and his gaze narrowed at something ahead.


  Valea squinted, then raised her hands in preparation of a spell she knew that she would not have time to finish.


  Jaws wide, the dragon loomed over them.


  XXVI

  

  UNEASY ALLIANCES


  THE FACELESS FIGURES gathered on a hill not far from the tower. From their vantage point, they observed without eyes the efforts of the necromancers to seize control. The ghosts continued to flow through the tear into the pocket world, adding to the Lords’ might.


  The dullness that marked the necromancers’ spell spread over the last parts of the tower. At that point, there came a shift in the magical energies, as the Lords sought to begin their manipulation of the mechanism within.


  The faceless ones watched without eyes but with immense satisfaction.


  THEY HAVE DONE it . . . they have taken it! Shade could not believe that the tower would fall to the Lords of the Dead so readily and yet, the evidence was all around him.


  Shade’s focus suddenly shifted in a direction he once would have never expected. Valea filled his thoughts. He felt the urge to return to her and flee the tower.


  But Shade did neither. He looked to the Crystal Dragon, then to the dwarves.


  The hooded sorcerer cast over his head. A faint blue aura spread across the chamber, enveloping the area that included the mechanism and Shade. The Lords of the Dead still controlled the tower, but for the moment, Shade believed that he had at least isolated the area from the necromancers’ hearing.


  Shade gestured at Edrin. Despite some initial hesitation, the Dragon King’s spell finally dissipated.


  Edrin grunted. The dwarf glared at Shade.


  “Can you do anything with the device?”


  The dwarf nodded. “They’ve got a hold, but we know its innards! I’ll need my brother, though.”


  Shade released Magron. With an identical glare at the sorcerer, the other dwarf joined his brother.


  “You know what I want,” Shade said to them.


  They did not look pleased but went to work.


  Shade knelt by the Dragon King—by his brother. He put his palm on the general spot where once the necromancers’ talisman had been set and concentrated.


  Under his palm, the area glittered again. Unfortunately, at the same time, Shade saw his hand fade slightly. Trying to ignore it, he continued to feed energy into the ragged form.


  The drake lord’s body filled out slightly and his breathing grew less hesitant. The change was temporary, but Shade prayed that it would last long enough. He needed this one ally, however untrustworthy.


  The Dragon King inhaled sharply, then stirred.


  “Why sssave me?”


  “Because what happens if we do not stay allied will be worse than anything you desire.”


  The Crystal Dragon cocked his head but said nothing. He waved away Shade’s offered hand and rose. The drake stood unsteadily, but he stood.


  “What do you plan?”


  “First, we must bring Darkhorse to us.”


  Despite clearly being very weak, the Crystal Dragon nodded. He leaned toward Shade and the pair melded their senses together. Shade could not prevent shivering briefly upon feeling the other presence. Deep within, it was still Vraad, still so much a reminder of the Clan Tezerenee, a memory Shade preferred forgotten.


  “Away from him, Shade!” the eternal’s voice abruptly thundered. “I would teach this fiend what it means to twice entrap me!”


  “No!” Shade kept himself between the two. Near the mechanism, both dwarves stared with saucer eyes at Darkhorse. Few creatures there were in the Dragonrealm who had not at least heard of the Child of the Void. As powerful as their masters were, Edrin and Magron had to be aware of what Darkhorse was capable of.


  The ebony stallion had reared the moment that he had materialized and remained so even after the warlock’s decision to stand against him. The ice-blue orbs fixed on the Dragon King, but Darkhorse’s words were for Shade. “Your decisions are questionable.”


  “Questionable but necessary.”


  “He is Vraad! Beneath that scaled hide is Vraad!”


  “Still asss volatile asss ever, isssn’t he, brother?” the drake lord commented unnecessarily.


  “Tezerenee as well?” roared the eternal. Though not a true equine, Darkhorse still had no trouble keeping on his hind legs. “‘Brother’?”


  His frustration mounting, Shade was tempted to let the pair take on one another, but that would only serve the Lords. To Darkhorse, he proclaimed, “Forget all else! The lives of many are at stake, including Valea’s!”


  That brought the stallion around. With an echoing crash, Darkhorse dropped down onto all fours. “Very well. What is it you need?”


  “What he wanted,” Shade replied, indicating the drake lord. “Your essence fused with the power of this device.”


  The two dwarves had just restarted their work, but now they halted again in shock. Darkhorse was not much less surprised. The eternal studied the mechanism, then, in a tone surprisingly measured for him, asked, “Is this necessary?”


  Shade nodded.


  “Very well.” The sudden shift came as no surprise to Shade. Darkhorse was a being of absolutes. If he trusted another’s choice, that ended all hesitation on his part.


  The sorcerer was glad for that more than ever, for he felt Kadaria’s probing. The necromancers’ spell had come to some new juncture and now she needed something of Shade. Only the fact that she was part of their overall spell had prevented her from already piercing his shield.


  “Can you cover it completely?” Shade asked the eternal.


  “It will be difficult, but it will be done.”


  The Crystal Dragon let out a hiss. “You have sssomething different in mind.”


  Now Shade was glad that his face was out of focus. “No. Just what’s necessary.”


  The drake did not look convinced but did not protest. Shade hoped that what remained within of the Logan he knew would continue to be as obedient in the face of action as when they had both served their father.


  Edrin turned to the trio. “Now just a minute! If that thing comes in contact—”


  The Dragon King raised a menacing hand, silencing the dwarf.


  Even as Edrin protested, Darkhorse flowed toward the device. As he neared, he started to lose definition. More and more, the eternal became as he had originally been when first discovered long ago in that endless, empty place called the Void. Even the eyes disappeared, leaving only a massive, shapeless blob that swelled as it closed on its objective.


  At that moment, the tower shook. Shade knew it had nothing to do with the founders.


  Kadaria had discovered what he was doing.


  “Naughty, naughty!” called the female necromancer, her partial image re-forming. The half-visible face broke into a mocking smile. “Ah, both my dear cousins side by side! Brothers together, though both of you have changed a little, haven’t you?”


  “Not nearly so much as you,” Shade retorted. “At least we still live, so to speak.”


  Beside him, the Crystal Dragon managed a chuckle.


  “But soon, we will be whole again! Soon, I will be full flesh and blood . . . with all that promises the one I choose . . .”


  She concentrated too much on Shade when she said the last. Kadaria as a Vraad was no more tempting to him than as one of the ghastly Lords, for whatever her outward appearance, her soul was a dark one. Still, Shade hoped to buy time. Darkhorse was nearly upon the mechanism.


  “Oh.” With a casual glance, Kadaria placed a wall of grey energy between the eternal and the device. The dwarves, situated next to the arcane device, battered futilely at the barrier. “There. Now that we’ve settled that, all can proceed as I planned.”


  Shade noted the last with interest. “As you planned? Not as the Lords planned?”


  “I am the nexus of the Lords. What I plan is our plan.”


  But there was something more, the sorcerer realized. So near to victory, Kadaria had let slip that she had ambitions beyond those of her comrades.


  Powerful the necromancers might be, but Shade understood them well. They were still Vraad, just as he had once been. Moreover, he had been the son of Barakas Tezerenee, the cunning and ambitious ruler of his clan.


  Now, for once, Shade needed to be his father’s son. He briefly reached out and ever-so-carefully touched the drake lord’s mind, at the same time asking Kadaria, “And do all your plans include your partners? Or do you have a different fate intended for them as well?”


  “The tower is ours. That’s all that matters at the moment.”


  “And what of us?”


  For a moment, Kadaria stood fully revealed. There was no denying that she was beautiful even for a race that could adjust its appearance at the slightest whim. She pursed her full lips. “For you . . . everything awaits. For them . . .”


  With a roar, the Crystal Dragon lunged toward her. As he did, he began to transform. His arms stretched forward, the hands twisting into claws. The legs bent backward and the feet also grew longer. A tail sprouted and from near the shoulders emerged vestigial wings that swiftly spread wider and wider.


  The most unsettling change was that of the drake lord’s visage. The savage dragon’s-head crest slid down over the helmed area, melding into it. The snout stretched longer, wider, becoming the Crystal Dragon’s true face.


  And as all those changes occurred, the drake lord grew several times greater in size. Barely the blink of an eye had passed, but the Crystal Dragon was already large enough to tower over the others.


  Kadaria involuntarily recoiled even though the teeth and claws could not rend her projection.


  Shade threw his power into dissipating the barrier. Spells such as the barrier required a continued level of concentration. Kadaria had had to make certain that Darkhorse would not pierce it before the Lords fully secured the situation, something that Shade had counted on.


  What he had also counted on was that vestige of Logan that would act as a trained, loyal son of Barakas. All Shade had said in that short link with the Crystal Dragon had been two words.


  Distract her.


  He had left the means of that to his companion . . . and the Dragon King had done far more than Shade had expected.


  The barrier faded.


  Darkhorse draped over the founders’ device. The glowing script burned through him, became part of him.


  The device took on the eternal’s essence.


  The Crystal Dragon let out an agonized cry. The half-grown dragon tumbled to the side as his body again withered. A furious Kadaria continued to glower at the drake lord.


  Shade started toward the device but then turned back to the Crystal Dragon. Gritting his teeth and feeling as if his body were tearing apart, he nevertheless decided to help his companion. It was what Valea would have done, Shade knew. It was something he even recently might not have.


  It was something—a weakness, any of his brothers would probably have said—that would probably mean the ruination of his plan.


  I fail to live up to you again, Father . . . Somewhere he felt the foul spirit of his father laugh at his weakness, his humanity.


  But still he went to the aid of the Crystal Dragon . . . and knew that he would pay for his folly with more than merely his life.


  Shade only prayed that somehow Valea would survive.


  CABE BEDLAM’S DAUGHTER managed to stifle any audible hint of her shock. She knew she was doomed but still attempted a spell.


  Yet, at the very last second, before the spell could come to fruition, she suddenly dismissed it. The dragon, Valea saw, was not lunging. It was frozen in place, its mind ensorcelled, no doubt, by the Lords of the Dead.


  But why is it here? Valea could see no reason for the necromancers to keep what the enchantress now saw was nothing more than a particularly savage-looking riding drake.


  A riding drake with black scale.


  Valea looked up and through the haze saw the rider. The fearsome mount paled in comparison to the menacing drake warrior before her. His helm was topped by one of the most elaborate dragon’s-head crests that the enchantress had ever seen. For a moment, Valea thought it the Black Dragon himself, but then she saw the markings, unique even among all the higher-caste drakes throughout the Dragonrealm.


  “Duke Ravos,” she blurted. Valea fully expected the rider to attack, but, as with the mount, Ravos appeared to be frozen.


  But there was more. With all the magic at play, the enchantress had not at first sensed the power channeling through the duke. It flowed from somewhere beyond this world into the drake warrior and then out again . . . to the Lords of the Dead.


  First the ghosts and now this. Small wonder, she saw, that the necromancers had strength enough to take the tower. As much as Valea feared the land, she feared what the Lords would make of the world. They dealt only in death and worse. All that mattered was their dark desire.


  She stared at Ravos. He was a conduit. If she could shatter the link, then it might disrupt the necromancers’ work. The Lords appeared entirely engrossed in some aspect of their work, so much so that if she acted fast, there was hope of success.


  Valea had never taken a life, but if that was what it took now, she was prepared. She felt some guilt because Ravos appeared to be a victim here, but he also had much blood on his hands.


  Steeling herself, Valea pointed at the drake.


  Ravos’s crimson gaze suddenly flickered, then focused on her. The spell that Valea had cast faded just before it struck him.


  And in meeting that gaze, Cabe’s daughter recognized that the one staring at her was not the duke, but something far more sinister.


  Fire nearly engulfed her, only the enchantress’s quick reflexes enabling her to shield herself from the attack. The malevolent presence of the lord of Lochivar radiated from Ravos as the duke dismounted.


  “I will have my body, my power, ressstored!” Ravos hissed. “I will not allow any Bedlam to interfere with that!”


  Valea was not surprised that the Lords had offered such things to the Dragon King. She knew of his obsession but had not expected that he would fall prey to the promise of their false gifts.


  “My control is already growing even without their final spell!” The Black Dragon flexed his fingers. “I will tear your flesh from your bones for the simple enjoyment of seeing how this body will soon utterly obey me! I will—”


  Without warning, the drake howled and toppled forward. He managed to keep on one knee but swayed back and forth in agony.


  And no wonder, Valea saw. Ravos’s own blade had cut a swathe across his back, a blade wielded by none other than a grim Melicard. Still not entirely in command of his son’s body, the Dragon King had not noticed Melicard slip the weapon out of its sheath.


  “He’s how—he’s how they can call the ghosts into here,” muttered the stricken king. “He gives them . . . that much power. He gives them . . . her and the rest.”


  Valea expected to see Erini appear, but the late queen did not. Still, she had made her presence felt.


  Melicard hefted the huge blade, somehow finding strength despite his own wounds. He brought it down on the drake—


  Without looking up, the scaled figure cast. Melicard went flying back, the sword dropping near the drake.


  Valea made the ground liquefy under the Black Dragon. The armored warrior sank down nearly to his waist. Yet, with one hand, he managed to grab the sword while with the other he caused a quake near the enchantress that sent her falling onto her back.


  “Vermin!” said the Dragon King mockingly through Ravos. “You are nothing to my power even now!”


  A gurgling sound ended his tirade. Valea pushed herself up to see what had happened. She assumed that Melicard had somehow succeeded in reaching his foe again, but the truth was much more astounding.


  “You have . . . nothing . . . now . . . Father!” rasped the drake. “We die together . . .”


  The drake warrior used the sword to cut his own throat.


  The burning eyes looked confused, yet the mouth was twisted into a triumphant smile.


  The smile was followed by a hacking cry that could not have been from Ravos, but rather came from the Black Dragon. The armored figure shivered—then fell face forward.


  RAVOS FELT HIS LIFE fade away, but he also felt the satisfaction of having struck the blow against his sire. The Black Dragon could not free himself quickly enough. His mind was trapped with Ravos’s. The Dragon King railed against the inevitable, but because he had chosen to so insinuate himself into his heir’s body, he could not separate in time.


  Ravos grinned wider . . . and died.


  MELICARD SHOOK. All his energy seemed lost now. He slumped next to the dead drake. His gaze went past Valea, who peered over her shoulder to see what so caught his attention. She could see nothing but was not surprised when he murmured the name of his beloved queen.


  An eerie moan arose from all over the landscape. At first, Valea thought it the ghosts, but then she sensed that the source was something else.


  It was the land itself moaning.


  So . . . you are the cause . . .


  She swung around to face one of the Lords of the Dead. What she could make out of his face left no doubt as to his anger. He gestured.


  The enchantress’s surroundings altered. Suddenly, Valea stood in the midst of the necromancers’ matrix. As one, the Lords glared at her.


  She is the cause of our troubles, Kadaria, the male informed the central figure.


  “Yes, she is, Zorane.” The lead necromancer smiled. “And now, she will be the cause of our ultimate victory. Won’t you, my child?”


  XXVII

  

  LORDS OF THE DEAD


  SHADE KNELT BESIDE the drake lord, the Crystal Dragon, his brother, and checked for life. As before, the thing that had once been Logan Tezerenee refused to die even when it should have. Shade had to admire that part of his heritage, even if the Lords of the Dead shared it also.


  He planted his hand on the chest, forced what little power he could into the body, then again rushed toward the mechanism and Darkhorse. Even from some distance, Shade could feel the eternal’s agony. That Darkhorse had so readily believed in the need to do as Shade asked struck the hooded spellcaster hard. As with Valea, the stallion believed more in Shade than Shade himself.


  But that has to change . . . and now . . . , he thought angrily.


  The faceless ones had not yet reappeared. Shade hoped that their absence meant that they did not suspect his true intention. He had no doubt that they believed he was doing exactly as they desired. They wanted him to use the device as he had hoped to so many lost lifetimes ago.


  Shade, however, had another choice in mind. It would mean his end, but it might also mean an end to the land’s incessant and insidious manipulation of those creatures inhabiting it.


  “Is it ready?” he shouted at Edrin.


  “Aye!”


  The dwarves knew no more than the faceless ones what he intended. The final part of his spell he would have to cast from within the arcane device itself.


  The final part . . . and his final act.


  His insides began to curl, as if his body were turning in on itself. Shade paid no mind to his hands, certain that they had less solidity than before. Even aware of the greater damage that he would do to himself, the sorcerer levitated himself toward the top of the mechanism. He moved as if walking up an invisible stairway.


  The top was an onyx platform upon which several words in the glowing script coursed from one end to the other. Staring at them, Shade abruptly recalled the last time he had stood here. The spell he had cast then had been for what he believed his end, but that would have been a simple fate compared to what he planned now.


  “I cannot bear this much longer!” roared Darkhorse from every part of the mechanism.


  “Just a few moments more!” Shade began to formulate the spell. He tried not to think about anything but the spell, yet a female face intruded. Not the one that had haunted him for so many, many existences, but that of Valea Bedlam.


  Oddly, thinking of her brought him back into balance, enabling him to better concentrate. He delved into the spell.


  Kadaria’s voice echoed in his head. I have something for you . . . She seems so sweet . . .


  A vision flashed full-blown in Shade’s head. Valea. Valea surrounded by the Lords of the Dead. She stood in the bloom of life near the center of their matrix, while the necromancers revealed their ghastly selves to him to remind their cousin what could become of Cabe’s daughter.


  She will become part of this matrix, bound to it, unless you do as you are told . . .


  Shade hesitated. Valea stood quietly among her captors. He could tell that she could not move, but he could also tell that she was not frightened. Her concern was all for him.


  All for him.


  Give us access to the device and its power, Kadaria said. Give it freely and she will be released. I give you my oath.


  Whether or not she would keep that oath meant little to Shade. If the Lords of the Dead gained the tower, then soon all in the Dragonrealm—and in every other realm across the world—would suffer under their yoke. Even the oblivion promised by the mind of the land would be a better fate.


  “I will give you what you wish,” he replied, aware that she would still be expecting some trick, but hopefully not the one he intended.


  When we are together, she will go free.


  The last statement both startled and dismayed him, the thought of Kadaria and him being one in any way revolting. Shade hid this from her as best he could, although he suspected that she knew and did not care. Kadaria was obviously certain that with great power anyone, even him, would bend to her desire.


  The device trembled. Or rather, Darkhorse did. Shade gently touched that part of the surface that was the eternal, thanking him for all his sacrifice.


  Now it was the sorcerer’s turn.


  He concentrated, letting the spellwork already set in place commence. Despite the dullness that represented the necromancers’ control, the tower’s iridescent beauty briefly shone through.


  Whispers filled his head. The mind of the land, the combined minds of the last of the founders, urged him to the only choice he supposedly had. Taking one last glance below, Shade saw the dwarves working feverishly to maintain the entire process. They did not look complacent, but rather grave.


  Shade opened himself up to the energies of the tower. Those energies filled him, began to transform him. He accepted them as part of him.


  The whispers grew louder, if not distinct. The essence of the founders now bound with him, working to create of him the tool that they had always desired, the physical shell that would enable their master plan to proceed a thousand times more swiftly.


  The urge to struggle against the spell took hold of him. Yet, as he surmised, the land then made its own promises to him. We will protect her, it/they swore. We will protect her if you serve . . .


  Shade could not help thinking how much they sounded just like Kadaria. He stretched his arms wide. They knew what he intended, knew that it fulfilled their desires. The Lords of the Dead were clever, but the land was even more so.


  The power comes to you, Kadaria, Shade thought. He felt her triumph, her confidence.


  He let the tower’s gathering energies flow from him to the necromancers. They welcomed the bounty, adjusted their matrix to contain it. The gathered forces brought by the spirits and the now-lost Black Dragon paled in comparison to what Kadaria and her comrades received.


  Through his link with Kadaria, Shade saw the Lords of the Dead themselves transform. Bone reknit and expanded. Veins and sinew spread over the bones, themselves draped after by flesh. Withered lungs filled, pulsated. As the flesh finished stretching over bodies, armor formed over the flesh.


  We are whole! We are masters! declared Zorane.


  “Use your tongue to speak!” Kadaria said, encouraging him. “Maintain the matrix, Zorane! I will finish with our cousin!”


  “The girl stays here!”


  “Naturally.”


  And even as she agreed, Kadaria appeared within the tower. She stretched out a hand to Shade.


  “You have what you want!” he shouted to her.


  The female Lord smiled. “All but one thing, my dear cousin! Come, you know what I truly want.”


  He hid the strain he was going through just to physically keep together. “You need to give me the link.”


  She suddenly stood next to him, the energies dancing around the mechanism making her long, lush hair fly about. Kadaria held out her arms. “Come, then. Embrace me.”


  Before he could react, she moved forward. Shade waited until her arms wrapped around him, then gripped her similarly.


  He altered the flow of the spell. Their physical contact enabled him to multiply the effect as needed.


  “It’s happening,” he quietly informed her.


  In response, Kadaria kissed him hard. Shade did not pull away.


  And in his head, he saw the other Lords of the Dead more alive than ever.


  “HE’S HERS NOW,” rumbled Zorane, leaning much too close for Valea’s tastes. His crystalline Vraad eyes glittered eagerly. “But you needn’t worry about being left alone.” One gauntleted hand caressed her cheek. “The embers are stirring. I’ve just realized how long it’s been.”


  The enchantress could not move save to look back at her captor. If the necromancer attempted anything, she would be helpless to stop him.


  Valea only prayed that she was right in hoping that Shade would do whatever had to be done, even if it meant her life.


  “So pretty. So delicate,” Zorane said. “I will use you well, I promise.”


  “Damn your lust, at least for now!” roared another Lord. “Keep your focus on the matrix! There’s something—”


  “Calm yourself, Hirac. I have everything under control on this end. Why the wide eyes, my little one?”


  Valea could not speak and thus her eyes were her only way of transmitting her horror at the sight before her.


  Bits of Zorane’s face had begun to peel off.


  At last understanding that she was looking at something on him, the necromancer put a hand to his face. As he did, patches of dried flesh flaked off onto his metallic glove.


  “By the dragon!” he rasped. He brought his other gauntlet to his chin, where more skin broke away.


  Zorane spun from her. His turn enabled Valea to see past him, where other Lords stood in shock as their recently rejuvenated flesh began to fall away. Gone in seconds was the full ripeness of life that they had gained from the tower. The facade crumbled away, leaving lurching horrors wrapped in swiftly rusting armor and deteriorating sinew and bone.


  Zorane whirled back to Valea, who wished that she could scream. His jaw now hung at an angle and his eyes had sunk into the sockets. A horrific sound that the enchantress belatedly recognized as his attempt to speak assailed her ears.


  What has that damned son of Barakas done? he suddenly roared in her mind. Make him stop or else!


  The hand that had just caressed her cheek now went for her throat, but the gauntlet proved too much weight for the bones beneath and the hand snapped off at the wrist. Valea wanted to flee but still could not move.


  Kadaria! Zorane looked to Valea’s side, staring off with his ghoulish, empty gaze as he sought the lead Lord. Betrayer!


  He raised his other hand and it, too, broke off. Zorane stumbled back, leaving a crumbling boot and one foot in his wake. The necromancer lost his balance and fell on his back.


  The force of the collision shattered his left arm. Zorane’s helmet went askew.


  Betrayer . . . The voice in Valea’s head grew fainter, more desperate.


  She watched the other Lords as they, too, crumbled. No longer able to articulate, they shrieked in her head as they struggled against the inevitable. The weight of their armor—armor rapidly disintegrating—proved too much for several of the necromancers. They tumbled forward, some of them in monstrous heaps. Hands still gloved crawled a few inches, then stilled. Fleshless skulls rolled free of helmets.


  Someone grabbed her arm. Although she could suddenly move, Valea was certain that she was still prisoner of some surviving Lord.


  But the hand belonged to Melicard, who looked almost as dead as her former captors. Just behind him, Valea thought that she saw a slim, blond figure, but the image vanished so quickly that the enchantress was not sure if it had been there in the first place.


  “She said . . . our children . . . need me. Please.”


  Valea understood what he wanted. With the Lords of the Dead no more, the spirits were fading away. They were free to move on. Erini’s spirit might have brought Melicard here, but it could do nothing more for him now.


  Steeling herself, Valea quickly cast. Despite the circumstances, she was certain that when Melicard disappeared he would reappear safely in Talak. It was almost as if whatever power Erini still retained had been given to her to help the king return to what remained of his family.


  But the moment that she was finished with Melicard, Valea recalled just how terrible the situation still was. Zorane’s last, silent words came back to her.


  Kadaria. Betrayer.


  One necromancer remained, the most devious of all . . . and she was with Shade.


  KADARIA LEANED her head back and laughed. “I feel it all drawing to me! All their power, all their very essence!”


  She held Shade tight and he did the same to her. The female Lord grinned at him, then finally relinquished her hold.


  “I’ll keep it, too, if you do not mind, dear cousin! So much power at my . . .” She faltered. Her expression changed to one of confusion. “I severed the link! I broke the connection between us! Why is the power continuing to flow to you?!?”


  “It isn’t. It flows into another.”


  A great, avian cry filled the chamber. The dullness of the necromancers’ spell faded from the tower’s interior.


  The phoenix spread its wings and peered at the tiny figures.


  It shall be done, the guardian announced.


  “Gerrod?” gasped Kadaria, looking from the phoenix to him.


  He said nothing.


  Outrage overtook her. Shade felt her casting.


  But before the necromancer could complete her spell, she grew faded. Kadaria grabbed for him, but her hand went through.


  Gerrod? Shade? she called in his thoughts, no longer able to make a sound.


  Shade could see the chamber through her. Now almost entirely pure magical energy, thanks to her brief absorption of her comrades’ power and essence, she had no hope of stopping the tower’s relentless transference of both to a more dominating vessel . . . the phoenix.


  Gerr—


  Kadaria dissipated, the last hint of her a silently shrieking wisp that the guardian absorbed without the least difficulty.


  Shade, the conduit throughout the entire process, fought to keep from following Kadaria and the Lords of the Dead. He had one last thing to do and it had to be done now, before the land found out that it, too, had been deceived.


  Shade!


  The sorcerer shivered, then recognized the voice as not Kadaria’s but Valea’s. He did not reply to her for fear of her uncovering the truth of what he planned. She would try to stop him and, worse, try to save him, something that he was far beyond.


  Gerrod! What are you doing?


  Both Kadaria and she had called him by that lost name, but while it had repelled him when the necromancer had used it, Shade felt some comfort whenever Valea spoke it. Yet he could not let such feelings touch him now, not at this critical juncture.


  Instead, Shade focused his attention on Darkhorse. The eternal strained to maintain his hold on the mechanism, thus forcing all energies going into and out of it to flow through him. By doing so, Darkhorse inherently altered those energies in a manner Shade needed.


  You can release your hold now, Darkhorse. Release it.


  The eternal melted away from the device, flowing into a vast puddle below.


  Shade howled as the now unchecked forces magnified their effect on him. He wanted to simply let himself dissolve, become a mere part of the raw power, but knew that if he did, he would leave the Dragonrealm at the mercy of the land.


  They still did not know. He prayed that they would not understand what he was about.


  “Shade!” Valea materialized in front of him on the platform, her expression full of fear for his life.


  He cursed, knowing that she could not have come up here without some secret guidance by the land. Even as Valea tried to reach for Shade, the faceless figures began to gather behind her.


  They know, the sorcerer thought, struggling to keep from panicking. They know . . . something.


  Shade had assumed that his face remained blurred, but from Valea’s sudden change in expression, she must have seen something in it. The enchantress looked over her shoulder and discovered the featureless beings.


  She whirled back to Shade. “Do whatever you have to! Do it!”


  There was no doubt that she understood that in some ways her fate at their hands would be worse now than what the necromancers had planned. The land would brook no interference with its master plan.


  They converged on Valea again. But in doing so, they sparked an unexpected anger in Shade. Twice, Valea had been used to force his hand. Part of him was furious at them for their presumptions, and another part was outraged at himself for having let her be so used.


  He quickly started to feed the power to them, just as they desired. With it, they would at last be able to make him into their perfect tool for eradicating the present world and creating yet another new one.


  The oncoming figures hesitated, thinking that he had surrendered to their will.


  Shade smiled darkly and used their own device to suddenly pull that gathered energy, and the essences of the founders themselves, from both the creatures and the land.


  The foremost faceless ones on the platform still managed to seize Valea, who struggled in vain. Nevertheless, she continued to meet Shade’s gaze steadily and he in turn drew strength from her trust. She did not know yet his full plan or she would have looked less confident.


  The same spellwork that had fed the power to the necromancers and then seized it from them now worked against those who had believed they still controlled Shade. Having opened themselves up to receive the power, they now fell prey to the very plan he had used against the Lords.


  Those founders who had sought his aid joined him against their brethren. Valea pulled free. For a moment, it appeared victory belonged to Shade and his allies.


  But as he expected, the others quickly compensated. The flow halted. For the moment, Shade and his foes countered one another.


  And that was when he came up against the one questionable aspect of his plan. That was when Shade reached out to the tower’s guardian.


  Would you be free?


  He could not see the phoenix, but he could sense the guardian’s shock. Shade had noted the hint of resentment in the elemental creature earlier and now hoped to play upon it. The phoenix radiated wariness at this offer, and although the sorcerer could not blame it, Shade still pressed.


  Would you be free?


  Despite her struggles, Valea suddenly looked past him. He could not see the phoenix, but she could.


  I would, the guardian answered. I would.


  Only because Shade was now part of the spellwork could the phoenix have answered so. Before, the control of its masters would have been absolute.


  Come to me, then, Shade said. Come to me . . .


  The phoenix’s presence filled him. They became one. The guardian’s masters felt the intrusion and fought against it. Yet, now not entirely part of the land, their effort was weaker, insufficient.


  Shade fed the power into the phoenix. The guardian drew it deep within. The sorcerer could feel the guardian’s pain; being a thing of pure magic, the power affected it in some ways worse than it had Shade. Yet, for even a chance of freedom after so many, many millennia, the phoenix did not shirk.


  But even the phoenix did not understand fully his intentions. Shade would do as the founders had done so many millennia ago. He would cast his self, his essence, into the land, forcing them out at the same time.


  He would become the land . . .


  The notion, however fantastic, suddenly held great appeal to Shade. He would be a god, his will dictating the course of the Dragonrealm and beyond! Certainly, the sorcerer thought in growing glee, it was the least he deserved. First, he would erase from existence all those who had threatened him. Cabe Bedlam and his wife. The Gryphon. Certainly all the Dragon Kings.


  “Shade!”


  The madness faded. Shade realized that he had nearly fallen prey to the darker side of his affliction. Only her voice had kept him from doing so. Only Valea’s voice.


  He groaned as he was attacked anew. Even with the phoenix’s assistance, the final bond between the ancient race and the land would not sever and they were determined not to let it happen. Both the guardian and the sorcerer flagged. They began to lose ground.


  Soft hands touched his cheeks. Valea brought her face close to his and immediately began to give her strength to him. Shade did not know what had happened to her captors but feared more what would happen to the enchantress if she continued to feed him her power. He tried to pull back, but Valea would not let go.


  And the worst part was, her aid helped swing the balance in Shade’s favor again. The last tenuous hold of the founders to the land began to slip away . . .


  A hand pushed Valea aside, sending her sprawling atop the mechanism. The link broken, the balance shifted again in favor of the founders. Shade gasped in agony and the phoenix shrieked.


  The savage, reptilian visage of the Crystal Dragon filled Shade’s desperate gaze.


  XXVIII

  

  THE SORCERER, THE DRAGON, AND THE PHOENIX


  TO SHADE’S SURPRISE, rather than attack him, the Crystal Dragon fed his power into the sorcerer.


  The bond between the ancient minds and the land finally broke. Shade prepared to quickly plunge his own essence into the spell. To become part of the land, to guide it hopefully better than the founders, that was a better fate than he could have dreamed for after so long.


  Yet, Valea still intruded into his thoughts. She was his one regret, the one last thing that made him desire to stay mortal. But if he did not quickly fill the void, the founders would return and he, Valea—everyone—would be lost.


  No, it’s time you lived.


  At first, he thought it was the phoenix that spoke in his mind, but that made no sense. Then, Shade stared into the drake lord’s burning eyes and saw not a Dragon King but his brother.


  Using that surprise, the Crystal Dragon—Logan of the Tezerenee—insinuated himself into the spell in place of Shade.


  The sorcerer roared as he was physically tossed free. He should have fallen off the mechanism, but some force threw him toward Valea. Shade landed next to her, then rolled over to face his brother.


  The towering form of the Crystal Dragon glittered brighter than the sun. His glory outshone that of the phoenix.


  Logan’s voice echoed in his thoughts. I have lived too long . . . I will not become as our brothers . . . a beast. This is better for me . . . and for you . . . Gerrod . . .


  “Logan.”


  The land will be better served . . . I promise . . .


  “Logan!” Shade rose.


  The Dragon King grew so bright that he blinded Shade. The sorcerer turned from the brilliance, his eyes falling upon a conscious Valea. The look she gave Shade revealed that she had heard everything that he had. She knew what—or rather, who—the Crystal Dragon was.


  The light shone brighter yet. A tremendous heat now accompanied it. Shade knelt over Valea and covered both of them with his cloak. Simultaneously, he created a magic shield around them.


  From behind him came the roar of a dragon.


  Despite the searing light and the heat, Shade forced himself to look again. Through tearing eyes, he saw the gleaming leviathan. The Crystal Dragon reared up and continued his roar as he stretched his wings wide. The tips nearly touched the sides of the vast chamber.


  And suddenly, the phoenix superimposed itself upon the dragon. It became difficult to see where one began and the other ended. The fiery colors of the guardian only made the dragon more brilliant, and when the drake lord roared once more, he did so with the phoenix’s song adding to the strength of it.


  Manic whispering assailed Shade. The featureless beings formed around them again. Yet, barely had they done so than a change came over them. One stumbled, then limply fell from the mechanism. Others collapsed as if now rag dolls.


  Another materialized right beside the sorcerer, but this one acted differently. It moved slowly but precisely, offering a hand.


  Shade took the hand, only belatedly noting that the shield he’d cast was no more. He gripped the figure’s hand.


  And once again, he saw the female founder. This time, however, she stared directly at him. She radiated satisfaction, even perhaps some gratitude.


  That was it. The image faded. Shade found his hand empty.


  The dragon/phoenix cried out again. A tremendous radiance swelled throughout the chamber. Edrin and Magron finally fled from the mechanism, then the room.


  The dragon/phoenix peered down at Shade and Valea. Their bond is severed with the land, but they still fight . . .


  “What can be done?” Shade asked.


  This place must be forever sealed or they might yet regain that bond . . . they will need the tower . . . I will see that it is kept from being used again, but you must save yourselves . . . if I lose concentration before the tower is sealed, all may yet be lost . . . go now!


  Whether it was the Crystal Dragon or the guardian or both speaking, Shade could not say. He knew, though, that it was not making a suggestion but issuing a command.


  He clutched Valea tight. “We must do this together.”


  She nodded, then grew wide-eyed again. “Darkhorse! We can’t leave him!”


  The hooded sorcerer cursed himself for briefly forgetting the eternal. He looked down and saw that Darkhorse remained a pool of black energy—or perhaps a pit, for anyone falling into it would have fallen forever. The eternal had evidently lost consciousness or he would have at least moved by now.


  Sweeping one hand across the area, Shade caused Darkhorse’s essence to flow together. No normal creature could have been compacted together so, but with effort Shade formed of the eternal a tight ebony sphere. He summoned the sphere to him, then secreted it in one of the mystical areas within his voluminous cloak. There, Darkhorse would remain safe, assuming that Shade did, also.


  “No more time!” The warlock inhaled sharply. “It must be done!”


  “I’m ready.” Her mind linked with his, her power with his.


  They vanished from the chamber, materializing some distance from the tower. Even as they did, the radiance he had just seen swelled beyond the confines of the tower, magnifying the ancient structure’s iridescence so that the landscape itself began to take on the same myriad colors.


  The ground shook, no natural tremor. Over the tower, the dragon/phoenix formed in the radiance. More and more, though, the avian shape dominated. The sorcerer was not surprised; if Logan—and now he could not help but think of him as the man, not the dragon—had done as Shade had intended, there truly was only the guardian left. Logan should now be the land.


  The guardian, and perhaps its still-protesting masters?


  Another violent tremor sent the pair tumbling. Shade sought out the tear with his powers and discovered that the dwarven twins were nearly there. Clearly, they had some magic of their own, but Shade was not concerned. Their fate was their own now; without the land commanding them, they were likely to eventually find themselves merely two dwarves among many, their immortality even in question.


  The phoenix, now ascendant, trebled in size. The last vestiges of the dragon faded away, yet the violence of the tremors only increased.


  The guardian swept over the tower, over the nearby landscape. With each movement, more forces gathered around it. The phoenix was preparing a spell that would leave nothing in this pocket world unchanged.


  “What is it planning to do?” Valea asked.


  “Seal off this place forever.”


  “But it’ll be trapped here!”


  Shade shook his head. “It has served—no, it has been enslaved—for longer than we can imagine! It will have no one enslave it again . . .”


  It was not freedom as they thought it, but Shade could appreciate what the elemental had gone through. He could not argue with whatever choice it made here.


  Shade had kept hidden from Valea that all the efforts thus far had drained him far worse than he had thought. He hoped to at least bring them near the tear, but beyond that . . .


  “Ready yourself again,” Shade ordered. He concentrated, using only a small bit of her offered power. Hers had to be conserved at all cost.


  The rip was not apparent to normal senses, but both could see it through their magical ones. On this side, it seemed a pulsating, oval hole in the air. Despite how simple it seemed to move through it, Shade knew otherwise. It would take a strong spell, something that he could no longer cast.


  There was no sign of the dwarves. They had gone as they had come. Shade shrugged. Now was the time to concern himself with the one thing that mattered to him. He removed the sphere that was Darkhorse and handed it to the enchantress.


  As she looked at him in confusion, he explained, “Valea, we must get you across first. Then, with one of us on each side, I can make certain that the way is sealed as I go through.”


  Cabe’s daughter started to nod, then glared at him as the truth dawned on her. “You’re trying to send me through without you!”


  “Valea.”


  She tightened her grip on him. “We are going through together!”


  Behind them, the phoenix sang. There was a new tone in its song, a tone of finality. Their surroundings rippled as if illusions fading away.


  Shade summoned what strength he had left. If Valea would not listen to him, he would send her to safety one way or another.


  But Valea cast first. Her grip unshakable, she pulled Shade with her.


  And as they faded from the pocket world, the phoenix sang the end of its song. Its fire melded with the glory of the tower and the gleam of what had once been a Dragon King. Their majesty spread over the landscape and especially toward the tear.


  VALEA AND SHADE landed harshly in the Hell Plains just beyond the way to the pocket world. Shade could barely breathe, but he saw that the enchantress suffered more. She had exerted herself too much taking both of them, and Darkhorse, back to the Dragonrealm. The heat was stifling and here, too, the land quaked, if for more normal reasons.


  Forcing himself up, the sorcerer took Valea by the waist and pulled her farther from the tear. The radiance extended from the pocket world, adding a beauty to this area of the Hell Plains. With it came the last notes of the phoenix’s song.


  With a crackle, the tear sealed itself, vanishing as if it never was.


  Unable to push on, Shade rested Cabe’s daughter against a rock. He took a step away, then weaved as exhaustion threatened him. He put a hand to his face to wipe away sweat—and saw the baked crimson earth through his palm.


  Only with effort was he able to hold back a cry. The curse had been a part of him for so long that even having been tied into the tower’s energies to so great an extent had not freed him from it.


  A moan alerted him to Valea’s stirring. Shade studied the enchantress closely, his decision already made.


  VALEA AWOKE TO the fear that the world was collapsing around her. Instead, she found herself in the Hell Plains. Alone.


  “Shade!” Her first horrified thought was that he had been left behind, but she vaguely recalled arriving here with him. She looked around yet saw no sign of him. “Shade!”


  Another presence stirred. Valea looked down at the ebony sphere. She pointed at it.


  “Free! Free!” Darkhorse blossomed fully formed. Once again the ghostly stallion, he spun in a circle not possible for a true equine as he searched for the same person she did. “Shade! Where is he?”


  “Gone.” A terrible suspicion overtook her. Could it be? Could he still be suffering?


  After all he had been through, the thought that he was still afflicted made her want to sob. Yet, Valea held back. Losing control would avail neither Shade nor her. She would have to track him down, have to find him and help him.


  But first, there was something else she had to do.


  “Darkhorse . . . Darkhorse, can you take me to Penacles?” It was where she thought her parents likely were. Lochivar had been marching on the Gryphon’s city; they would be there.


  Unless Penacles had fallen.


  “I will take you there,” the eternal promised, creating two arms to pluck her up to his back. “And when all is well there, we will see to him, I promise.”


  Valea silently nodded, her concern for her parents’ safety matched only by that for the sorcerer. Still, there was nothing she could do for him at the moment, while her parents might yet need her aid.


  As Darkhorse charged off, she eyed the area where the entrance to the pocket world had been one last time . . . and brooded about what might have been.


  CABE HESITATED WITH his next spell, still unwilling to believe the sight before him but unable to deny it. The seemingly unstoppable ranks of the undead had but a few minutes before begun to act oddly. They had moved as if without direction, swinging this way and that or simply wandering off.


  And then they collapsed. As simple as that. They fell as one, their rotting body parts scattering along the marshy landscape, their weapons sinking into the ground.


  The defenders, believing this to be the work of the Bedlams, let out lusty cheers and surged forward to take on the stunned enemy.


  As that happened, the titanic struggle between Dragon Kings itself took an unexpected turn. Although still fighting to a stalemate with the lord of the Dagora Forest, the Red Dragon suddenly pushed himself away from the combat. He let loose with a wild plume of fire and magma and, as his elder counterpart dove aside to evade it, spun about and headed back toward the Hell Plains.


  It was enough to crush what little morale remained among the Red Dragon’s servants. The front lines splintered. Those farther back began to retreat. The retreat became a rout as the other red dragons followed their master and abandoned the forces on the ground.


  “What in the name of the Dragon of the Depths happened?” the wizard could not help finally blurting out as the Jaruu and the rest scattered over the horizon. The forces gathered by the Green Dragon pursued them, but slowly, in case of a trap. It was not wise to venture too far into Wenslis, even if its drake lord had not taken part in the battle itself.


  The forest-green leviathan landed a short distance away. As he did, his body shrank and his wings shriveled until they vanished. The legs straightened, becoming the limbs of a towering, armored figure. The reptilian visage slid upward, not only becoming an elaborate crest atop a helm but also revealing a half-visible, more human face beneath the false headpiece.


  “Sssomething hasss happened to the Lordsss of the Dead!” the Green Dragon hissed. “They would not abandon their plan ssso unless they had to!”


  “But why would Lord Red still flee? With the Black Dragon allied with him?”


  “Isss he ssstill? Can you contact your wife?”


  Cabe did just that. Gwen! What happens in Penacles? Anything out of the ordinary?


  Her response was immediate. Lochivar is in disarray! There is no coordination, little leadership! The black drakes are retreating from the field and their human warriors are milling about! There are pockets of resistance, but they’re fading!


  He thanked her for the news and promised to be there shortly with a surprise, then relayed everything to the Green Dragon. The drake lord was equally pleased and perplexed.


  “Something is wrong with Black,” Cabe said. “Red might be unseasoned enough to panic at the first hint of a plan gone awry, but Black would keep his teeth sunk into it until the bitter end.”


  “Very true . . . ssstill, we will take the victory, eh?”


  “Oh, yes, we will.” The wizard glanced toward his son. “I need to take him to his mother. He can leave once she’s seen him again, if he chooses.”


  The drake lord gestured toward Aurim with his maimed limb. “Thisss wasss not asss I intended. Their choice wasss their own.” The Green Dragon hissed. “Asss for the sssituation between you and me . . .”


  Cabe had no desire to speak of this now. “One thing at a time.”


  “Asss you sssay. One thing at a time.” The Dragon King gazed at his army. “Forgive me. It would be bessst if I inform my emperor, then sssee to the end of thisss . . . what little there isss left, that isss.”


  The drake lord transformed again, then took to the sky. Cabe watched him fly toward the rout, then returned to Aurim. Wrapping his arms around the younger Bedlam, Cabe murmured, “Now, if we could just find your sister . . .”


  The pair vanished, reappearing in the palace. Gwen sensed his presence and turned.


  She stared at Aurim, then rushed to his side. He opened his eyes just as she reached him.


  “Mother?” Aurim’s eyes darted around. “Penacles?”


  “For now,” Cabe interjected. “Afterward, you go where you please.”


  The Gryphon chose that moment to join them, Troia at his side. He still looked weak, but not as much as Cabe would have thought. “Lochivar is in full retreat and the mists are fading. While I am very happy about this turn, do either of you have an explanation?”


  Cabe repeated what he and the Green Dragon had discussed. The Gryphon cocked his head as he listened.


  “I will inform General Marner. If the Black Dragon is dead or at least incapacitated . . .” The lionbird let out a short squawk. “Best not to expect too much. We shall see what happens.”


  A massive and very welcome form materialized with a dramatic rumble of thunder in the center of the chamber. Darkhorse looked around. “Ahh! At last! Here you all are!”


  But as welcome as the eternal’s arrival was, for Cabe and Gwen the greater joy was for Darkhorse’s passenger. Valea, looking very drawn, managed to dismount without the stallion’s aid. She looked at her family, brightened briefly at her brother’s presence, then stared longest at Cabe.


  Valea fell into his arms. The enchantress planted her head in his chest and shook.


  “Oh, Father . . . ,” she whispered. “Oh, Father . . .”


  XXIX

  

  BEYOND THE TOWER


  CABE AND THE GRYPHON surveyed both fronts for more than a week, but the routs of the two Dragon Kings’ armies appeared real. Talak’s forces arrived in time to join with the Green Dragon’s to push Red’s servants deep into the Hell Plains. They did not pursue farther but kept their presence there long enough to make certain that the lord of the fiery realm would understand the foolhardiness of trying to advance again . . . at least for now.


  Little word had come from Melicard himself, but reports filtered in that when the king was not with his children, he spent much of his time in the lower reaches of the palace. Thus far, Melicard had sent no word to the wizard concerning removing the amber shell around his queen’s body. Cabe was concerned about the king but held his counsel for now.


  With the retreat of the Black Dragon’s followers, General Marner led Penacles’s military a day’s march into Lochivar. The Grey Mists continued to fade, making it safe for the Gryphon’s army to enter.


  Three days after that, a party led by a drake named Karkus—a son of the Black Dragon not known by the Gryphon to be any heir to Lochivar’s lord—came representing the southeastern realm.


  “Very polite he was,” Marner informed his master later. “Very eager to show that all aggressions between his sire and us were at an end. He’s made some heavy promises, which he backed up with written words.”


  Those promises included more security against Lochivar than they had gained in all the two centuries of the Gryphon’s rule. It added fuel to Cabe’s theory that something had happened to the drake lord, but not death.


  “We shall find out eventually what happened to the Black Dragon,” the lionbird said to the wizard upon the latter’s return more than a week later to Penacles. “But for now, I am pleased with the peace.”


  “Let’s hope that it lasts a little longer than the previous one,” Cabe replied. He did not bring up something else bothering him, something having to do with a change the mage felt in the very land itself. Cabe could not describe that change save that the Dragonrealm just felt different. His daughter knew something, but she had thus far kept quiet.


  “And speaking of peace, how fares your family?”


  The wizard looked less pleased. “Gwen’s happy with Aurim’s visit. We’ve begun talking about our other situations.” The Gryphon was still unaware of some of the true reasons for the differences between father and son, for which Cabe was grateful. “He’s returned to the Dagora Forest, but he’ll be back.”


  “With her?” the Gryphon asked, referring to the Green Dragon’s daughter.


  “Very likely.” It was not a situation that Cabe wished to discuss any further and his tone gave hint of that.


  The Gryphon nodded his understanding, then broached another subject. “And your daughter?”


  It was another subject better left for later, but the lord of Penacles deserved an answer in this case. “Valea knows more than she’s told us. I’m hoping that she’ll open up to us rather than do something foolish.”


  “You hope.”


  Cabe exhaled. “I can only hope.”


  “Where is she now? Has she returned to Kivan Grath?” The Dragon Emperor had sent apologies and gifts to Valea for the troubles he had caused her and had invited her to visit with him and his sister to make amends.


  “No. Kyl’s going to have to suffer some guilt for a while longer, apparently. Actually, Valea asked to visit her brother. We thought it good for her. Keep her mind off of him.”


  The Gryphon blinked. “And what do we do about ‘him’? What do we do about Shade?”


  The wizard considered carefully. From what he gathered, Shade had done much to be praised for.


  And yet . . . “We do what we must. We do what we must.”


  The lionbird nodded grimly.


  DARKHORSE RACED THROUGH the woods, crossing distances impossible for any mortal steed. Astride him, Valea let the wind cool her face as she rode. She was grateful for the shadow steed’s presence; at this time, the enchantress needed his companionship. Her brother would have also been of great comfort but they were far, far from the Dagora Forest.


  She hated having lied to her parents. They thought Valea would be visiting Aurim. By the time they found out, she would be far from their senses. Matters were too critical in her mind to hesitate. She had to find him.


  And that was why she was in the hills far beyond northwest Esedi.


  This time Valea was ready for them. She had cast several spells to triangulate their location and had cast others to take into account whatever spells they had to protect themselves. Valea was taking no chances.


  She sensed something. “Darkhorse. Turn north.”


  He obeyed without question. When she had revealed the truth about her trip, the eternal had agreed to carry Valea. He was the only one she could trust to follow this through with her.


  “Not much farther,” the enchantress whispered to her companion. “Slow your pace . . .”


  Darkhorse obeyed again.


  SHADE TOOK a deep breath as he paused in his search. The Ice Dragon’s shattered citadel had revealed more than a few intriguing secrets, but none thus far that seemed of help in his desperate quest.


  He had been ready to avoid any repeat of the incident with whatever ghoulish guardians might remain, but his brother had evidently dealt with that problem thoroughly during their previous visit. That gave Shade more time to fruitlessly rummage among the ice-and-snow-covered remnants of the dead drake lord’s arcane collection.


  Nothing. Nothing remains. If the Ice Dragon had had any artifact or tome relating to a course that might save Shade, it had been either taken long ago, or buried or destroyed in the collapse.


  The clouds formed by his breathing mocked him, for they hinted at life when he had none. There had been no new periods of darkness, but the sorcerer was certain that they would return with more frequency as time went on. Better that he had somehow managed to thrust Valea out of the pocket world and stayed behind, forever trapped.


  The enchantress’s graceful face formed in his thoughts. Shade tried in vain to dismiss it. There had been a fleeting hope during the quest that there might be more to his existence than constantly trying to save himself while battling the dual sides of his nature.


  I should have known better. Now he had only replaced one face with another.


  Shade glanced down at a piece of ice. In it, he caught the murky reflection of his indistinct countenance. That stirred him anew to his search. There was still a buried stairwell that he thought did not look like the work of drakes, but rather something older. Shade had ignored it for easier areas first.


  There had been no physical change in the land, not that he had expected there to be, but Shade could sense a difference and suspected that other spellcasters, such as Cabe Bedlam, also did. Shade believed that difference to be for the better, but time would tell.


  Pain wracked him again. He doubled over. His will was strong, but it still took several seconds before the trouble subsided even a little.


  A hand gripped his shoulder and a voice whispered, “I’m here. Breathe easy . . .”


  The pain faded almost immediately. Shade eyed his gloved hands, as solid as those of any normal creature.


  And in the ice, the hooded sorcerer now saw his face defined. More important, he saw that other face a short distance behind his.


  Shade looked up at Valea, her expression a cross between concern, relief, and something deeper.


  “I tracked Edrin and his brother down, just as I knew you would,” she explained. “Darkhorse helped me. I made them tell me what they told you about where other elements of the founders might be located. Then I sent Darkhorse one direction and I chose the other.” Valea smiled. “The one I was certain was the right direction.”


  “Valea.”


  The enchantress moved her hand to his cheek. “We’ll find some answer, Gerrod. Together.”


  Shade rose hesitantly. He had never felt so off-balance in a thousand lifetimes. Yet, he also felt more in balance in another, more immediate manner and knew that it was because of the woman before him. Shade had no cure, but suddenly, he did have hope again.


  “Together . . . ,” he whispered, surprising himself with such a response.


  Valea leaned close and kissed him. To his surprise, Shade did not retreat.


  Reluctantly separating from Shade, she asked, “Where do we begin?”


  Refocusing, he turned and pointed toward the buried steps. As he did, Valea took his other hand in hers.


  Rather than pull away, Shade clutched it tighter and led her forward.
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