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A JOURNEY AROUND THE DRAGONREALM


THE DRAGONREALM is a place of myriad domains and fantastic creatures, and a careful traveler should know much of the land if he wishes to travel it safely. Here, then, are some of the places that you will come across. …


The Legar Peninsula thrusts out of the southwest edge of the continent. This is where the burrowing Quel—once masters of the Dragonrealm—live. This mountainous domain is inundated with gleaming crystal formations. Here is the domain of the most reclusive of the Dragon Kings, the Crystal Dragon.


The Sea of Andramacus: The violent waters west of the Dragonrealm. Little is known of them, but legend has it that they were named for a demon. …


Land of the Hill Dwarves: There is no true name for this region, but the hill dwarves are said to live in the eastern part of the region and the ambitious Iron Dragon rules without mercy.


Esedi lies southwest of the Iron Dragon’s realm. This is where the Bronze Dragon holds sway and the human kingdom of Gordag-Ai is situated.


The Kingdom of Zuu: This other human kingdom is located southwest of Esedi and deep in a valley that is bound to the edge of the vast, magical Dagora Forest, situated in the center of the continent. The people of Zuu are famed for their horses. …


The Dagora Forest: This far-stretching forest is where most elves are said to live and where the more benevolent Green Dragon rules.


Mito Pica: A human kingdom lying east of the Dagora Forest and at the edge of the Hell Plains, Mito Pica holds a secret that will change the history of the Dragonrealm. …


The Hell Plains: To the northeast lies the volcanic Hell Plains, ruled by the Red Dragon. Here, it is rumored, also lies the castle of the foul sorcerer Azran Bedlam. It is guarded by the Seekers, an avian race once masters, but now slaves.


The Silver Dragon rules the unnamed land to the north of the Dagora Forest. He serves also as confidant of the Dragon Emperor, but covets his position.


The Tyber Mountains are situated north of that and include the mountain citadel of the Gold Dragon, also known as the Dragon Emperor. The mountains are riddled with deep caverns.


The Kingdom of Talak lies at the base of the Tyber Mountains. Though somewhat independent, it is supposed to show fealty to the Gold Dragon. Its ruler is Rennek IV, but his son, Melicard, is already taking much of the reins.


The Northern Wastes may be found far north of the Tyber Mountains. They are home to many great burrowing creatures and are the domain of the Ice Dragon.


The Barren Lands lie south and southeast of the Dagora Forest. Once lush, they were destroyed in a magical upheaval during the Turning War. What remains is ruled by the bitter Brown Dragon.


The Kingdom of Penacles, east of the Barren Lands, is no longer ruled by a Dragon King. Instead, during the Turning War, it was liberated by forces led by the Gryphon, a unique creature who resembles the mythic beast. He now rules, but must constantly be on guard against the Dragon Kings. The Serkadian River runs north to south next to Penacles.


The mist-enshrouded land of Lochivar, east of Penacles, is ruled by the Black Dragon. It is said he has dealings with the Wolf Raiders, who come from a land across the eastern sea.


Wenslis is a rain-drenched kingdom under the rule of the Storm Dragon, whose domain is north of both Penacles and Lochivar. The most vain of the Dragon Kings, the Storm Dragon thinks himself a god.


Irillian by the Sea, ruled by the Blue Dragon, is northeast of the Storm Dragon’s lands. An aquatic being, the Blue Dragon is not as benevolent as his counterpart in the Dagora Forest, but sees use in humans and has allowed them to be an almost-equal part of his kingdom. He has, of recent times, had dealings with the Gryphon, much to the frustration of many of his kind.


These are but some of the fantastic places a traveler will discover. The Dragonrealm is a place in flux, and new and ancient wonders are revealing themselves. …





FOREWORD


IN THE BEGINNING, there were dragons … or … maybe not. …


Every author starts out as a reader, generally a voracious one. I was no exception. The moment I learned the written word, I devoured one story after another. I read mysteries, science fiction, humor, and more, but what most fascinated me was epic fantasy … and what fascinated me most in epic fantasy was dragons.


It probably helped that I was heavily into dinosaurs, too—that’s another story—but whatever the overall reasons, my initial story attempts had to include dragons … but not just big, lumbering, fire-breathing beasts. Oh, those were handy, but I liked my dragons a bit different. Yes, they were intelligent and yes, they were shapeshifters—things done in the past and that will continue to be done in the future—but I didn’t just seek to make their society and hierarchy different. The truth is …


Well, that’s, hopefully, for another volume.


Firedrake, the first novel, was also my first completed manuscript. I had come very close to sales on a couple of other partials, but Firedrake was the one I was determined to finish completely before sending it out. In it, we are introduced to many of the essential characters of the world: Cabe Bedlam, heir to a legacy both good and evil; Gwendolyn, the Lady of the Amber; the mythic Gryphon; the Dragon Kings; and, of course, the enigmatic Shade and the impossible Darkhorse. There were hints of the mysterious history of their land, hints of a succession of ruling races and, more current, tragedies to befall both heroes and villains.


Upon a suggestion, I took Firedrake to a publisher about an hour and a half away. Literally walking in off the street, I asked to speak with the editor (and no, you really can’t do that these days). After some surprise, the editor came out, accepted my material, and said to contact him again in two weeks. I did so and was told that while he had enjoyed Firedrake, in truth, the company was publishing only their own series at this time. However, because of the strength of the manuscript … was I interested in submitting some material based on their series?


I was. I did … and for those of you interested, this became my first foray into Dragonlance, soon leading to my New York Times bestselling novel, The Legend of Huma.


Introduced to an agent by none other than Margaret Weis, I pushed on with Firedrake. We submitted it to Warner Books. I ran into the editor at a convention and he informed me that he was interested in picking up the novel and asked if I had a sequel in mind. I told him I did (I actually had three!) and he offered to pick one of them up as well.


That was Ice Dragon, the chilling follow-up in which Cabe and our other heroes continue to face the treacherous drake, Toma, and the fatalistic lord of the Northern Wastes. Both books were hits and I was quickly contracted for a third and fourth. The first of those, Wolfhelm, is contained in this omnibus and concludes a running “trilogy within the trilogy” concerning the Gryphon—part man, part creature—whose own origins lie across the eastern sea in a realm ruled by the Wolf Raiders and their god. It introduces a land at least as fantastic as that of the Dragonrealm, including some characters who would become significant as the world moved on.


I hope that you will enjoy my world, which continues to this day. Happily, the series has been published worldwide, with new readers discovering it and longtime fans returning to relive the saga. The Dragonrealm has many stories still to come and I look forward to sharing them with you. …


All the Best,


Richard A. Knaak







LEGENDS OF THE DRAGONREALM





FIREDRAKE


I


BELOW, TOWARD THE great Tyber Mountains, they came. Some in pairs, some alone. Fierce dragonhelms hid all but the eyes; eyes that, in most cases, burned bloodred in the coming darkness. Each was armored in scaled leather, but anyone testing that protection would find it stronger than the best of mail. Flowing cloaks, like wild specters of the night, made the riders appear as if they were flying and, in truth, any onlooker would have believed such were possible for these men.


If men they were.


Eleven they numbered, gradually coming together in one group. There were no words of acknowledgment or, for that matter, the simple nod of a head. They were known to each other, and they had traveled this way countless times for countless years. Sometimes their numbers were different, but the path had always been the same. Though each counted the others as his brethren, feuding was common among them. They thus rode silently for the entire journey, ahead of them the Tyber Mountains, stretching to the heavens, beckoning.


At long last, they reached the first of the mountains. Here appeared to be an end to their travels. No path wound through the mountains; rather, the road ended abruptly at the base of one of the largest of the leviathans. Nevertheless, the riders made no attempt to slow. They seemed intent on charging into the very earth itself. The mounts did not question their masters, but merely pursued their course as they had always done.


As if bowing to their defiance, the mountain seemed to melt and shift. The impregnable barrier of nature disappeared, and a vast path now led through. The riders, ignoring this fantastic act, continued on at their hellish pace. The horses snorted smoke as they passed the barrier, but showed no sign of fatigue. This journey was nothing to their kind.


Through twisting and turning road they moved. Icy trails and treacherous ravines did not slow the group. Again, though things not of man’s world hid and watched, the riders were not hindered. Few creatures would be so foolish as to confront them, especially knowing the travelers’ nature.


Quickly looming up was the great sentinel of the Tyber Mountains, Kivan Grath. Few humans had ever seen it up close, and fewer still had ever attempted to climb it. None had ever returned. Here the path led. Here the riders came. They slowed their animals as they neared the great Seeker of Gods, as its name translated. At its base, they stopped and dismounted. They had reached their goal.


Buried in the mountain was a great gate of bronze that seemed as ageless as the land. It towered over the onlookers, and on the face were carvings ancient and undescribable. One of the riders walked up to it. Beneath his helm were eyes like frost. What little of his face that was visible was also white. Grimly, he raised his left arm, fist clenched, and pointed it at the gate. With a groan, the huge, bronze door slowly opened. The pale warrior returned to his companions. The riders led their mounts inside.


Torches provided the only light inside the cave. Much of the cavern was natural, but the work in expanding it would have left even the hill dwarves overwhelmed. It made little difference to the riders; they had long stopped paying attention to their surroundings. Even the sentries, only shadows, but ever present, were ignored.


Something dark and scaled and only barely humanoid crawled up to the riders, its clawed, misshaped hand outstretched. Each of the cloaked travelers turned his horse over to the servant.


The riders entered the main cavern.


Like some resplendent but ancient temple, the citadel of their host gave forth a feeling of tremendous power. Effigies of human and inhuman form stood here and there. All were long dead, and even history had forgotten their kind. Here, at last, did the riders show some measure of respect. Each knelt, one at a time, before the great figure seated before them. When all had done so, they formed a half circle, with their host before them.


The serpentine neck arced. Gleaming eyes surveyed the group. A bloodred tongue lashed out momentarily in satisfaction, the tremendous, membraned wings stretching out in full glory. Despite the dim light, the gold sheen of the dragon’s scaled body completed a picture of pure majesty, befitting the king of his kind. Yet there was just the slightest note of some-thing akin to insecurity. Whether the others noted it or not was hidden in their own thoughts.


In a voice that was a hiss, yet caused the very room itself to vibrate slightly, the Gold Dragon spoke.


“Welcome, brethren! Welcome and make this home yours!”


Far spread apart, each of the riders became blurred, as if they had become nothing more than illusion. Yet they did not disappear. Rather, they grew; their bodies became like quicksilver, their shapes twisting. Wings and tails sprouted, and arms and legs became clawed, leathery appendages. The helms melted into the faces of their wearers until they had, in actuality, become the faces. Mouths spread back into maws, rows of long, sharp teeth glistening in the dim light. All traces of humanity disappeared in the space of a minute.


The Council of the Dragon Kings came to order.


The Gold Dragon nodded. As emperor, King of Kings, he was pleased to see that the others had followed his command so readily. He spoke again, and this time smoke issued out as he did.


“I am pleased that you could make it. I feared that some of you might have let emotions overrule you.” He stared momentarily at the Black Dragon, monarch of the sinister and deadly Gray Mists.


The Black Dragon did not speak, but his eyes blazed.


The Emperor of the Dragon Kings turned his attention to the nearest of his brethren. The Blue Dragon, more sea serpent than land creature, bowed his head in respect.


“The council has been called due to the request of the master of Irillian by the Sea. He notes strange happenings and wishes to discover if such events exist in the lands of his brothers. Speak.”


Sleeker than most of his kind, the Blue Dragon resembled a race animal, his movements fluid, as was appropriate for a being who spent much of his life in the seas of the east. The smell of salt and fish filled the room as he spoke. A dusty, tan dragon, Brown, wrinkled his nose. He did not share his brother’s fondness for the sea.


“My liege. Brethren.” He studied all around him, especially the Black Dragon. “In the years gone by, my domain has been very placid. The humans have remained quiet and my clans have had good hatchings.”


This time there was a grunt from the Brown Dragon, who was lord of the Barren Lands in the southwest. Since the end of the wars with the Dragon Masters, he had seen his clans decrease. Most claimed it was the work of the self-styled Masters themselves, but no one was sure what sorcery the warlocks had used in their attempt to defeat the Kings. They had caused the Barren Lands, but whether they had caused the loss of fertility in the Brown clans was open to speculation in private. Brown was still the fiercest of fighters.


The master of Irillian by the Sea ignored the slight outburst and continued. “Recently, however, things have changed. There is unrest—no, that implies too much. There is …a feeling. That is all I can call it. Not just among the humans. It appears to affect others, even the wyverns and minor drakes.”


“Ha!”


The remark was followed by a wave of bone-numbing cold. A slight frost settled wherever the Ice Dragon’s breath had reached. The Gold Dragon stared disapprovingly at him. Gaunt to the point of being cadaverous, the king of the Northern Wastes laughed again. Of all the dragons, he was one of the least seen and the least loved.


“You are becoming an old dame, brother! Subjects always become unsettled. One merely places a restraining claw on a few and crushes such thoughts.”


“Speaks the monarch of a land more empty than that of Brown.”


“Speaks the monarch who knows how to rule!” A blizzard threatened to erupt from within the Ice Dragon.


“Silence!”


The thundering roar of the Gold Dragon overwhelmed all else. The Ice Dragon fell back, his snow-colored eyes averted from the brilliance of his emperor. When the King of Kings became angered, his body glowed.


“Such infighting nearly brought calamity on us once! Have you forgotten that so soon?”


All held their heads low, save for the Black Dragon. On his massive mouth was just the barest hint of pleasure. The Gold Dragon looked at him sharply but did not reprimand. In this instance, the king of the Gray Mists was justified.


Drawing himself to his full height, the Emperor of Dragons towered above the others. “For nearly five human years did we fight that war—and nearly faced defeat! Our brother Brown still feels the aftereffects as he watches his clans dwindle! His problem is the most evident; yet we all have scars from the Dragon Masters!”


“The Dragon Masters are dead! Nathan Bedlam was the last, and he has long since perished!” bellowed the Red Dragon, who ruled the volcanic lands called the Hell Plains.


“Taking the Purple King with him!” Black could restrain himself no more. His eyes became like beacons in the night.


The emperor nodded. “Yes, taking our brother with him. Bedlam was the last and deadliest of the Masters. With his final act, he crippled us. Penacles is the city of knowledge, and Purple was its master, he who planned our strategy.” The last was said almost reluctantly, for Gold did not care to remind his brothers who had really led in those days.


“And now his lands have been usurped by the Gryphon! How much longer must we wait before we strike? Generations of man have since come and gone!” Black shook his head in anger.


“There is no successor. You know the covenant. Thirteen Kingdoms, thirteen kings. Five and twenty dukedoms, five and twenty dukes. No one must break the covenant …” For now, the emperor added to himself.


“While we wait for a successor, Lord Gryphon plots. Remember, he was known to the Masters.”


“His time will come. Perhaps soon.”


Black eyed his lord warily. “What does that mean?”


“As custom, I’ve taken Purple’s dams as mine. The first hatchings produced only minor drakes, most of whom were put to death, of course. This hatching, however, looks more promising.”


The other kings leaned forward. Hatchings were of the utmost importance. A few bad hatchings could threaten any of their clans with extinction.


“Only a handful of the clutch turned out to be minor drake eggs. The majority were firedrakes. However, four eggs contain the speckled band!”


“Four!” The single word was like a cry of exultation. The speckled band, this was the sign of Kings. Such eggs were to be guarded, for successors of Dragon Kings were extremely rare.


“It will be weeks before hatching takes place. The dam guards against unruly minor drakes, not to mention scavengers of all forms. If luck holds, they will all break free.”


Black smiled, and a dragon’s smile was something sinister. “Then will we crush this Lord Gryphon!”


“Mayhap.”


All turned to he who would dampen their rejoicing. Once again, the master of Irillian by the Sea stared at them, his eyes challenging each of them to speak. When none would protest, he shook his maned head sadly.


“None of you will listen! Must I speak again? Do not misunderstand me. This news brings great happiness to me. Perhaps my fears are unjustified. Nevertheless, I must speak, or I will always have regrets.”


“Then speak and be done with it! I grow weary of this prattling on!”


Ignoring Black, the king of the Eastern Seas continued. “I have felt such a stirring of uneasiness only once before. That last time, it foreshadowed the coming of the Dragon Masters.”


There was a hiss of anger—and, perhaps, fear—from more than one of the great lords.


Black was now smiling. “In truth, brother Blue, I must apologize for myself. You have brought up the very point that I wished to discuss.”


The emperor shook his head. “This land is old. The Dragon Kings have ruled for ages, but our reign is young compared to that of some of the earlier races. Even now, traces of ancient powers turn up. This stirring of our subjects’ feelings may very well be magical in nature. Still,” he paused and studied the cavern, “we have tried to weed out those who might possess some sort of attunement to those ancient ways. I know of few humans now living who are a threat.”


“There is one that may threaten us.” The words were quiet but firm. Without looking, all knew that Black had spoken out again.


“And who may that be?”


The Dweller of the Gray Mists spread his wings in confidence. The audience was his. “We know his family well. Very well. He is young, untrained, but his name is Cabe Bedlam.”


As one, the Dragon Kings, even Gold, backed slightly, as if just bitten. “Bedlam!” was whispered by more than one voice.


The emperor fairly shrieked. “Why have we not known of this human? Where is this hatchling of a demon-warlock?”


“In the lands now held by the Gryphon. Nathan Bedlam placed the child, who is his grandson, in Mito Pica. Since the region is known for the spawning of warlocks and their like, I have sometimes sent spies forth. It was one of them who discovered the human.”


Red growled. “You crossed two borders at least, brother! I wonder how many spies you have.”


“We all have our ears and eyes. Besides, this human had to be watched!”


“Why did you not have him killed?” the Green Dragon asked. “This is most unlike you, Black. When have you become hesitant in pursuing your goals?”


Bowing his head subserviently to the emperor, Black replied, “I would not do so without permission from my lord.”


Gold snorted. “There is a first for everything, apparently.”


“Do I have your permission?”


“No.”


There was silence.


“With the hatchings only a short time away, I will not permit a conflict that may draw the Gryphon in against us. He is cunning; he knows the importance we place on the speckled-band eggs. His agents could cause us harm in that respect. As long as the Bedlam whelp remains where he is and knows not his danger, we will leave him alone.”


“If we wait much longer, this youngling could take up the mantle of his accursed ancestor!”


“Nevertheless, we must wait. When the hatchlings are strong enough, this last of the Bedlams will die.”


He settled back. “This council is over.”


The emperor leaned back and closed his eyes as if to sleep, pointedly ignoring his brethren from this point on. Wordlessly, the Dragon Kings spread themselves apart. Their bodies quivered and shrank. The great reptilian faces pulled away until they were once again dragonhelms covering near-inhuman faces. Wings shriveled and tails ceased to exist. Forelegs became arms while the hind ones straightened.


When all was done, the riders saluted their lord and departed from the chamber. Gold did not watch them leave.


The dark thing that had taken the reins of each horse waited as the travelers took their mounts, and then shambled back into the vast, eternal night of the caves.


Out of the bronze gate the Dragon Kings rode. Some in pairs, others single, all following the one path through the mountains. A wyvern, just waking, accidentally stuck its head out in their path, and sighting the riders, pulled itself to one side and cowered. It did not move again until they were long by.


At the end of the Tyber Mountains, the group split apart, each one going his separate way, knowing that mortal men would pay little attention to a single rider. Those who dared impede them would only be leaping into death.


A single rider, heading to the south, slowed as his fellows disappeared from sight. Ahead of him was a small grove of trees, and it was here he finally halted. Staring into the darkness, he settled down to wait.


His wait was short. Within minutes, he was joined by another of the Dragon Kings. Wordlessly, they acknowledged one another’s presence. There was no friendship in their actions; they merely had a common goal and sought to accomplish it through the easiest means possible.


The newcomer pulled a great sword from its sheath and held it out, point first, to the other. His companion reached forward and placed a gauntleted hand on the tip. His eyes glowed brightly as power emanated from him. It flowed through his arm, through his hand, and finally into the weapon itself.


When they were finished, the sword glowed and pulsated. Slowly, the light dimmed, as if the power were being absorbed by the object itself. After a moment, the sword had returned to its former state, save for a slight vibrating. The other rider replaced it into the sheath.


The two stared at each other, communication taking place on a level far different from those of men. They nodded. What was to be done was necessary. Then the newcomer kicked his mount and rode off. He was not headed in the direction of his kingdom; rather, his destination appeared to be south.


The remaining rider watched until his comrade was out of sight. His gaze turned momentarily to the overwhelming mountain range and to Kivan Grath in particular. Then, turning away, he rode off in silence.


The floodgates had been opened.


II


WHERE’S MY ALE?”


The Wyvern’s Head Tavern was known for its diversity of customers, some human, many not. One such nonhuman was the ogre that now banged down his meaty fist, breaking off a good portion of a table. His demeanor matched his face—cruel and ugly.


His eyes sought a black-haired human in his twenties who even now was hurriedly filling a mug with ale and cursing the slowness with which it poured from the spigot. To the ogre, his features were as ugly and incomplete as any other human’s, but by human standards, they were regular. His face was not the face of heroes, but the strong chin, slightly turned nose, and attentive eyes gave him a rough sort of handsomeness.


Customers standing nearby formed an unintentional barrier that hid him from the thirsty creature’s sight, but the human knew it was only a matter of time before the ogre came searching for him.


Cabe rushed forward, nervous, but forced to confront the ogre because he was a serving man of the tavern. Quickly, he dropped the heavy mug on the table and almost blanched when a drop nearly hit the ogre in the face. He waited for his rather dull life to flash before him.


The creature eyed him murderously, but decided the ale was more important. Tossing a coin to Cabe, the ogre picked up the mug and drank with a gusto that would have outdone most men. Cabe made a quick retreat to the kitchen.


“Cabe! Brought Deidra a present, did you?” A deft, slender hand relieved him of the coin and a well-endowed form wrapped itself around his body. Deidra gave him a long, moist kiss and then artfully deposited the coin into her blouse, a piece of clothing that did very little to conceal her generous attributes.


She flung back dirty-blond hair and smiled as she saw him staring at her ample chest. “Like a view, do you? Maybe later.” It was always later for Cabe, never now.


Deidra turned, wiggled her backside, and carried a tray out into the tavern. Cabe watched until she was out of sight and then remembered the coin he had lost. It might’ve been worth it—later on, anyway.


He knew that Deidra liked men with money, but she still seemed attracted to him—somewhat. Admittedly, he was not ugly, and while he was not the stuff of heroes, he was still capable of handling himself in a fight …providing that he stayed long enough. For some reason, Cabe almost always backed away if a fight seemed close. That was why he was working in a tavern and not making his way in the world, like his father, who was a huntsman for the King of Mito Pica. Although Cabe had been useless on the hunts, his father had never seemed too upset about it. He even seemed pleased when his son told him that he had managed to find work at a two-bit tavern and inn. Rather odd behavior for a warrior, but Cabe loved him.


He pushed back a lock of black hair, knowing that somewhere under his touch was a wisp of silver that he constantly kept covered or colored. Silver streaks were supposed to be the sign of warlocks and necromancers. Cabe did not want to be killed by a mob just because he had hair like a sorcerer. The trouble was, it appeared to be spreading.


“Cabe! Get yourself out here, basilisk dung!”


The summons by his employer was one that Cabe would have obeyed even if he had not been employed here. Cyrus was a mountain of a man, and beside him, even the ogre looked small.


He rushed out. “Yes, Cyrus?”


The owner, who looked more like a bear than a man, pointed to a table far away in a dark corner. “I think I saw a customer back there! See what he’s up to and if he plans on buying something!”


Cabe made his way to the spot Cyrus had pointed out, slipping around the various tables and customers. It was strangely dim, but he could see that no one was there. What had Cyrus—


He blinked and looked again. There was someone there! How he had failed to see him the first time was beyond him. Hastily, he moved to the table.


A cloak. That was all the man, if it was a man, appeared to be. A hand, the left one, slipped into sight and placed a coin on the table, and from beneath the hood of the cloak, a strong but unreal voice spoke.


“An ale. No food.”


Cabe stood for a moment and then realized that he should be getting the customer’s order. With a mumbled apology, he made his way back toward the bar.


The ale was handed to him by Cyrus almost immediately, but as Cabe started back through the crowd, he was caught up by a large hand.


The ogre dragged him over and stuffed a coin into Cabe’s hand. “When you’re done there, bring me another ale! Keep it in the tankard this time!”


Reaching the table, he placed the ale down carefully. As he did so, the gloved hand reached out and grabbed him by the wrist.


“Sit, Cabe.”


Cabe tried to loosen the grip, but it was as if the hand were stiffened in death and would never let go. Resignedly, he sat down on the opposite end of the table. As he did so, the hand released him.


He tried to look at the face under the hood. Either the light of the tavern had become dimmer or there was no face beneath the cowl. Cabe jerked back in fear. What sort of man had no face? Worse yet, what would such a creature want with someone as insignificant as he? As if amused, the stranger turned his head for better inspection.


But there was a face. It was slightly out of focus and always in half shadow. He caught a glimpse of silver hair amidst a field of brown.


Warlock!


“Who are you?” It was all he could get out.


“You may call me Simon. This time.”


“This time?” The words made no sense to Cabe.


“You are very much in danger, Cabe Bedlam.”


“Danger? What—Bedlam? I’m not—”


“Cabe Bedlam. Can you deny it?”


He started to speak, and then thought. Regardless of what he thought, Cabe could not make himself deny the bizarre accusations of this warlock. No one had ever called him by that name, nor had he ever thought of it. … But for some reason, it sounded right.


The face of the stranger sported a small smile. Maybe. It was so hard to tell. “You cannot deny it. Good.”


“But my father—”


“—is your stepfather. He has served his purpose. He knew what had to be done.”


“What do you want of me? I mean— Oh, no!” Cabe remembered what sort of tales surrounded the name. It was a name of legend …certainly not one suited for a serving man in a tavern. Cabe was not, did not want to be, a warlock. He shook his head frantically, trying to force the reality away in much the same way he tried to deny the silver streak in his hair.


“Yes, because your name is Bedlam.”


Cabe wrenched himself away from the table. “But I’m not a warlock! Get away from me!” Quickly realizing his outburst, Cabe looked around the tavern. The customers were drinking as if nothing had happened. How could they have missed that shouting, even with the noise of the crowd? He turned back to the warlock—


—only to find that no one was there.


Frowning, he searched under the table, half expecting the shadowy form to be there. There was nothing …except a coin, perhaps left by the warlock. Cabe was uncertain about taking money from a necromancer, but finally decided that the coin appeared normal enough. Besides, he needed it.


With one final, uncertain glance, he hurried away. The crowd was barely noticeable to him. Only the words of the warlock demanded his attention. He was a Bedlam. He could not deny it, even though he had never known it before.


New thoughts issued forth. A warlock was a person of power. Why had his ability not manifested itself? Who was this stranger who called himself Simon—“this time”?


Cabe broke out of his reverie as someone grabbed him by the shirt. He found himself staring at the grotesque features of the ogre, its hot, fetid breath wrapping over his face in waves. Cabe felt like throwing up.


“Where’s my ale?”


The ale. Cabe had taken the ogre’s coin and had forgotten the drink.


“Try to run off with my coin, eh? Thought I’d be too drunk to notice, did you?” The creature held up his other meaty fist and prepared to swing. “You need a lesson!”


Cabe shut his eyes and prayed the blow would not break his jaw. He waited, expecting it to fall any second.


And waited.


And waited.


Opening one eye a slight crack—and then both wide—Cabe saw the crumpled body of his attacker. The ogre’s companion, a heavyset thug, was trying to revive him by throwing water on his face.


Those in the crowd who had seen the incident appeared awed.


“Did you see?”


“I never saw a man move so fast!”


“One punch! Igrim never went down from just one punch!”


“Igrim never went down before!”


The thug helped a still-groggy ogre out the door. Cabe had a dark suspicion that he had not seen the last of the creature. Most likely, he and his friend would be waiting in some dark alley.


Some customers congratulated him while others merely watched warily. Cyrus, far in back, was nodding in what could only be described as confused satisfaction. Cabe wondered exactly what it was he had done. As far as he was concerned, he had been motionless.


Gradually, the crowd returned to normal. Cabe went about his duties, but his mind was on other things. Occasionally, he would turn his attention to the table in the shadows, and once or twice he thought he saw something, but when he looked again, the spot was empty. Oddly enough, none of the new customers chose to sit there.


Dark was falling, and with it came the first signs of storm. Most of the customers had disappeared for some reason or another.


He did not hear the rider enter, but he could feel his presence. So could those around him. The silence that came so suddenly spoke much for the power of this newcomer. Cabe dared a glance and immediately wished he hadn’t, for that short glimpse revealed to him an armored figure whose very presence caused those customers near the door to scurry out in a hurry. Each step taken by the newcomer was arrogant, threatening in its precision. The warrior, whoever he was, scanned the interior of the inn as he walked toward the backmost booths, and every being who had not yet left secretly prayed that they were not what the silent visitor sought.


As the armored figure sat down, most of the remaining customers departed. The eyes of the armored figure watched each and every person leave and then began to study the various employees of the inn. Cabe tried to find other things to do, but knew he could not avoid the newcomer for long. Cyrus came over and whispered to him.


“Quickly, man! Serve him whatever he wishes, and don’t, for Hirack’s sake, ask for payment!” He gave him a shove in the general direction of the stranger. Cyrus only called upon Hirack, the local god of merchants, when he was extremely nervous.


What, Cabe wondered, had happened to the peaceful existence he’d once maintained? Slowly, he made his way through the now-empty tavern and finally stopped in front of the stranger’s table.


The helmeted head turned to him. With a start, Cabe realized that the man’s eyes were bright red. Little of his face was visible, and the skin seemed clay-brown and as dry as parchment.


“C-can I get you something, sir?”


The eyes appraised him. Cabe now noticed the sinister dragonhelm the traveler was wearing.


“I want none of your poor ale.” The voice was nearly little more than a hiss.


“Food?”


The unblinking eyes continued to appraise him. Cabe shuddered, remembering he had just asked if the stranger wanted food. He had not intended to offer himself in that respect.


“Your name is Cabe.”


“Yes.”


“So simple.” The words were not intended for Cabe, but were merely a comment.


“I am going to leave now. When I leave, you will come with me. It is of the utmost importance.”


“But I can’t leave! My employer—”


The figure paid little attention to this. “He will not prevent you. Go and ask him. I will wait outside.”


Cabe backed away as the other stood up. Even considering the elaborate dragonhelm, the stranger still towered over him. There was little doubt in Cabe’s mind that this was one of the Dragon Kings. He shuddered. When a Dragon King summoned, even the highest of men obeyed.


The rider left without another word. Cabe hurried back to the others, most of whom had hidden in the kitchen.


“What happened? What does he want?” Cyrus no longer acted like the bear Cabe remembered. Fear covered him.


“He’s waiting outside. He wants me.”


More than one pair of eyes widened. Cyrus looked at him closely. Cabe might as well have been a leper. “You? What have you done to incur the wrath of the Dragon Kings? It has to be something horrible for one of their own to come amongst us!”


The others, including Deidra, backed away. Cyrus continued to rant and rave. “Go! Quickly! Go before he chooses to destroy my tavern! I’ll not protect you!”


Cabe tried to defend himself. “I’ve done nothing! Someone! Tell Lord Gryphon’s agent here!”


One of the cooks, with his arm around Deidra, picked up a cleaver and waved it in his direction. “We’re too far away from Penacles for the lion-bird’s protection! Get out before we throw you out!”


Reluctantly, Cabe backed out of the kitchen. The sound of thunder warned of the storm coming. He grabbed a cloak and reluctantly made his way to the front entrance. There was no chance of escape. If he attempted to hide or run away, the Dragon King would surely have him hunted down. Few would try to protect him.


It was raining outside. Cabe put the hood of his cloak up over his head.


A horse snorted. Cabe turned and found himself gazing up at the rider. The mount was a fiery, unnatural animal. Beside it, nervous, was a smaller, normal horse. It was the reins of this mount that were thrown to him.


“We ride! Hurry!”


Cabe climbed up. The Dragon King waited until he was settled and then started off. The serving man hurried after him, half wondering why he did so and knowing what might happen if he did not.


High above, the storm screamed unnaturally.


IN THE CITY of Penacles, in the midst of its bazaar, was the tent of Bhyram the fruit peddler. It was a stormy night, and Bhyram was cursing because he was having to put all of his merchandise in the tent by himself. With every sack, he cursed his assistant, a young man with great thirst.


An odd voice came to him from outside. “How much for two srevos?”


Srevos were sweet fruits that usually brought four coppers. Bhyram automatically said eight.


There was a clink of coins on the ground. The merchant turned around and rushed outside the tent. It was raining hard, but he could tell that none of his fruit had been stolen.


He could also tell that no one could have been nearby. Muttering an old saying to ward off sorcery, he cautiously picked up the eight coppers.


After all, he was still a businessman.


ON AND ON they rode. The dark rider seemed untroubled by the storm, and Cabe had long since given up fighting it. Even when the rain ceased to fall, neither noticed it.


They were heading west, and in the deep recesses of his mind, Cabe vaguely recalled that these were the lands ruled by the Brown Dragon, the aptly named Barren Lands. Dry mud and occasional weeds made up most of the Barren Lands. It was not the most hospitable of places …and they were heading into the heart of it.


Reason told Cabe to run. Reason told Cabe that his end was surely in sight. Reason, however, could not overcome the fear that Cabe felt when he dared a glance at his unholy companion. Fear—and something else.


A duty for him to perform?


It seemed so muddled in his head. He frowned. His head had not felt straight ever since the …since the …


He could not think about that time. Something was blocking all such thoughts, protecting him.


Protecting him from the Dragon King.


They were now well into the Barren Lands. Despite the heavy rain, the ground beneath their mounts’ hooves was dry and brittle. Such was the curse, for no matter how much water poured into the Barren Lands, none of it was absorbed. Instead, it just disappeared. Cabe knew that the Dragon Masters had been responsible for this.


They had seen. They had known. The firedrakes of Brown were the deadliest of fighters. Only because of this waste had their power been checked—but to no purpose. The Dragon Kings still ruled, and the war-locks and witches who had fought against them were no more.


Cabe looked up. The clouds above the Barren Lands were breaking up; yet the storm still raged elsewhere. Even the giver of rain dared not stay long. If there was a land cursed, it was this one.


“Stop.”


The hissing voice of the Dragon King pierced through his mind. The helmed figure was staring at the ground as if searching for something. After a moment, he dismounted and ordered Cabe to do the same.


“Wait here.”


The lord of firedrakes stalked off into the wastes. Cabe waited, knowing that flight was foolish. Perhaps, he thought, the Dragon King merely wished him to perform some task. Somehow, though, that did not ring true. The Kings had more than enough servants capable of handling anything Cabe could do.


It was not long before the other returned. His hands were empty. With great purpose, he walked up to Cabe and, with one sweeping motion, pushed him to the ground. The great sword that had hung in its scabbard was now out and pointing at the hapless human.


The Dragon King was a figure terrible to behold. The eyes burned— yes, burned—bright, fiery red. The dragonhelm seemed to smile the smile of a predator, and Cabe realized that he was seeing the true face behind the human form. In the pale light, the scales of the Dragon King’s armor glistened brown. The sword, held in his left hand, did not shine. Rather, it seemed as black as an abyss.


The hiss that was not quite a voice reached Cabe’s ears. “These were once my lands. They were not barren. Once, they were the most bountiful of grasslands and forests.” He glared at the shivering human with total hate. “Until the time of the Dragon Masters!”


The point of the sword brushed back Cabe’s hood. The eyes of the King widened. “A warlock! The final proof!”


The silver streak in his hair was evidently visible. Cabe wished that he really had all those powers that were supposed to be at the beck and call of a sorcerer. At least he would have stood a chance of escaping. Why had he come with him? All along, some part of him knew that the Dragon King meant to kill him.


The dark figure raised the sword as if to swing. “By the blood of fire-drakes killed with his own hand, Nathan Bedlam destroyed the life of my clans! By the blood of his own kin, I will bring that life back!” The edge of the sword came screaming down at Cabe.


The point of a gleaming shaft came through the front of the Dragon King’s chest, the blade of his sword stopping short of Cabe’s head.


Transfixed by the sight, the human could only watch as the reptilian monarch stared at the arrow that had pierced his body completely. A look of incomprehension passed over what little was visible of his face. He touched the point gingerly.


And fell forward.


Cabe only barely managed to roll out of the path of the Dragon King’s body. The corpse hit the ground with a dull thud. The black blade slipped from the grasp of the limp left hand and clattered to one side.


Slowly, unbelievingly, Cabe stood up. No one came forth to claim the shaft. No one. He stared at his feet, and the enormity of the situation hit him for the first time. He was alone in the midst of the Barren Lands, and at his feet was the lord of those lands.


Dead.


A TRIO OF firedrake dams, in human forms, scratched and clawed at an emerald-colored piece of amber in which stood a human form. They had scratched and clawed at it in one form or another for several decades, but had never made so much as a single mark in it.


A FURRED HAND moved an ivory piece on a game board, and leaned back, looking for a comment from the opposing player whose mastery of the game made each move a lesson.


“Brown appears to be in a weak position,” was all his companion had to say.


CABE GINGERLY PICKED up the dark blade and hung it in his belt. It made him feel only slightly better to be armed. He debated on what to do with the body. If he left it where it was, the dead Dragon King’s subjects might consider this an act of disgrace and hunt him down. If he buried it, he might not give it the proper ceremonies. Again, the subjects might seek him out.


He left it where it was.


There was no sign of the Dragon King’s mount. That had seemingly disappeared at some moment after its owner’s death. Cabe’s own mount was still where he had left it. He climbed on and considered his next action.


He could not return to his village. That would be suicidal. Where, then? The city of Zuu? No, Zuu was too well controlled by the Green Dragon and was too close to the Barren Lands. Though the master of the Dagora Forest rarely interfered, it was just too much of a chance to take.


Penacles? The Gryphon ruled there. He had taken over the City of Knowledge after the death of the Purple Dragon. Most claimed it was for the better. Everyone knew that the Gryphon was an enemy of the Dragon Kings.


That was it. It would mean several days extra, but it was the only safe place for him to travel. If he survived the journey.


He took one last look at the form on the ground. The strange, gleaming shaft protruded from the backside. Somewhere, there appeared to be an ally, but where? Nervously, he looked around and then rode off at full gallop.


HOURS PASSED.


Riders came. They were seemingly without substance, mere shadows of men. Yet they bore some semblance to the Dragon King who lay at their mounts’ hooves. They paused, uncertain of what actions to take. Finally, one stepped down and touched the body. He noted the wound that went clear through, but saw no sign of the projectile. Gingerly, he turned the limp form over. At sight of the helmed face, there arose a muttering from the group, of which there were five.


Two more riders climbed down and helped the first. The body was placed with one of the mounted horsemen. When that was done, the others remounted their own animals.


The riders turned and headed off at full pace. They did not move toward the direction they had come from. Rather, they now faced north. There was fear in their movements. It was so rare in their kind that it became that much more noticeable.


Above them, the two moons traveled on, oblivious to the happenings of human and inhuman. Below them, however, at the site at which the Dragon King had fallen, a few small, daring blades of grass had shot up.


They were soon to be followed by others of their kind.


III


WITH THE BLACK blade clattering against his leg, Cabe rode through the wilderness. The Barren Lands had long ago given way to grassy plains, which had soon given way to woods. Nevertheless, he was not fooled by the beauty around him. Wyverns often made such trails their hunting grounds. Though the small dragons had only a minute amount of intelligence compared to the Kings, they were still more than cunning enough to fool a man.


The sun was bright overhead. By Cabe’s estimate, he was nearly halfway to Penacles. That he had encountered no obstacles so far had sped up the trip, but he was sure his luck wouldn’t hold.


The basilisk rose in front of him. Such creatures had an acute sense of hearing, because in order to make his presence unknown, a basilisk had to keep its eyes closed or else it would leave a large pile of statues wherever it went.


Cabe caught sight of the creature just before it tried to catch sight of him. The horse was not so fortunate; even as Cabe jumped, the basilisk saw it. The stone animal tipped over and fell to the ground, nearly catching its rider as it toppled.


Rolling into the woods around him, Cabe fought to pull out the sword. Somewhere off to the side, he could hear the basilisk moving slowly in his general direction. Giving up on the weapon momentarily, he picked up a piece of wood and threw it as far as he could in another direction. There was a pause and then the sound of the basilisk pushing through the brush toward the noise.


Pulling the sword free, Cabe made his way back toward the trail. Moving through the woods would alert the creature. The trail, while it would leave him in the open, promised him better speed and quieter steps.


He could hear the basilisk searching the area for him. With any luck, the monster would keep heading away. If it didn’t …


Cabe did not care to complete such thoughts.


The trail was soft. That was good. Cabe padded along quietly, the sword ready. He doubted that he would stand much of a chance if he came face-to-face with the basilisk, but it still made him feel a little better. He stepped over the frozen form of the horse. That loss would make his journey three times as long.


A crashing noise erupted from the forest to his rear. Cabe tore off on a dead run. His only chance—and he knew it was a slim one—was to outrace the creature. Judging by the closer and closer sounds, even slim seemed to overrate his chances.


He stumbled. The blade nearly flew out of his grasp, but somehow he held on. The trampling of the basilisk was so loud that the monster had to be nearly on him. Completely in reflex, Cabe turned around to confront the lizard, not realizing how foolish that would have been for any other man.


The basilisk leaped out in front of him and stared.


Cabe’s first reaction was his surprise at not being turned to stone. His surprise was mirrored by the basilisk; it had never failed to freeze a victim before. The beast stood rock still, almost as if it had been petrified like its countless victims.


Brandishing the dark blade, Cabe took advantage of his newfound immunity and stood up. The basilisk looked at the sword and shrank back. Cabe took a step forward, and the creature cowered. Putting on a grim face, the man waved his weapon only an arm’s span from the monster and screamed.


The basilisk turned tail and fled.


Watching the beast run off, Cabe breathed a sigh of relief. Now that it was over, his body felt akin to a crushed piece of fruit. Fear, however, cautioned him not to stand around marveling at his luck; other, more daring beasts might come along.


Slowly, he trudged down the trail. It was always possible that he might come across a village on his route, but the odds of it were greatly against him. The lands around here were known to be fairly unpopulated, at least by humans.


He was still pondering the implications of his immunity to the basilisk when he saw the hooded figure. It was sitting near the side of the trail, a horse grazing next to it. The traveler appeared to have little fear concerning the creatures of the woods. Cabe recognized the figure and knew why.


The blurred face of the wizard smiled—or seemed to smile—at him. Cabe stopped, the sword pointed in the general direction of the shadowy form.


“Greetings, Cabe Bedlam.”


“You’re the one in the tavern, aren’t you? The one who called himself Simon.”


The necromancer nodded. “Yes. I see you’ve traveled since last we met.”


“Traveled? I was nearly killed by one of the Dragon Kings, only someone killed him first!”


“So I’ve heard.”


“He was going to use this!” Cabe held up the black sword.


Simon frowned. “A thrice-damned blade. If things were otherwise, I would tell you to throw it away and be rid of it. Unfortunately, it may be the only thing between you and death …that is, until your powers manifest themselves properly.”


“Manifest properly?”


“As in the tavern. You remember your bout with the ogre.”


Cabe’s eyes widened. “That was me?”


The half-shadowed face may have smiled slightly. “You let yourself go. When the power is released like that, it can strike with potency.”


The hood slid partly back. Cabe caught a glimpse of the great streak of silver in the other’s hair. Unconsciously, he touched his own hair.


Simon nodded. “Yes, the silver has spread. My confrontation with you was the catalyst. Warlocks always react to other warlocks. Brown, the Dragon King who sought your death, also contributed, although by then your true nature was already very evident.”


Cabe remembered the words of the reptilian monarch. Now there appeared to be no turning back. If everyone was determined to call him sorceror, Cabe was going to have to learn to use his power. As he came to this decision, he saw his companion nod again.


“It is the only path left for you. Without you, without your power, this land will remain under the dominion of the Dragon Kings.”


“How could that be?” Such a prospect made Cabe shudder.


“There exists in you …power, for lack of a better word. Great potential. More than most men, even Nathan, have ever achieved—and you are untrained, which makes it all the more unusual. That power turned into skill is what we need. Since the Dragon Masters, the drakes have taken to seeking out humans with dangerous potential. You are one of the very few they have missed, which is why you are so valuable. Without you, we lack the power to withstand a concentrated struggle with the Dragon Kings.”


“Then why have they never overwhelmed us? Why let us grow to be so dangerous?”


The hooded figure shrugged. “Two reasons, perhaps. We outnumber the major drakes, the intelligent ones, by a vast margin. Even in defeat, we stand a chance of turning them toward extinction. Their clans are too small. The second reason is related to the first. Their culture has become too intertwined with ours. We are too efficient a subject race. We do so much they no longer care to do, and we do it because we need to. Why disturb what worked so well?”


Cabe thought back to his own life. He could not say it had been too difficult. “Why do we need to fight, then? Don’t we have everything? Can’t we do everything?”


Though Simon’s face was unreadable, the tone of his voice was not. “The illusion of freedom is always that, Cabe. An illusion. As long as the Dragon Kings rule, we will never rise further. We will stagnate and die with them.”


An overwhelming sense of duty swelled within Cabe. His grandfather had given his life for this belief, and Cabe, understanding that belief at least a little, could at least help—especially with his own life at stake. “What should I do? Will you teach me?”


“Later, perhaps. For now, however, you should continue on your journey. The Lord Gryphon awaits your arrival.”


“He awaits? How does he know about me?”


The warlock chuckled. “One does not kill a Dragon King without gaining a quick notoriety.”


“But I didn’t kill him! There was a glowing shaft! It pierced his body!”


The warlock’s eyes became a deep crimson. The hands gestured in his direction. At first, Cabe believed that the shadowy figure was about to destroy him. He held up the sword, hoping it would protect him.


Simon lowered his hands. “You have nothing to fear, my friend. I was merely checking your story. It is true, what you have said. Brown, master of the Barren Lands, died by the power of a Sunlancer’s shaft. These are strange times indeed.”


Cabe lowered the sword. “What is a Sunlancer? I feel I know that title.”


“You should. It is most likely a part of your power. Sunlancers were Dragon Master elites. Nathan was their leader. They could draw the light of Kylus and control it with their bows.”


Slowly, Cabe looked up to the sun. If he could control a part of that! It was beyond belief. Yet something was not right. …


“The Dragon King died under the Twins. He had chosen that time for my death.”


“Hmm. It is possible that the blood of one such as you would revitalize the dead lands. The meeting of the Twins is a time well known to those with the power. It increases the potency of any spell that involves sacrifice. Still, the Sunlancers required day. To create such a weapon at night, one would have to use the Twins, and they are not noted for their generosity. They demand payment. I must investigate. Perhaps, by the time you arrive in Penacles, I will have an answer for you.”


“You’re leaving me? But I’ll never make it on foot!”


The blurred face may have actually revealed a fleeting glimpse of surprise. “On foot? No. You will ride this horse. I brought it the moment I realized your plight.” Despite his gloves, the warlock snapped his fingers. His mount walked over to Cabe and nuzzled the startled wanderer.


Cabe stroked the horse, somewhat awed by the abilities of his companion. He had lost his mount only some minutes before.


“I thank you for the steed, but what will you do?”


“I have no need of it.”


Frowning, Cabe gazed at the horse. It was strong. Stronger than his other. He turned his attention back to the warlock—


—only to discover that Simon was gone.


He did not question the disappearance. The cloaked and hooded form had helped him. It would be best to make use of that assistance. The sooner he arrived in the Penacles, the better.


Sheathing the dark sword, he mounted. A quick scan of the area revealed no other path than the one he was on. The woods were too dangerous. Not that the path had proven to be simple.


Keeping his grip on the hilt of the sword, he rode off again.


NIGHTFALL WAS COMING. To Cabe, it seemed as if the day had been shortened by half. He had hoped to reach the end of the forest before this, but the path twisted frequently. A small portion of his mind suggested that sorcery might be involved, for no human would have designed such a winding trail.


Something strayed into his path. Cabe glimpsed a very feminine form. A woman screamed. He pulled his horse to a stop, barely missing the body in front of him.


Recently developed reflexes caused him to reach for the sword.


“Good sir, stay your hand! We mean you no harm!”


Cabe jerked his head toward the voice and caught sight of two women. Not ordinary women. Of that he was sure. They were clad in thin but ornate gowns. All the color of the forest. In fact, even their skin—and much of it was visible—had a slight greenish tinge.


The tallest of the three stepped up to him. She could have been elfin, with her narrow face and wheat-colored eyes. Her smile dared to chase away the coming darkness. “Hail to you, oh gentleman!”


Gentleman! Cabe held back a laugh. She had certainly overrated his status. “Who are you?”


“I am Camilla. This is Magda.” She indicated a smaller but more voluptuous woman who smiled shyly and curtsied. Her face was almost a copy of her sister’s, for such they had to be. Cabe stammered out a greeting.


Camilla turned to the woman whom Cabe had nearly run over. “This one here is our younger sister, Tegan, who, it seems, must learn to watch her path more closely.”


Tegan was barely into womanhood, but there was a grace about her that seemed to argue years of experience. Like Magda, she was also nearly a double of her eldest sister. As she curtsied, her long, golden hair fell from her shoulders.


“And what, may I ask, are three fair ladies doing out here? Surely, a land filled with hazards, such as the wyverns, is no place for the trio of you to live. Where are your men?”


The eldest became quiet. “Alas, my husband is dead. As for my sisters, they never had the chance to marry. We do not fear the creatures of the forest, however, for they stay away from our home. My late lord believed that it was possible that some enchantment protects the area.”


Cabe nodded. He had heard of such places. Some were said to be the former homes of sorcerors. Others appeared to be the work of spirits, benign or otherwise. These women were fortunate; some areas meant instant death for those who trespassed. For every oasis, there was also a trap.


The youngest came up to his horse and tried to pet it. The animal shied back, as if bitten. Cabe saw that it was breathing fast.


Camilla eyed his mount. “Your horse is obviously tired. Perhaps you would allow us the pleasure of your company. It is high time we had a guest in our house again. Such a handsome one makes the idea seem even more pleasant.”


Unaccustomed to compliments that didn’t end in sarcasm, Cabe nearly reddened. “It would be an honor for me to accompany you.”


“Then come. It is only a short distance off the path.”


He motioned his mount to step off the trail, but the animal refused. A second and third attempt failed to make the horse do more than shift back and forth nervously. Realizing the futility of his situation, Cabe climbed off.


“It seems I must walk, but I have no place to keep my horse in the meantime.”


Tegan stepped up and gently took the reins from his hands. Up close, she took on an air of seductiveness that Cabe had not noticed earlier. Her voice was like the call of a Siren.


“Go with my sisters, Cabe. I will attend to your animal’s needs and return shortly. Have no fear, he will be safe in my hands.”


Few, if any, men could resist a voice and face such as hers. He nodded and thanked her for her kindness. Camilla and Magda each took him by an arm.


“You shall escort us as my husband once did. Today, we are again ladies of the manor.” Camilla smiled, and Cabe had a deep wish to lose himself in that smile.


They led him into the forest, the man lost in his dreams. Behind him, strangely unnoticed, were the sounds of a horse both enraged and worried.


A moment later, the hiss of a larger, more sinister creature joined in, but by then Cabe was out of earshot.


MUCH COULD be said about the diversities of taste in the Dragonrealms. Both humans and inhumans differed greatly from their nearest brothers, and these tastes were greatly evident in the type of dwellings that each respective member of each respective race chose to live within.


Such was the case with the manor of the three ladies, Cabe decided.


Great stone walls intermingled with barriers cut out of the earth itself. Parts of the house were cut wood, but the right side appeared to be formed from a massive tree. Plants of fanciful and bizarre appearance filled the areas around it. High above, like the symbol of the manor, a fierce-looking avian prepared to swoop down on all comers. Despite its being formed from metal, Cabe had to stare at it twice before he allowed himself to be led inside.


The interior of the manor was even more unreal than the exterior. While the floor was polished marble, here and there were spots where trees grew. Some went through the ceiling and beyond. Vines traced their ways along the walls, pillars, stairway, and, of course, the trees. It was strange to think that anyone could live here. He wanted to question his enchanting hostesses about its history, but decided to wait until the moment seemed right.


Camilla released his arm, allowing Magda to lead him to an elaborate chair. Cabe sat down cautiously, for the chair seemed so ancient that it would most likely collapse. He was surprised to find that it was actually very sturdy and quite soft. Unused to such luxury, he allowed himself to sink in deeply. The two women exchanged glances, as if quite amused by his fascination with an everyday object.


Magda leaned down, giving Cabe a splendid view of her womanhood. She smiled, and the smile was so much like her sisters’. “Are you pleased?”


It took him a moment to realize that she meant the chair. Red-faced, he nodded. “It’s been a long time since I’ve sat in anything so comfortable.”


“Good! We want you to be happy. Would you like to remove your sword? It must be terribly uncomfortable to wear!”


Cabe, for no reason that he could think of, felt a great desire to keep the blade with him. He shook his head and turned the conversation to other things. “This is a most unusual place. Who built it?”


“My sister Camilla’s husband. He was a …a man of the forests. He could not do without the presence of the lands. We have come to love it.”


“I meant no discourtesy.”


She leaned even closer. “None was taken.”


“Magda!”


At the sound of Camilla’s voice, the woman pulled away quickly. She looked at her sister with eyes of fire. The eldest met her with an equally fiery stare.


“What is it, my dear sister?”


Camilla pointed at the door. “See to Tegan. Make sure that she is all right.”


Her sister laughed. “That one? No creature—”


“See to it now!”


The younger one frowned and departed. Cabe watched her leave and turned to Camilla. “If Tegan is in danger, then perhaps I should help.”


The woman took a goblet from a tray that she had placed nearby. “Be not overly concerned, Sir Cabe. I only meant that she might possibly have had trouble with your steed. It was a strong and spirited steed.” She handed him the goblet. “Enough of this! My sisters together will have more than enough skill to take care of your horse. In the meanwhile, I shall do what I can for you.”


Cabe nearly choked on the wine. Never had he met such hot-blooded women! Perhaps it was because of their isolation from other people. It was difficult to resist their charms, and he wondered why he was doing so at all. Most likely, he was afraid of what the other two might do if he showed any favor to one. Beautiful they might be, but they acted like a pack of wild dogs, each trying to claim a kill.


It had not escaped his notice that his hostess was dressed differently. She was now in a gown that very definitely failed to do what most clothing was designed for—covering one’s form. If Cabe concentrated …


He need not have bothered to try. Camilla, with surprising speed, sat down in his lap, nearly causing him to spill his wine. Her arms were around him, and she spoke only when her lips were less than a finger’s width away from his own.


“My sisters will take some time. They know that it is my right, as eldest, to be first. Why not remove that sword and belt? Come, now, am I unattractive?”


He managed to choke out, “No, my lady.”


She smiled like a predator about to sink her teeth into her prey. The gown made it easy for Cabe to feel the warmth of her body against his. In fact, it was hard to tell if he was sweating from her nearness or from the heat she seemed to emit. Hot-blooded indeed!


The front door burst open. Camilla pulled away from Cabe, rage making her face decidedly ugly. She stopped short as she saw Magda helping an injured Tegan in.


“What happened?”


The youngest was only half conscious. Cabe watched her and squinted. She appeared slightly out of focus. He looked at his wine and hastily put the goblet down.


Camilla was giving quick instructions. “Magda! Not here! Bring her to—to her room!”


“Darkhorse! Darkhorse …” Tegan mumbled incoherently after that.


“He comes!” The words were Magda’s.


There was a thrashing from the woods nearest to the trail. Cabe reached for the sword.


“No!” Camilla stopped him before his hand had touched the hilt.


“There’s something coming!”


“It cannot enter here! We are safe!”


The crashing continued. Whatever it was, it was coming closer and doing so with great speed. Cabe wondered how safe they really were. He did not put much stock in his ability with a sword.


The two sisters helped Tegan into another room. Cabe stood by the open door, shaking, and looked out. Something was out there, but it appeared to have stopped a short distance from sight. Cabe put his hand on the hilt and took a tentative step out.


Something shifted in the woods. He caught a quick glimpse of a shape like a horse but not quite real. Two strange urges pulled at him. One was to step out into the forest and confront the creature; the second was to call the creature to him. Neither seemed very sensible, so Cabe fought both ideas as best he could. The beast snorted in irritation.


“What are you doing?”


Cabe spun around, his hand still on the hilt of his sword. It was Camilla, but she appeared different. She was still beautiful, but that beauty had now taken on a somewhat reptilian aspect. Cabe’s grip on the sword became much tighter.


She calmed herself and moved closer to him. She was still very much the enchantress. “Calm yourself, Cabe. The creature cannot enter. We may ignore it.”


He did not relax. “What is that thing? Tegan mentioned ‘Darkhorse.’ That sounds familiar, but I can’t—”


Camilla put a hand to his mouth. “Hush. My sister was distraught. You need not worry about her. She will be fine by morning.”


The thing outside created more noise but sounded no closer.


The woman so near to him was becoming less and less human, though she apparently had not noticed any change. When the snout stretched forth from her face, Cabe was struck by sudden realization.


He pushed Camilla away with his free hand and pulled out the dark blade with the other.


“Firedrake!” he roared.


The whole demeanor of his hostess had changed. With an inhuman roar, she altered completely. Wings sprouted from her back. The beautiful face stretched out until much of it had became gaping jaws with great, sharp teeth. The slender arms and legs became scaled legs that tried to claw at the man.


Cabe had walked into a trap. He had heard tales from adventurers who told of firedrake dams who enchanted and then devoured unwary male travelers. They were more successful in their shapeshifting than the males. A male firedrake, even the Dragon Kings, could not make his form into a perfect copy of a man. That was why the males always appeared in the guise of armored warriors.


The females, however, could not only make themselves appear human, but could even improve on the image. Hence their ability to seduce unwary victims.


Somehow he had been freed from whatever spell had been laid on him. Maybe it was the sword in his hand. It had come from a Dragon King. Perhaps, he thought, it had more advantages than he had believed.


All of this had gone through Cabe’s mind in a fraction of a second. Fear can be a great motivator. With nowhere to go, save toward the creature in the forest, he held the point of the sword in the direction of the dragon and prayed.


The thing that had been Camilla, about to lunge, stopped abruptly. It seemed to shrink into itself. Heartened, Cabe took a step forward and pretended to attack. It had worked against the basilisk. The firedrake backed away, its tail between its legs.


The creature spoke. “Have mercy, man of the Horned Blade! I will not attack you!”


Cabe paused. “Do you swear to that?”


“By the emperor, the Horned Blade, and the Dragonrealms! Please!”


The dark sword, which now had a name—and an ominous one—throbbed in his hand. There was power there. Power to do anything! Power that could meld with his own! Give him mastery over beast and man!


There was the neighing of a great warhorse. Cabe blinked and realized that he had fallen under the influence of the blade. Small wonder that Simon had called it thrice-cursed!


The firedrake had nearly dug itself into the floor in its fear. Cabe found himself disgusted. “Change back, blast you! I’d rather you looked human!”


“As you wish!”


The form melted, and the entire process began to reverse itself. Soon he found himself watching the beautiful, but distraught, Camilla. It was something to note; the sword had allowed her to regain her human disguise.


“That’s better. Call in your sisters!”


She did so. Magda came in, the injured Tegan leaning on her. They moved to their sister.


Camilla looked at them. “He knows. He also bears the Horned Blade.”


Magda’s eyes widened, and Tegan let out a small gasp. Despite its evil nature, Cabe knew that he had better keep his hand on the sword or risk an attack.


“What would you want of us?”


He snorted. “Not what you had in mind, that’s for sure! You were playing with me like a cat with its dinner!”


“We needed food. Our duke was out of favor with the Green Dragon and is now dead. Even we cannot face the glare of the basilisk. That power is reserved for the Dragon Kings alone. That is why we have been reduced to this!”


Cabe did not feel inclined to mention his own encounter with the monster. Any secrets he kept from the dams would be to his advantage.


“The sword kept you away.” He phrased the thought as a statement of fact, not a question. It would not do for them to know that he was working by guess.


“Yes. The Horned Blade was created by a sorceror. It is a bane to both our kind and yours. Beware, human, it is treacherous. It might very well bring about all of our deaths.”


“Yours will be first if I think I see a trick.”


She raised a hand. “I will do nothing.”


Little things were starting to come back to him. “You called me Cabe, yet I never told you my name. How did you know?”


Camilla became silent.


“If you do not tell me, I’ll use this. Or—or I’ll make you go out and face that thing.” Any creature that preyed on the firedrakes could not be all bad.


That broke her resolve.


“The Lady of the Amber told us of your coming.”


Lady of the Amber? Cabe felt a light touch in his memory. There was something about her. He did not know what it was, but he knew that he had to see her.


“Lead me to her.”


“Will you release us when we have?” Even defeated, Camilla still sought to bargain.


“We shall see.”


The thing in the woods bellowed and crashed about. Cabe still felt the urge to call or go to it, but he fought it down. Such an action would most likely end in his death.


The eldest sister took the lead. Cabe made the others follow after her. Despite their frail appearances, he did not want these women behind his back. They moved slowly, since Tegan still needed the assistance of her sister.


He knew, even as they stepped into the garden in the back, that the fire-drakes had taken over this manor from someone else. Someone who had not been quite human, yet was much more so than any of the great reptiles could ever claim to be. In fact, Cabe could almost feel a kinship with the former tenant as he followed his captives.


The garden was similar to the manor in that plants intermingled with the structures. Vines wrapped around arches, and flowers sprouted out from areas in the floor. It should have looked like anarchy; instead, there was an order that was so subtle that one almost took it for granted that it should be that way.


“Behold, man, the Lady of the Amber!”


They were on it so abruptly that Cabe had at first thought it was part of the garden’s design. The large honey-colored crystal rested on a platform of marble. Here and there, creepers had grown around it. It was transparent. Also, the longer one looked, the more noticeable it was that it was glowing slightly from within. A greenish glow.


In that glow, the center of the crystal, was a woman.


IV


THE COUNCIL OF the Dragon Kings had been called hastily. With the exception of Black, only the nearest of the emperor’s brethren had been able to attend. Yet the rumors of why the Council had been called together was enough so that those who could not be there were nonetheless making preparations for possible battle.


Silver was there. Green and Red sat on opposite sides, eyeing one another suspiciously. Iron, great and massive, second in power only to the emperor, had made one of his rare appearances.


Gold scanned over them. Even Iron was forced back by the stare. When the emperor acted in such a manner, things were ill indeed.


“I am sorry that the rest have not arrived—especially Ice, who is so close—but this number will have to do.”


He paused, as if awaiting some comment.


“Fate, master of the game, has dealt the card once again. The Dragon-realms threaten to escape our rule once more.”


The flatness of the statement served only to emphasize its importance. Only once before had their power been challenged. That enemy had come close to defeating them.


As if speaking what was in the mind of all, Iron roared, “The Dragon Masters are dead! None can challenge us!”


“The Masters may be gone, but their legacy lives on.”


Red spat in disgust. The stain burned its way into the earth. “This sounds too much like the last Council.”


“It will continue to sound like the last Council.”


The despot of the Hell Plains gave an almost human look of curiosity. “What do you mean, my lord?”


Instead of answering his brother, Gold lifted his massive head, spread his wings, and bellowed toward the shadows, “You may enter!”


They came slowly. Two of them. There was much in their appearances that told of the close relationship between all in the chamber. Dragon-helmed, they might have pretended to be Kings, but the others knew better. In accordance to custom, they kneeled, their heads down.


Iron blinked. “Whose dukes are these?”


“They are Brown’s.”


“He sends his underlings and does not deign to come himself ? Sire, let me take my legions and teach our arrogant brother hisss place!”


“I fear a lesson now would do little good.” Gold turned to the two. “Summon those who carry the body.”


“Body?” The single word issued from more than one mouth. There was consternation. And fear.


The newcomers stood up, bowed, and left silently. A short time passed, as if those who must enter feared to do so. The Dragon Kings shifted impatiently.


At long last, five figures, including a third warrior of the Brown Dragon’s clans and two of the Gold Dragon’s own warriors, returned. On a platform borne by four lay a shrouded form. One of the reptilian monarchs hissed as he recognized what that form truly was.


“Brown! They bear Brown!”


Unaccustomed to the power that had gathered in that room, the dukes fell to their knees, still bearing the platform between them. Though powerful, they feared for their very lives. To their monarchs, though, they were invisible. The Dragon Kings were too concerned with the death of one of their own.


“Who has done this?”


“He wears his man-form!”


“Someone must have struck him down soon after he left us!”


Gold noticed that Black was strangely silent. He called for order and received it. “Brown is dead! There is a wound, going through his chest, but I see no weapon, and the servants of our brother claim none was to be found! Even in a human form, we are nearly invincible. How, then, was this crime done? Who is responsible?”


Even as he spoke, his eyes turned to the keeper of the Gray Mists. Black smiled, but it was a smile that Death might have painted on, so grim it was. “Well? You seem strangely pleased by this! What have you to say, brother?”


Black inclined his head. “Respected brother, it is as I said. The blood of the Masters still exists. I suspect that there are others, too. We could never be absolutely sure. It was, after all, Purple’s strategy, and he died facing the last and greatest of our enemies.”


“Then you blame this on the grandson of Nathan Bedlam. I had ordered that this one should be watched! Where are my spies!”


Something flitted out of the darkness of the upper level of the chamber. It had no mundane counterpart, and even the emperor knew little about the history of its kind. The spy served, and that was all that mattered in the long run.


Something had happened to their intended target. The dark servants of the emperor had arrived, only to discover that he had vanished. Ordered out by one of the Magnificent Ones, it claimed. Both had ridden off into the Barren Lands. The servants had returned here, to the Most Magnificent’s dwelling, but had feared to tell him.


“So.” Gold dismissed the spy. It flew back up to its black roost and disappeared. “Brown chose to disobey. He sought to kill the Bedlam-hatchling by himself! His disobedience cost him dearly.”


Most of the others kept quiet. Gold was generally a calm and reasoning leader. His knowledge was almost as great as that of the late master of the City of Knowledge. Purple, however, had turned down the power of emperor. This fact had always surrounded Gold. To him, such blatant disobedience indicated a lack of faith in him as ruler. It was one of his few weak points. No one dared to mention it.


The emperor calmed slightly. “Our brother was found in one of the most desolate—if one can use the term without sounding very repetitious—parts of the Barren Lands. It is thought that he died under the eyes of the Twins.”


The reaction he received at these words did not disappoint him. The Twins’ hunger for sacrifice was well known. In return, they would do much to increase the strength of one’s spell. Brown had obviously intended to use the human to bring back his lush fields. That he had died instead left much to speculation.


“We must prepare.” Gold’s voice was dead. This was to be a command that must be obeyed in full. “We must mass together our legions once more. If a second rising of men is imminent, we must locate it while it is still in its birth stages.”


Though he paused, they knew to what he was leading. Black was smiling, but Gold did not reprimand him.


“We must take Penacles. We must return to our power the City of Knowledge.”


Iron roared his approval. “Yesss! I will take my Beast hordes down and crush the Gryphon! Then I shall collect the—”


“No! I will take charge of the defeat and sacking of Penacles!”


The emperor’s words silenced all. While Gold’s legions were superior to all others, they seldom saw action such as this. The real reason for this sudden switch was evident enough: to the Dragon Kings, knowledge was power. The King of Kings had no intention of letting any of his brethren take control of that power, lest they become a threat to him.


“Sire! To do so might threaten the life of your august self!”


The others nodded agreement. Silver looked to his master with worry. The emperor frowned as best a dragon might. Silver was loyal to him, but unfortunately that meant that the lord of Mines was unconsciously taking the position of the other side. Gold sighed ever so slightly. A compromise would have to be made.


“Very well. Black, you will bring your forces together. Iron, I appoint you to gather up what remains of brother Brown’s and add it to your own. You will strike from the west. The master of the Hell Plains and myself will stand in reserve and then strike. Toma will lead my Imperial legions.”


There was agreement here. Toma, hatchling of Gold, but only a firedrake, was still a well-trained battle leader.


“I shall remain here, issuing such commands as are needed.” And playing dam to a pile of eggs, he thought. Still, it would keep the others on guard. Toma could protect himself. Though lacking the genes that would have made him an Imperial successor, his mind was the equal, if not the superior, of many in this chamber.


Damn the fickleness of the egg patterns!


“All servants are to watch for the Bedlam whelp! If he can be dispatched, then they are to do so. If not, they are to report to you immediately.”


“The battle, sire. Are the rest of us to sit idle?”


Gold looked at them. “You and the others must police your lands. We may have missed something. I will want to hear from all of you.” He stretched himself out to his full height. “This Council is at an end. You have your duties. Perform them.”


The corpse of the Brown Dragon King was carried away. After that, the Dragon Kings departed. They did not speak. Their duties had been explained, and it would be shame if they failed to carry out those duties.


Watching them go, the emperor was grim. We have changed considerably, he decided. More and more, our thoughts become like those of the humans. Some who leave tonight may shirk their duties before this situation is resolved …if it is resolved.


We are meant to rule, but to rule, we must be united. I will crush the Gryphon and then use the knowledge to make an end to my other …concerns.


Satisfied, Gold curled himself up and drifted off to sleep.


SHE WAS BEAUTIFUL, breathtaking. A thousand words could not describe her well enough to suit Cabe’s tastes.


“Who was she?”


Camilla frowned. “We know not. It has been hazarded that she created this house. We do know that she is a powerful witch.”


“You speak as if she is still alive.”


“Look at her, manling! Can you not see that still she breathes? She is merely imprisoned!”


He looked closer. It was true! She did breathe. Cabe waved the black sword at the three firedrakes. “Release her!”


Tegan let out a very human squeal. “We did not imprison her! She was like this when we first came here!”


Camilla nodded quickly. “True! We have tried for countless seasons to remove her from her prison, but we cannot!”


Cabe glanced at the figure inside. Long, flowing tresses of a fiery red fought with the emerald green of her thin dress. A shock of silver added to a startling contrast. Her lips were nearly the color of the hair, while her eyes matched more with the clothing. Her face was perfect; Cabe found himself unable to think of any other description for it. A goddess of the Dragon-realms, he finally half decided.


He was at a loss, for these creatures before him, even with their formidable powers, had been unable to even scratch the surface of the stone. What could he possibly do?


As if mocking him, the thing lurking in the woods cried out. Cabe shuddered and wondered why he still felt a desire to call the thing to him. Thankfully, whatever it was, it could not overcome the spell that protected the manor and the grounds.


Camilla looked at him expectantly, interrupting his thoughts. “We have brought you to her. Will you leave us in peace now?”


Something in her words added menace where there should have been none. Cabe eyed the female reptiles. “I don’t know what to do yet. Tell me what you’ve done to try to release her.”


Disgruntled, they told of using claws, strength, and branches to shatter the casement. With the description of each of their failures, Cabe’s spirits sank further. How could he succeed where all others had been defeated? He finally swung the dark blade at the crystal, though he had little hope it would even make a scratch.


It was like metal scraping against metal. Green sparks flashed about as the two artifacts made contact, and the screech caused by the blade as it sank deep into the crystalline prison made Cabe shiver. The progress of the blade came to an abrupt halt, though, and he lost his grip on the weapon as well as his balance. As he fell, the firedrake dams let out a triumphant yell and began to alter their forms. The sword remained buried in the crystal.


Tumbling, Cabe was able to survive the first attack. Camilla, only half human now, made a leap for him. Even as she landed where he had previously been, her last vestiges of humanity disappeared. He was now confronting a full-grown firedrake, and to make matters worse, the other two sisters had now finished transforming and were about to join the eldest for what appeared to be an easy victory.


There was no way that he could reach the sword. He dodged as the creature that had been Camilla tried to rip his chest open, barely missing and taking off most of his shirt.


The thing in the forest bellowed in such a strange tone that Cabe almost believed that it was pleading with him to allow it to enter.


All three of the firedrakes were on him now. Cabe got just a glimpse of the slowly melting prison. Not only would they kill him, but he’d given them access to the Lady.


The pleading from the forest increased tenfold. Cabe had no choice and gave in. The thing would probably make short work of him, but also might put an end to the firedrakes. The words slipped out of his mouth automatically, and he understood nothing of their meaning.


“Enter freely, child of the Void!”


A triumphant cry answered his command. The three dams stopped in their tracks. The one that had been Tegan turned and fled, while the other two paused, measuring their chances.


It tore through the manor, the sound of its hooves on the marble like a sword striking rock. It cleared the inside of the building in record time and crashed through the back. With another cry, it landed between Cabe and the monsters.


It was blacker than anything he had ever seen. Its general outline was that of a horse, but it was much, much more than that. It pawed the ground, digging small ditches where there should have been none, its eyes not crimson red, as one might think, but icy blue, and colder than one would think possible.


The cry turned to a mocking laugh as it stalked the two retreating fire-drakes. Even more shocking were the words that issued from its mouth. Bold and echoing, masterful!


“Come, my darlings! Are you so afraid to embrace a loved one? Have you forgotten so soon that Darkhorse finds you always? Come! Will neither of you be first?”


Both reptiles realized that the creature called Darkhorse would catch them if they ran. In desperation, they lunged simultaneously, hoping one of them would make a mortal strike. Darkhorse jumped nimbly aside and even managed to kick one of the monsters as it landed. The firedrake fell hard, stunned by the blow.


The other rose to attack.


Darkhorse laughed again. “Now, that’s more like it, darling! Show a little teeth and claw!”


Even as the firedrake slashed, its opponent reared up and kicked it soundly on the jaw. Something cracked. The dragon fell, its mouth bent strangely out of shape.


Darkhorse laughed.


Unseen, the other had come to its senses and had attempted to claw the underside of the steed. Huge and sharp, the claws merely slid off the skin. Darkhorse, still on his hind legs, came down hard on the head of the firedrake. This time, the cracking of bone was unmistakable. The dragon grunted and went lifeless.


Blood dripping from its broken jaw, the other tried to run, but Dark-horse moved so quickly that Cabe could not believe it. Almost immediately, it was in front of the reptile, which could not slow its momentum and dove straight into the horse…literally.


As Cabe watched, the hapless monster fell into the emptiness that was Darkhorse, and, with a scream, it kept falling, getting smaller and smaller. In moments, it had disappeared completely.


The steed cried out triumphantly. Then, with blinding speed, it tore off in pursuit of the third firedrake. Cabe made no attempt to call it back. If it went far away, that would suit him just fine. He did not know exactly what Darkhorse was, but he knew that the name was familiar to him. He also knew that, more often than not, the creature brought death.


The events finally caught up with him. Free from the threat of the fire-drakes, Cabe sank to the ground and lost consciousness.


From far off came the triumphant bellow of Darkhorse.


HIGH ABOVE THE Barren Lands, a large, predatory creature circled. It was not scaled, as most of the nearest inhabitants were, but was nevertheless related. An avian. A bird, yet like no bird that had ever been seen, for it was more manlike. Silently, it landed near a large patch of grass.


The Seeker folded its massive wings and bent down. One feathered hand touched the long green blades. Hawk eyes watched carefully as dust nearby turned to rich soil and then became populated with small shoots. In all directions, especially those leading into the deepest parts of the Barren Lands, the field spread. In death, Brown had succeeded beyond his wildest dreams.


A horse, yet not a horse, snorted. The Seeker pointed one of its sharp claws in the direction of the sound. A moment later, a single rider appeared. His dragonhelm proclaimed him a firedrake, one of the late King’s liege-men.


The reptilian warrior rode directly to the other, but despite this, the avian did not move. It stared at the firedrake with what appeared to be only mild interest. The warrior, oblivious to the form in front of him, slowly turned to the right. He bypassed both field and Seeker as if they were no longer there.


When the firedrake had left, the Seeker once again put its hand to the grass. The pointed claws ran lightly along, learning all, and, when it was satisfied, the creature stood up once more, turned this way and that, and scanned the lands around it. Within days, everything in sight would be green with life.


The massive wings spread once more. Into the sky it rose. The Seeker circled once and then flew off.


Below it, the field continued to spread.


ANOTHER HAND, THIS one furred, although sometimes it was feathered, depending on mood, of course. The hand belonged to the Gryphon, or Lord Gryphon as he was often called, and was running slowly over a smooth piece of glass shaped like an egg.


If one knew how, one could see pictures. Many did not make sense. Some were of the past. Others, the future. The rest were unidentifiable.


The Gryphon was most interested in these.


“I see a dragon, larger than any, mottled in color. Every color. Do you know it?” The Gryphon’s voice was the proud rumble of a lion, though his eaglelike face would never have made that fact evident.


The one who called himself Simon nodded slowly, his sluggish response possibly indicating some worry. “The Dragon of the Depths. They say he lived in the deepest part of the seas, where water and molten earth meet. It is believed he died long before the coming of men.”


“Believed?”


“One never knows about legends.”


“No. What of this?” The furred hand indicated a new picture, one that showed a shattered skull.


“I do not recognize it, though I feel I should.”


With the wave of a hand, the picture was dismissed. Yet another took its place.


The Gryphon stroked the large crystalline ovoid, his eye into the past, present, and, most important, the future. “Yalak’s Egg is showing off today.”


Simon nodded. “As peril draws closer, the crystal becomes more attuned with the multiverse.”


“I recognize this. It is the chamber of Gold, King of Kings, greatest of the Dragon Kings.”


“He appears to sleep.”


The Gryphon nodded, his mane fluttering slightly. “His features have softened. I suspect that most of the others are the same.”


“They have dared to take the treacherous path leading to humanity. It is reflected in their forms and actions.”


“For our sakes, let us hope not.”


The warlock indicated the device known as Yalak’s Egg. “Change the picture once more.”


“Very well.”


Once again, the Gryphon dissolved the image, but this time, however, instead of another picture, only fog could be seen. The Gryphon looked up at his companion.


“Are you interfering with the Egg?”


“Yes. I am attempting to focus on a particular person in the present.”


“I had no idea that you could do this. You’ve not told me everything about yourself, after all.”


“I do not know myself very well. You know that.”


“Indeed. My apologies.”


Simon ignored him. Something was happening. “I’ve done it. Look quickly.”


“I see a jewel with some sort of figurine inside.”


“That isn’t a figurine. That is an actual person.”


The Gryphon glanced up. “Her?”


“Yes. The amber. Does it look unusual?”


“It appears to be melting.”


Something unusual infiltrated the warlock’s voice. It appeared to be pleasure. “He’s done it! He’s freed her!”


The image faded.


He fell back. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t hold the image any longer.”


“Say nothing.” And with that, the lord of Penacles snapped his fingers. A servitor, not quite human, appeared from nowhere. “Serve my guest some refreshment.”


Within moments, Simon was presented with a goblet of wine. The warlock drank the contents with one gulp, his host eyeing him with amusement, for the sorceror was not known for his drinking abilities.


Simon put down the goblet and nodded thanks. “When I learned of this Cabe Bedlam, I came to believe that he might be able to release the Lady Gwen. My faith has been justified.”


“And how, may I ask, did he come across her? That was not his original path.”


The warlock may have smiled. “I engaged the services of … an old friend. He took a different path, though Bedlam did not realize it.”


“This …friend. I don’t think I’d care to meet him, if he is the one I believe he is.”


“Few would. That is why he and I have become so close.”


The Gryphon shuddered, something he did rarely. Few things frightened him. Darkhorse, being what it was, did. He chose a different subject. “The Lady. How long has she been trapped?”


“Since just before Nathan Bedlam’s death.”


“Then the power has been building all this time. She was strong, I believe.”


“The only woman capable of enchanting the greatest of the Dragon Masters. That alone makes her formidable, and love conquers all, they say.”


“You are getting away from my question. What about the release of power?”


Simon leaned forward. He appeared to be lost in thought. Finally, he answered. “It will be as formidable as the Lady.”


“What might it do?”


A long pause. “It might very well destroy the entire area, including Cabe Bedlam.”


IT WAS TERRIBLY, terribly hot.


No. It was freezing cold.


A dog with hands was playing the flute.


The skull kept laughing.


Cabe woke up. He shuddered. The dreams had been so incredibly real. He stood up, brushing the stardust from his body. A tentacled bird landed on a branch nearby and howled. Cabe’s mind cleared enough to tell him that the dreams were no dreams. Madness, perhaps, but not dreams.


Strange, gnarled plant-creatures hurried along, complaining about the drought. A bullfrog flew by, only to be snatched up by the perched octopoid- avian. Cabe realized that all the creatures were coming from the Lady. To be precise, they were issuing full-grown from the crack in her prison.


It took little imagination to realize that a tremendous amount of power was escaping. It also was obvious that the crack was spreading, and when it had spread far enough …


The dark blade was still caught in the amber. The wisest choice would be to flee …but could he run far enough?


A small piece of the outer shell crumbled. As larger chunks slowly cracked away, releasing greater amounts of power, Cabe was astonished that he had not been affected so far. Part of his heritage, or just luck? It was senseless to run, he realized. Power such as this would overwhelm him no matter how hard he ran.


A great series of cracks developed all over the crystal. Shards began to fly off. This was it. Cabe fell to the ground and found himself wondering just how large an area the power would flatten. Miles probably.


The shell collapsed.


Cabe ducked his head, and the world became chaos.


V


CABE OPENED HIS eyes and, to his surprise, the world still existed. “I’ve not had a day like this in an eternity, my friend! This promises to be interesting indeed!”


Cautiously, he raised his head and looked to the voice. Infinity, in the shape of a stallion, greeted him with the twinkle of an ice-blue eye. The creature called Darkhorse was standing between Cabe and the Lady, and the great flood of raw power had washed over it with little more effect than a summer sprinkle. The creature seemed in a very good mood, in fact, something that nonetheless did not lower Cabe’s level of anxiety.


“Come, come! One of your ability shouldn’t grovel in the dirt! Get up! I mean you no harm!” Darkhorse chuckled.


More out of fear than anything else, Cabe rose. Even at full height, he was still dwarfed by the creature.


“That’s better!”


His eyes glancing here and there for the sword, Cabe asked, “Who are you?”


The cold eyes stared through his very being. “I am Darkhorse, of course!”


“Are you a demon?” Cabe found it difficult to look at Darkhorse for very long, for to do so made him feel a dizziness that threatened to pull him toward the endlessness of the steed’s inner body.


The creature snorted. “To demons I may be a demon! To most others, I am he who brings an end to all time!”


That sounded suspiciously close to death, Cabe thought. Small wonder the firedrakes had had no chance, even with there being three of them. “I thank you for your help, Lord Darkhorse.”


Laughter rocked the manor grounds. “Lord! Darkhorse a lord? You do me great honor, Master Bedlam! Darkhorse can never be lord, for such was not written into the multiverse!”


Cabe covered his ears. The other’s voice threatened to shatter his eardrums. Accidentally, he glanced toward the broken prison. Lying on the ground, apparently unhurt, was the unconscious form of the Lady.


The gaze of Darkhorse followed his. “You’d best see to her, my friend! I fear she won’t take too kindly to my interference, even if I mean her only good!”


Cautiously skirting his unreal companion, Cabe moved over and bent down to examine the woman in green. He was again struck by her beauty. He was almost afraid to touch her, as if that touch would taint the perfection of her form. Fortunately, reason took over and he lifted her up and placed her on softer ground.


She stirred.


Cabe found himself staring into eyes that pulled at him as emotionally as Darkhorse’s infernal form pulled at him physically. When she whispered something too softly for him to hear, he put his ear closer.


“Nathan.” She smiled and lapsed into unconsciousness once more. Darkhorse trotted up for a better look. “She has not changed …which is all the more reason for me to leave you for a time! You and the Lady Gwen may have to find some sort of transportation to Penacles if I do not return in time!”


“I have a horse—”


“Master Bedlam! I was your noble steed! I had to play the part of the fearful mount so that the dams would allow you to enter. A demon I am not, but my nature is much like theirs, and so stronger barrier spells affect me as they would them! Without someone willing to summon me, I cannot enter areas that are well secured by such enchantments! Especially when the spell was cast by a power like the Lady herself!”


The creature wandered away and studied the lands of the manor. It seemed somewhat annoyed. “When I leave this area, you will have to give me permission to enter when I return! If that woman awakes before I come back, do it quietly. She will never allow me in willingly! Ha!”


With a sudden leap, Darkhorse disappeared into the forest. Cabe felt a pulling, as if something were resealing itself. When he looked around, he discovered that, for all practical purposes, he and the Lady were alone.


Alone? Something else seemed to tug for his attention. Cabe used one hand to shift what remained of the amber prison. Uncovering the hilt of a sword, he pulled his hand away. It would not do to touch that blade. Not now, anyway.


With little else to do, he tried to rest. The creature called Darkhorse seemed confident of the woman’s ability to survive. Cabe had no training in healing and knew that it would be impossible to locate anyone in this area. For that matter, any stranger could very well turn out to be another firedrake or some other sinister terror.


Reluctantly, he allowed himself to drift off into sleep.


“WE SHOULD NOT be so close to the Tyber Mountains, Twann.”


Twann, a burly, very ugly man with more scars on him than many an army veteran, grunted at his equally ugly companion. “It couldn’t a been helped, Rolf. The city guards back in Talak had all the southern roads watched. I know! I scouted ’em while you went off on a drunk after we hit that merchant!”


Rolf scratched his balding head. “I suppose you’re right. I just don’t like riding close to this area. You know what’s supposed to go on here.”


“Pfah! Legends! What do the Dragon Kings care about us, anyway? We’re just two hardworkin’ fellows. Like bugs to them.”


“Bugs get squashed.”


Annoyed, Twann turned on his companion. “Perhaps you would rather try riding through the Dagora Forest? At least here, we can’t be surprised. We can see for miles and miles. Anything coming from the mountains will be so high up that we’ll easily reach cover.”


The other said nothing. It was futile to argue with Twann, and Rolf had no better ideas.


They rode on, now and then discussing plans for the future. Mito Pica seemed the most likely spot to head for. It was a city large enough to hide them easily, and it was located in the general center of the Dragonrealm. All they needed to do was head east for a short time and then turn southward. If Mito Pica proved unsatisfactory, they would head east from there to Wenslis.


They traveled near the base of a particularly large mountain. Something seemed unreal about it. Rolf slowed his horse and squinted at it. It was almost as if the mountain was not quite there. He grabbed at Twann’s filthy shirt and attracted his attention to the great leviathan.


“Look close. Somethin’ looks funny!”


In the dim light of the moons, Twann’s tired eyes could see nothing. “You’re beat! We’ll ride another hour and then stop.”


“I’m tellin’ you that the mountain ain’t there! Take another look!”


Twann sighed and humored his companion. The sight chilled him. Wordlessly, he pointed a finger. Rolf smiled, satisfied that his fool of a partner had seen what he had. He turned his head toward the mountain.


The dragons came out in great numbers.


Most were minor drakes, barely intelligent animals useful to their brothers only as shock troops because of their great numbers. Most lacked the vestigial wings and therefore ran or crawled or hopped. Firedrakes, in their true forms, flew overhead, keeping the masses under control. Scaled abominations and things that could not be described by words followed. It had to be an advance party ordered out at the last moment by Gold’s commander.


The two thugs were in their path.


Rolf ‘s horse panicked, threw him, and ran off, ignoring the man’s shouts. Rolf looked at the advancing monsters and turned to his partner for help.


Twann, quickly measuring the shrinking distance between the dragons and himself, shouted, “To hell with you!”


The other man watched him ride off, the horror dawning on him. He tried to run, but the first of the minor drakes was already upon him. It was more serpent than lizard, and it half slithered as it moved. Gaping jaws clamped on to him. A scream of surprise and pain, then silence.


Ahead, Twann could hear the scream. He had only momentary regrets and then concentrated on increasing the speed of his mount. He had little to worry about on that aspect; the animal was doing its best to save its own life. Nevertheless, the distance was still decreasing. Minor drakes were the steeds of the ruling class. When Dragon Kings and their liegemen traveled in the forms of humans, minor drakes were enchanted to appear as horses. This allowed the dragons to travel through the lands without attracting attention. Though they ruled over nearly all of the realm, the Dragon Kings and their relations were, for the most part, solitary and private creatures.


Even with only the dim light of the moons, Twann was able to notice the dark shadow that passed over him. He looked up in panic. A huge firedrake, eyes glowing, came swooping down. The thug pulled out his sword, knowing full well how futile that would be.


The great claws closed upon him.


The horde raced on. Talak was their first destination.


* * *


WHEN CABE AWOKE, darkness was all that met his eyes. He did not know if he had slept minutes, hours, or days. Darkhorse had not returned. He shuddered, and almost wished the fantastic being was here.


There was a slight fluttering. Cabe stood up abruptly. The trees blocked most of the light from the Twins. Styx was barely visible at all. Cabe was not sure whether all of the strange creations of released magic had vanished. He began to grope for the sword. Now he was willing to hold it.


Something fluttered nearby. Cabe recalled the barrier to Darkhorse. Suppose his bizarre ally had tried to come, but had been prevented. He may have finally given up and left. That would leave him all alone to face—what?


That the barrier did not prevent all creatures from entering was evidenced by the dams. They had lived here for countless seasons. What else might have found its way here?


The sword. It should have been near him, but he could not find it in the darkness. He began to dig frantically. It had to be here! For a brief second, he felt something like the pommel. His search, though, was interrupted by the sudden sound of great, beating wings coming from behind him. He whirled about.


Something landed in front of him. He could not make out much of its features, but it did not appear to be a firedrake. … No, it seemed more birdlike, or manlike, he thought as two clawed arms reached for him. He ducked away, barely avoiding its touch.


The avian moved after him with such accuracy that Cabe suspected it had night vision. There would be no rescue this time. Whatever happened would depend upon his actions.


In the darkness, he nearly stumbled over something. It was long and hard, possibly a branch. He quickly reached down and picked it up. It was not much, but it felt better than being totally unarmed. At any rate, the bird-creature had now become more cautious in its attack.


Desperation set in. Cabe swung the branch at his opponent. The wings flapped, lifting the avian away from the piece of wood. It landed a short distance away and waited for the man to make his next move. Cabe started toward it, remembered his precious burden, and backed up. He would defend the Lady at whatever cost.


The avian fluttered up into the air until it was up more than four times Cabe’s height. It flew toward him, hovered out of reach, and then flew around him. Cabe spun around, ready for the attack, but the bird-creature merely continued circling him. Its pace had increased, and the man found it hard to keep his eyes on the thing without becoming too dizzy.


Around and around it flew, never within striking distance. Cabe threw the branch at it, but missed. It was a foolish act, but he was quickly becoming disoriented and needed to do something.


Cabe paused to clear his head. That was the moment the avian had been waiting for. Swooping down, it landed behind him. Clawed hands reached out and grabbed hold of his head. Cabe jerked as his mind suddenly left the present.


He found himself traveling backward. The Seeker—the name came to him, though he knew not how—had found what it had sought.


IT WAS DARK, but not the dark of night. Rather, it was the darkness of nothing. A void.


Something of importance was lacking.


Cabe came screaming into existence, but he was not himself. Unborn, he was older than his mother and father.


Pain.


Memory of pain.


A bright light, quickly coming; he had to get away. He had to. Had to.


THE ONE WHO called himself Simon was alone. The Lord Gryphon had had other things to attend to, and the warlock wished to be alone anyway, for only in privacy could he find any hope at all.


A great voice shattered his thoughts. “As morbid as always!”


The warlock lifted his head and may have blinked. “Darkhorse. I wasn’t expecting you yet.”


The creature of eternity laughed. “Rubbish! You expect everything! I know you too well!”


Simon nodded. “More than anyone else could.”


Darkhorse trotted closer. Despite his form, not one object was knocked out of place. Darkhorse moved only what he wished to move. “I come to tell you that young Bedlam has succeeded in freeing the Lady, with the Horned Blade, as you predicted and no doubt knew already, of course.”


“Was there trouble?”


“The dams? They will seduce no man ever again.”


“I meant with the power buildup. The Lady has waited a long time.”


The creature snorted. “I absorbed everything! Wild energy is of little concern to me! If it had not been controlled …Ha! Why imagine disasters that did not happen? Now, as for those two, the only thing they need to worry about is rest.”


The warlock said nothing. Instead, he picked up the Egg and held it up to his unearthly companion. Darkhorse shook his head in irritation and fixed a cold blue eye on the warlock. Any other man would have shrunk back, but he who called himself Simon did not.


“Look into the Egg.”


“You know that I cannot! The Egg is useless to me. All I see is mist!”


“Try.”


Something in the warlock’s voice made the creature obey. Few others could do such a thing, but Darkhorse knew who and what it was he faced. Simon was beyond his powers, his fate in the hands of another. That may have been why the creature could call him friend. Eternity had been lonely.


An almost human sigh. “I will try.”


Darkhorse stared into Yalak’s Egg. Simon may have watched the mist closely. It swirled, like a beast of Chaos tearing at its chains, the darkness becoming deeper and deeper. The mist vanished, leaving a void so vast that it threatened to pull even Darkhorse into it.


The great steed pulled his gaze away quickly. “No more! I will look no more!”


“What was it?” Though the warlock asked a question, his tone was that of someone seeking confirmation of a fact already known.


The eye fixed on him. “It is where we two may not go. It is where I have sent countless others. It is the place from which none may return.”


The blurred features of Simon may have added a deeper frown. “Then what does it mean? I am not like the Gryphon. I believe that anything the Egg shows us must have meaning.”


“Perhaps, but then again, you may be wrong.”


“No. I feel that there is some significance as far as Cabe is concerned. If I could see it again …”


“I will not go through that again!”


The warlock shook his head. “I would not ask you to.”


Darkhorse changed the subject abruptly. “The Lady will soon wake. I do not relish returning there and confronting her. Though she cannot kill me, she has the power to exile me for a long time.”


“She will care for you even less when she learns that I am the one who summoned you.”


The spectral horse nodded. “You, I think, would face worse than exile.” The face beneath the hood was unusually distinct. There was an impression of a young man with eyes that seemed as eternal as his companion. “I already do. I do not fear her hatred.”


There was silence. Darkhorse felt strangely mortal. He shook off the feeling. “I will return to Bedlam and the Lady.”


“Safe journey, my friend.”


Darkhorse started to laugh, thought about it, and sobered. With a roar, he opened up The Path Which Men May Travel Only Once and disappeared. There were sounds in the wake of his going. Unreal sounds that his companion knew all too well. Damned souls was the closest description he could find.


Thoughtfully, he who called himself Simon sat stroking the Egg.


THE CONTACT was broken.


He was back at the manor. The avian flew from him, shrieking in anger. Though it was dark, a strange light illuminated the nearby area.


“Wake up! The Seeker will try again!”


Cabe blinked. What had happened to him? Why had all the details of his life become so realistic yet so sketchy?


There was another shriek. He looked up and immediately regretted that action. Above him, almost hovering, was the huge bird-creature. It had arms and legs similar to a man’s, save that the knees were reversed, like a real bird’s, and all four limbs ended in great, clawed digits. It was musty gray, and the hawklike features of its face gave every indication of a predator. And it was starting to swoop down on him again.


A great ball of light burst in front of it. The avian stopped in midair, blinking rapidly and flying slightly wobbly. When another flash burst, the creature took flight into the cover of night.


Now that the threat was gone, Cabe whirled around to see his savior. The Lady faced him. Though she had saved him from the Seeker, she did not seem to trust him. Cabe couldn’t blame her. It would be hard to trust anybody after being trapped for such a long time. He decided that the safest thing to do would be to let her make the first move, providing that she did not destroy him outright.


“Who are you?”


The voice had a musical quality to it, and Cabe would have found it quite wonderful at any other time. Now, however, he could hear the menace in it.


“My name’s Cabe. I—I freed you.”


The expression on her face indicated that she found his story more than a little difficult to believe. “How were you able to free me? The spell that formed the prison was one of the most powerful ever used. No ordinary man could break it!” She glanced at his hair and saw the silver. “Warlock! I was right! No ordinary man could break Azran’s spell!”


Something fluttered in the shadows behind the Lady. Cabe squinted. With shocking speed, the avian attacked.


“Look out!”


The sorceress turned, but had no time to defend herself. One of the Seeker’s clawed feet struck her, and she tumbled to the ground. Cabe’s frustration grew; he longed for the power to lash out. The bird-creature shrieked and came for him. Involuntarily, he thrust both arms straight out, the tips of his fingers aimed at the Seeker.


A line of force burst from his hands. The avian, unsuspecting, felt the full brunt of the attack, and was thrown back by a force much stronger than that used by the Lady. It tumbled into the nearest trees, striking one awkwardly with an arm. There was a crack, and the Seeker shrieked, this time in pain.


Flapping very ungracefully, the avian flew off. This time, however, it was obvious the creature had no intention of coming back. Cabe watched it disappear into the dark and then sat down on the ground in relief. It took him a moment to remember his companion. When he turned to check her condition, he saw that she was staring at him closely.


“Your actions are unskilled, but your power is potent.” Her hands were once again prepared for attack. “Who did you say you are?”


Cabe groaned inwardly. “Cabe—Cabe Bedlam, if I believe what’s been said.”


The Lady’s eyes widened. There was shock and …some emotion that could not really be given a label. She studied his face for several moments and then, much to Cabe’s relief, relaxed.


“I should have seen it in your face. Power that great comes along only now and then. The coincidence is too much. What”—she paused to wipe away a tear—”is your relation to Nathan?”


“I’ve been told I’m his grandson. I found out only recently. One of the Dragon Kings—”


“Dragon Kings!” The hatred in the Lady’s voice was so fierce that Cabe shrank back. “I had forgotten those cursed lizards! They still rule!”


She slumped. For a moment, Cabe thought she had fainted, but she slowly looked up again. “Nathan—is he alive?”


He could not bring himself to say it. He shook his head.


“Nathan!” She looked up to the heavens. Suddenly, she was not the Lady, but merely a woman named Gwen. Cabe had forgotten the name, so awed was he by her earlier.


“Azran!” This time, it was the Lady speaking. The hatred was as intense as that for the Dragon Kings. “By his son betrayed!”


Cabe had lost track of what she was saying, but did not dare interrupt. The Lady Gwen finally looked at him again.


“I knew your grandfather well. Loved him. I was on my way to help him when Azran imprisoned me. I suppose Nathan died in the struggle against the Dragon Kings.”


“He took the Purple Dragon with him. Everyone knows that.”


That made her smile. “Nathan! Even in the end he did his part! Who now rules in Penacles?”


“The Gryphon.”


“We must go to him. I must learn everything I can before I face those reptiles again. And Azran.” The smile turned grim. “You’d best come with me.”


“I was going there anyway.” The trials of the last few days started spilling out. “If the body of the Dragon King is found, they’re sure to—”


“Dead? Which one?”


“I think it was the Brown Dragon. We were in the Barren Lands.”


She nodded. “That would be Brown. So …they know about you too. You are in great danger. Every firedrake will hunt you in the hopes of gaining glory from their masters.”


“I have a sword that frightens them. I used it on a basilisk and the fire-drakes. I think it’s called the Horned Blade.”


The Lady shivered. “An evil sword. It will save you from one enemy, but draw the other to you. Azran had it cast—when he believed he could conquer both Kings and Masters—but lost it. Lost it only after he had murdered several times! He will want it, and you. I know not which he will desire more.”


“Who is Azran?”


She pursed her lips. “Azran is one of the most powerful warlocks alive. His power rivaled that of Nathan’s. Not surprising, really.” Gwen paused. “Azran was his son.” She watched Cabe’s expression turn to shock.


“Your father, Cabe Bedlam.”





VI


AZRAN WAS FURIOUS.


The ancient seer paced the length of his dim abode. Things of the dark chittered around him, waiting for commands but receiving only silence. None had the power to re-create the skull of Yalak, master of foresight. That was what Azran wished.


He snorted. Foresight. It had not saved Yalak from dying nor had it prevented his skull from being ensorcelled by Azran. The warlock had used the skull many times since. Never had it spoken of its own will. Something was amiss.


A dark shadow fluttered outside. Azran stopped his pacing and moved with great determination to his balcony. His tired legs screamed out their annoyance at such abuse.


It was waiting for him. Though the Seeker would have easily torn him to pieces, it could not. It was his. They all were. More ancient than the Dragon Kings themselves, the avians were still no match for the warlock’s power. His slaves, they were his eyes and ears in the outside world.


The Seeker knelt. Azran put one hand gently on its head. This was no sign of affection. The old necromancer cared for no one. Not his late wife, his deceased brother, his son, or—most of all—his father. No, there was no affection in his touch. The contact served only to relay information from the mind of the bird-creature to himself.


A picture formed, that of the Tyber Mountains. This, Azran realized, was the spy he had sent to watch the Dragon Kings. For a brief moment, he wondered what had happened to the other. He shook his head. His mind must be clear for contact. He forgot all else and concentrated on the images.


The words of the reptiles were heard as the Seeker had heard them. The warlock nodded. As he had suspected, the Kings were on the move.


Azran briefly remembered kicking the pieces of the shattered skull as they lay scattered over the floor. Everything in this business had to be so mystifying. Why couldn’t someone just come out and say what they meant? Where was it written that the dark arts had to be mystifying? Complex, yes. Otherwise, any fool could lay waste to the Dragonrealm. Mystery, however, tended only to irritate him.


He realized that he had broken contact, but the Seeker apparently had already told him all he needed to know. Now the avian awaited his next command. Azran pondered his next move. It would have been easier if the other had returned, but he knew that the creature would not fly back until it had completed its mission. Therefore, he would have to plan without the knowledge it might carry.


Penacles seemed to be an important factor in the coming crisis. Azran had always meant to wrest the city from the Gryphon, but the thought that the lionbird might have the knowledge to destroy him had always prevented such an act. It was well known that the Purple Dragon had been the real power of the Dragon Kings. Gold was strong, but he had ruled only because his brother had had no desire.


Still, his father had destroyed the reptile. Azran had to acknowledge that fact. Without a weapon like the Horned Blade, too. The old warlock was no fool; in his younger days, he would have never gone up against a Dragon King unarmed. Cursing, he remembered the loss of his sword. Who would have suspected that one of the Kings would be nearby when Azran had slain Yalak? Brown, his lands dying rapidly from the Masters’ spell, had needed a weapon. To him, the young warlock was only an annoyance. Azran was just completing his spell to control Yalak’s skull when the Dragon King had ridden by and grabbed the dark blade.


A sword meant to kill dragons in the hands of one. It was almost funny. Almost.


Nevertheless, Azran had felt something recently. The Horned Blade was making its way toward Penacles. It had also tasted Dragon King blood. Only such could have reanimated the life force that existed in the sword. Someone else had the blade, and that someone had great power. It was too much of a coincidence. Azran would have to send a spy to the City of Knowledge.


He motioned for the Seeker to stand. It did so, never taking its predatory eyes off him. He wondered what it would do if he ever released it from his power. Probably would rend him to ribbons. It was no secret to him that the avians hated him. It didn’t matter; they also feared him too much.


His orders to the creature were short and simple. It was to watch for a traveler carrying the black blade. Whether the sword was hidden would not matter; the Seeker would recognize its presence. In the meantime, the avian must listen for whatever information it could find concerning the Gryphon’s movements. There was no doubt that the ruler of Penacles would already be preparing for conflict. To underestimate the Gryphon was to invite disaster, for he was almost as devious as Azran.


The Seeker squawked once to acknowledge its understanding and spread its wings. Azran stepped back as the great creature flew off. He hated sending it away without knowing more about who had the sword. He scratched his chin. There was something else. The path of the Horned Blade would take it near …


Azran whirled and stalked over to his charts of the Dragonrealm. Selecting the one that interested him, he studied what he assumed would be the most logical path. After a moment, he nodded. The manor was a bit out of the way, but he had a strong suspicion that it had been a stopping point regardless. There were firedrakes there, but anyone with even the slightest ability would be able to hold them off with the sword.


Yes, he thought, she is free.


He knew that he should have destroyed her, but envy had prevented him. The Lady had preferred his father. The ultimate insult. Well, he’d taught her, trapped her so no one else could have her, especially him. The trouble was, he had always been the type to lust, but not the type to do something about it. Besides, the Lady intimidated him.


A wizened hand scratched a bald and wrinkled head. There was a third reason. The necromancer’s time had been taken up by something far more important. So important, in fact, that he had forgone even casting spells of youth. Soon, though, he would be young again. Soon his masterpiece would be finished. That thought held him like a drug did an addict.


He chuckled. Casting a minor spell, he opened the passage to his most private of workshops. Only he could step through the gate; anyone else trying would find themselves randomly teleported to one of a number of hellish locations. Azran would allow no disruptions where his prize was concerned.


This was his true inner sanctum. Let them tear apart his castle; they would find only minor spells in comparison. But should they dare to attempt invasion of this place, they would suffer the consequences.


It was simple, a principle applied to his masterpiece as well. Each time he entered, Azran would leave a small portion of his power. Each time, then, the enchantment would grow. It drained him for a time, but it was well worth it. Especially if one knew of the results.


A thing not of any true world crawled toward him. Azran dismissed it back to the unnameable regions. A second spell dismissed the horrendous odor it had left behind. The warlock’s nose wrinkled; sometimes it was almost not worth dealing with the things. The least they could do is learn to be clean.


Slowly, almost reverently, he turned his attention to a long, black casket in the center of the laboratory. It might have been the final resting place of a serpent—if Azran had ever had any pets—for its length. The width of it was slightly longer than his hand, as was the height. He caressed the lid in a loving fashion, for what it contained was truly part of him. He had poured more of his power into the contents of the box than he had into a hundred other potent spells. He took off the lid cautiously. This would be his glory and his triumph. This would lay the Dragonrealm at his feet.


Carefully, majestically, he reached in and grasped the hilt of the Nameless.


TALAK WAS A city somewhat secluded. Its closest neighbor was Mito Pica, but that city was more than two weeks’ journey to the southeast. Not that it really bothered the inhabitants too much, for they produced nearly everything they needed and their army was considered one of the best in the lands. Besides, they had always tried to maintain peace with the Dragon Kings. The ruins of a sister city, some miles to the east, was a great incentive.


Rennek IV was now ruler of Talak. He was well into his fifties, plump and gray-haired. Once, he had been a powerful warrior, but today, some whispered that it would be better if his son, Melicard, sat on the throne. No one, of course, said it too loudly, for Rennek still had occasional outbursts of ability, especially when angered.


He was angered now. Something was persisting in dragging him from his dreams. He tried in vain to ignore the din, but it seemed only to increase the more he covered his head. Swearing by his three earlier namesakes, the ruler of Talak lifted his form from the bed, put on one of the royal robes, and burst into the hallway screaming.


“Hazar! Where are you? Come to me quickly or I will have a new prime minister!”


He looked around. Even the guards were nowhere to be seen. Ignoring his rather unroyal appearance, Rennek marched through the castle in the hopes of finding someone to lash out at. He caught a frightened servant who was crouching in a corner and pulled the man to his feet. The servant was quivering.


“Basil! What is going on? What is that noise? Where is Hazar?”


“They—they’re here, milord! At the gates!”


King Rennek shook the man. “Who, blast you? Who? Where’s Hazar?”


“At the gate!”


Cursing, he released the servant. Before looking for Hazar, he would first get a glimpse of this army. The story did not quite ring true; if there was an army at the gates, then why was there no sound of a clash of arms? If there was no army, then why were his servants so frightened?


He located the nearest window opening to the front and leaned out. It was still dark, but he could make out several forms, none of which seemed human. The sounds that had awakened him were those of animals, not men at war. Unfortunately, the night would show him little else, and he could not wait for the approaching dawn. He would have to go down now.


With no servants to attend him, Rennek was forced to dress himself. He was only partially successful; the years of the crown had made him lazier. When he was finally satisfied, he hurried quickly through the castle, slowing only when frightened servants or guards spotted him. He must seem in control, he knew, even if he really was not.


Coming down the stairs, he heard what sounded like the voice of his prime minister, Hazar Aran. The high-pitched tones indicated that Hazar was doing his best to please someone. Another voice interrupted, and King Rennek shivered at the sound of it. It was almost like listening to a snake.


Snake?


He walked majestically into the main hall. Hazar was not his usual sly self. He appeared actually pleased to see his lord. Rennek immediately knew why, and suddenly he wished he had followed the wishes of his people and allowed his son to take over.


The dragonhelm turned to face him. Half hidden by the enclosing darkness of the helm were a pair of red, glowing eyes. The helm itself was only slightly ornate. This was not one of the Dragon Kings, but one of their dukes, a firedrake in human form. As Rennek watched the massive warrior stalk toward him, the king knew he would have to treat this duke as if he were one of the Kings themselves.


“You are King Rennek?” The words were breathed, not spoken.


“I am.” The monarch tried to look impressive.


“I am Kyrg. My force has come from the Tyber Mountains.”


The Tyber Mountains. These were some of the hellish forces of the emperor. The Gold Dragon. To disobey would mean instant retribution. To make even a small mistake would mean the same conclusion.


“What is it your august majesty wishes with my city? We will, of course, help you in any way we can.” He hoped he sounded formal enough.


Kyrg laughed, and it was the laugh of a mass murderer sizing up his prey.


“Your city? You may rule the people here, but this city belongs to the King of Kings! You will assist us because you are commanded to!”


Rennek felt his reserve slip away. “Uh …yes. Of course.”


The infernal duke nodded. “Good. Now, then, we have a great journey ahead of us. We require food for that journey.”


The sweetness of the reptile’s words served only to make him more frightening. Rennek had horrifying visions of what sort of food the duke might want for his inhuman army. It would not have been the first time; such tales had been spread through the generations.


Kyrg seemed to read his thoughts. “We will take only livestock this time. Should you ever seek to betray us or should you fail us in some capacity, then we will come for other meats, starting with the leadership of this city. Do you understand me?”


Both king and prime minister paled.


Rennek managed a nod.


“Excellent.” The duke motioned to his aides. One of them disappeared through the open entrance of the castle. Kyrg pulled out a piece of parchment.


“Can you read?” The voice dripped of sarcasm and contempt.


“Of course! One of the first thi—”


“Numbers?”


The king shrugged. “Fairly well.”


The shapeshifter handed him the parchment. Rennek unrolled it.


“This will tell you exactly how much we require. You will gather it in four hours.” The duke held up one of his gloved hands to emphasize the time. There were only three fingers and a thumb. Humanoid the firedrakes might appear, but human they were not.


The king of Talak glanced down at the list. While the numbers themselves were a little difficult to comprehend, the enormousness of the task did not escape him. “It will take us at least a day.”


“Fourrr hoursss.” Kyrg’s voice had lost almost all traces of humanity it might have possessed before. “If you do not complete the task in the time period specified, we will take what we need. Indiscriminately.”


Rennek shoved the parchment into the hands of his prime minister. The thin man looked at it as if it would devour him. The king looked at his adviser nervously.


“Get on with it, man! Hurry!”


Hazar stumbled away quickly. Rennek glanced at his unholy guest and caught just a shadow of a smile beneath the sinister dragonhelm. “Will there be anything else?”


Kyrg glanced around the room. “Yesss. I have not eaten recently. Nor have my officers. While your people gather up the necessary food, we will dine in your hall. You will have your butchers prepare two of your finest animals for us. You will join us. I wish to learn what I can of the lands to the south.”


“Of course. Just let me instruct my cooks as to your pref—”


“The butchers will be sufficient. We prefer our meat very rare. Raw, in fact.”


The king felt his stomach turn. This time, he could definitely see the smile on the firedrake’s half-hidden face. The duke bowed to him in mock respect.


“Lead the way, Your Majesty.”


DAWN CAME TO the manor, and with it came the flood of memories. Cabe tried to keep his eyes shut, but the sound of another finally forced him up.


The couch was now surprisingly uncomfortable. Cabe had been too exhausted and had simply chosen the first soft place to fall down on. The Lady Gwen had been slightly more discerning; she had created a bed of air. Even the sight of a woman floating three feet above ground had not been enough to prevent Cabe from collapsing. The unusual was just not so unusual anymore.


Dangerous, yes; unusual, no.


The Lady was wandering around the manor, apparently reliving memories. To Cabe, she was more beautiful than when he had seen her last. There was, however, a sadness in her movements. A hand would gently touch an object and then quickly pull away. Eyes would stare off into realms of the past, only to immediately lower and return to the present.


Cabe remained quiet in the fear of disturbing her, but she finally turned her attention to him.


“We should be moving on. I wish to speak with the Gryphon as soon as possible. As it is, it will take days to reach him.”


“Can’t you teleport? I’ve known of sorcerors who do.”


“To teleport, one must know one’s destination. I’ve never been to Penacles. Besides, I really don’t feel well enough. We’d best ride. You have a horse, don’t you?”


It was a difficult question to answer, especially when Cabe remembered Darkhorse’s remarks concerning the Lady’s enmity toward the creature. “Sort of.”


The frown of her face did not detract from its beauty. “Sort of ? What answer is that?”


Cabe’s response was prevented by a crashing noise in the forest. Gwen turned at the sound and stared, as if trying to see through both manor and woods.


“What is that?”


“My …horse.”


“Your horse? How unusual an animal it must be. I think I’d like to have a closer look at it.” She waved her left hand and with it drew two circles, the latter reversed from the former. There was a slight shuddering in the air, and then the eerie form of Darkhorse leaped into sight.


“At last! I thought I’d never get someone’s attention!”


“Darkhorse! Demon!” The Lady pointed both hands in the direction of the steed. A wave of force erupted, aimed straight for the center of the darkling creature.


Her target merely stood there, taking the power as one might take a drink of water. Darkhorse laughed. “Raw power is not the answer, Lady Gwen! It never was! Besides, I come in peace!”


The Lady’s face was a mask of rage. “Knowing you and those you deal with, I find little to believe in your statements!”


Darkhorse sighed. “Call me Prince of Darkness, Lucifer, Thanatos, Death—if you wish! You know my nature, but not my mind! If I am different, it is because one must be so when eternal! Otherwise, madness would’ve taken me long ago!”


Cabe felt forced to intervene. “He helped, Lady Gwen. The firedrake dams would have taken me.”


She looked at him with eyes that burned. He knew that she was capable of leaning either way. She could possibly cast out Darkhorse, but Cabe was a target that had no such immunity. He tried desperately to hide his nervousness.


Finally, though, she lowered her hands. Cabe breathed only slightly more easily; the hands were still tensed. A wrong word or movement could quickly change things.


The fire-tressed sorceress spoke slowly. “Very well. I will trust you for now, Mount of the Infinite Journey. However, even the slightest of false moves will win you a long exile. You know I have the power. Be thankful my head was still muddled or I would have never tried so futile an act as using brute force.”


The chilling eyes stared into her. “I will not play false, Lady Gwen. These events concern me as well as you.”


Cabe chose to change the subject. “We were going to try and reach Penacles. The Lady wishes to confer with the Lord Gryphon.”


“And he with her. The Dragon Kings are stirring. Something has done this, and events can now only be stalled, not prevented.” Darkhorse nodded his head to the sorceress, who did not bother to respond. “You will be needed. We must also assure that Cabe reaches the city as well. He may be our trump card. He may be our one hope.”


A deep chill passed through Cabe. If the dark steed’s words were true, he would most likely find himself in the center of the worst situations. It was not a comforting thought, to say the least. He did not, however, say as much to his companions. It might lower him in their eyes, especially the Lady Gwen’s.


Darkhorse lifted his head to the sky, his great, black mane falling back as he did so. “I cannot travel so swiftly in the light, but even that would not be safe for the two of you. We would also find ourselves easy targets for the Dragon Kings or others. I do not relish exile—for any length of time—and the options for you two are even dimmer. We must travel as most mortals do. We will attract fewer eyes.”


“We have already attracted more than enough.” It was the Lady Gwen who was speaking. “During the night, a Seeker attacked. Fortunately, it sought information more than anything else.”


“Then Azran will know, being master over those ancients. He will also feel the presence of the Horned Blade.”


She nodded. “We must hurry.”


“I daresay. Azran is the sort who might even dare to slay me, if that is at all possible.”


Cabe, remembering that they now stood in the center of the manor, thought of food. It had been a long time since he had eaten. He mentioned the idea to Gwen.


“I heartily agree, Cabe. I haven’t had a decent meal in …several generations, I guess.”


“Will there be anything left? I’m not sure I want to touch any food left by the firedrakes.”


“We’ll see. I kept most of my food in a hidden cellar. The place is sealed with a preservation spell. If it still holds, there will be plenty for us to eat.”


A quick check by the Lady revealed that the cellar was not only still intact, but the preservation spell was also still in place. With Cabe’s assistance, she gathered up a large amount of exotic foods. The would-be warlock’s eyes feasted on the sight. Most of the items were unknown to him, but everything looked delicious.


The emerald enchantress then formed a second pile of much more ordinary foods. These, she indicated, were their supplies for the journey. Cabe nodded, mentally reminding himself to eat as much as possible before they left.


The two humans ate with a passion. Darkhorse commented on the sin of gluttony, but was interrupted by Cabe, who tossed a large, juicy piece of fruit to him. The eternal ceased his remarks and absorbed the food slowly into his form. Although having no need for sustenance, he apparently enjoyed the tastes.


When the meal was over and various other activities had been taken care of, the great steed reassumed his earlier form of an actual horse and allowed the two to mount. Cabe offered his assistance to the Lady, who seemed unsure about whether to sit on the back of a creature she hated. Assuring himself that the Horned Blade was secure in its sheath, Cabe climbed on in front of his companion.


There were reins, but no saddle. Gwen held on to Cabe. Darkhorse turned his head as best he could.


“Are you ready?”


Cabe looked at the Lady. “What about the manor?”


She stared at it wistfully. “I’ve strengthened the spells. This time, nothing will get in unless I allow it.”


He nodded and turned back to the horse. “We’re ready.”


“Hang on! I will push us as fast as a horse can possibly go!”


With a laugh, Darkhorse reared. Both riders held on tighter as he raced out of the manor and into the forest. With such transportation, they would have no trouble reaching Penacles.


Barring unexpected incidents, of course.



VII


THE GRYPHON ADMIRED his chess set. “Things just aren’t made the way they used to be, wouldn’t you agree?” The one who called himself Simon shrugged. “My memory is patchy, you know that.”


The lord of Penacles picked up a single piece that was shaped like a dragon in flight. Its detail was striking. If anyone looked closely enough, they could see that even the smallest of the monster’s scales had been carved in. While this was fascinating in itself, it was the Gryphon’s opinion that this chess set was for more than just games. Then again, it may have been designed specifically for certain games—of godlike proportions.


The warlock interrupted his train of thought. “They are on their way.”


“How soon?”


“Two days. Maybe three. Darkhorse must be cautious. He cannot die, I think, but he may be exiled for some time. Add to that that his passengers are still mortal.”


The feathered hand placed the dragon back on the board. “And does she know that you will be here?”


“I thought it wise to have nothing said about my presence here.”


“Just so long as the two of you do not destroy the city. I recall the stories about Sika. She may too.”


Something that might have been a frown may have played across the other’s face. “I have tried to make up for Sika. As I have for Detraq, Coona Falls, and a dozen other cities through the ages. Until I can put an end to myself, I will continue to try and make up for my sins.”


“While you add new ones.”


“Perhaps. I can only try, though.”


The Gryphon walked over and put a clawed hand on Simon’s shoulder. The warlock stiffened momentarily and then allowed himself to relax. It was obvious that the touch of the other disturbed him.


“Forgive me, my friend. I spoke without thinking.”


The warlock shook his head. “You spoke the truth. I have lived long enough to know that. I am completely accountable for my actions.”


“Let us change the subject. What news have we of the Dragon Kings?”


“Forces led by the firedrake known as Kyrg have stopped at Talak. There they demanded a vast quantity of meat.”


“And received it, no doubt.”


“Of course. They are now heading toward Mito Pica, and from there, the destination becomes obvious.”


Nodding, the Gryphon walked thoughtfully over to his chess set. He picked up another piece, this time an armored knight, and fingered it as he spoke. “So. After all this time, the Dragon Kings move to regain the City of Knowledge. This time, though, there are no Masters to help us.”


“We have the Lady. We also have Cabe. His powers alone could make the difference.”


“Could. I would prefer something more concrete. If only we had Nathan himself.”


For the briefest of moments, both were suddenly bathed in sharp, searing gusts of icy wind. The wind disappeared without trace and the room returned to normal. The two looked at each another.


“You felt that, warlock?”


Simon stood up and walked to a window. Only after he had scanned the surrounding areas did he speak. “An unusual breeze for this time of year.”


The lionbird grunted. “Unusual for any time of year. It chilled more than the bones. I felt it in my mind. What was it?”


“Difficult to say. Perhaps the city has the answer.”


“An interesting thought. I believe it might be best if we investigated at once.”


Replacing the knight on his proper spot, the Gryphon moved over to a huge tapestry that covered one of the walls. On the tapestry was a representation of the City of Knowledge. Though the figurines had been very detailed, they paled in comparison to the picture now before him. Every building, every street, every wall; nothing was left out and nothing was incomplete. Even the eye could not have viewed a city so thoroughly.


The tapestry was the only sure way of locating the legendary libraries of Penacles. They moved, though no one knew how or why save their long-dead creators. Without the tapestry for guidance, one might seek libraries forever.


The warlock came over beside him. “Where is it this time?”


“There. See the small scroll design in the window of that house? The libraries will be under there.” The Gryphon pointed to a small home on the outskirts. The scroll in the window was barely visible, and only a trained eye would have found it so quickly.


“Ready?”


Simon nodded. The Gryphon put one finger to the spot marked by the scroll and began to rub it gently. As he did so, the room around them blurred. Neither figure paid the change any attention. They had seen it several times before.


Slowly, the Gryphon’s chamber vanished. The two of them were now standing in the middle of a strange sort of limbo, the only real object other than themselves being the tapestry. As the ruler of Penacles continued to rub, a new room began to take shape. At first it was as out of focus as the original, but gradually things became more distinct. Walls filled with books appeared around them, save for one long corridor.


A bright light with no discernible source illuminated the libraries. The floors were polished marble and the shelves were of some substance similar to but obviously not wood. The libraries were ancient; any wood would have rotted, crumbled, or petrified by now. Yet the shelves looked as if they had been set up only a few days before.


The shadowy face turned to him. “Where?”


“I have no idea. We shall require the uses of a librarian.”


No sooner were the words spoken than a small, incredibly ancient figure stepped into sight. There was something not quite human about him, for his legs were much too short, the arms nearly touched the ground, and not one strand of hair could be seen on the egg-shaped head.


This was a gnome, one of the learned kind. There were very few of them; solitary, they cared more for their books than the companionship of other creatures. They ate very little and lived far longer than most other beings. They were, however, perfect librarians. In all the years the Gryphon had ruled, the gnomes had always been there.


“How may I help the present lord of Penacles and his companion this time?” The voice was cracked and seemed to emphasize the age of the gnome.


The Gryphon took no slight from the use of the word present. “We wish to know about winds. Cold, unusually numbing winds that appear out of nowhere and vanish almost instantly.”


“A wind spell. Is that all?” The little librarian’s disappointment was quite evident.


“It may be a wind spell. It may be something else. Whatever the case may be, I want to find out what I can about it.”


The gnome, whose name no one knew, sighed and nodded. “Very well. Follow me. It isn’t far.”


It never was. Some had speculated that the libraries had an intelligence of their own and did what they could to speed up any search. Adding fuel to this speculation was the fact that the rows of books were not always the same color. Last time, for example, the countless volumes had all been blue. This particular visit, they were a bright orange. The Gryphon began to wonder if he was even talking to the same gnome or whether there were numerous little librarians hidden away in each area. It was something to ponder on in quieter times.


The gnome moved swiftly for a being of his type. He who called himself Simon had barely enough time to glance at some of the books as the three walked down the corridors. Oddly free of any dust, they might have contained the sum knowledge of the multiverse. Sadly, though, that was not the case. For all its information, Penacles lacked, so far as he knew, that which would release the warlock from his curse.


For some reason, the walk was taking longer than anticipated. The gnome muttered something and seemed almost worried. The Gryphon said nothing, but he could not recall ever having to walk this far to find the information he wanted.


“Ah!” The gnome pointed a bony finger at a new corridor. “This is the one. About time!”


With the little man leading, they turned. The librarian was the first to notice, and he screamed as if someone had torn his arms from their sockets. The Gryphon cursed, and his furred hands suddenly revealed long, sharp claws. The warlock merely nodded, as if he had suspected such earlier.


Before them, where the volumes they sought should have been, was a great, charred space.


IN THE FOG-SHROUDED land known as the Gray Mists, ghostly figures dressed in coal-black armor slowly marched their way west. There was a look in their eyes that would have caused most men to turn away.


From the dark city of Lochivar, in the land of the Black Dragon, they came.


AZRAN LAY ON his bed, as still as if he had died. The spell always took a tremendous toll on his system, and it would be hours before he was well enough to stand. Nevertheless, he was pleased. Very pleased. His crowning glory was nearly completed, for soon he would have the weapon that would break all others before it. Soon—


A great rush of wings alerted him to the presence of one of the Seekers. There was something odd about the sound of its landing. Azran suspected that the creature had run into trouble. Hard trouble, judging from its difficulties. He waited, knowing that the avian would come to him when it could.


When it appeared, it looked even worse than he had imagined. It had obviously been flash-burned, and that meant sorcery. One arm was twisted at an odd angle, and the ancient mage suspected it was useless. What, he wondered, had happened to his servant?


The Seeker stared down at him with its predatory eyes. Even as weak as the sorceror was, the creature could not attack him. Azran’s spells had assured that. Wobbling, the Seeker kneeled at the foot of his bed and moved close enough so that his master could touch the crested head.


The images came again. First, there were the Barren Lands. Oddly, they were now not so barren. Azran’s eyes widened as he saw the patch of grass that was spreading rapidly toward the center of the Brown Dragon’s domain. Tremendous power would have been required for overcoming the curse laid down by the Dragon Masters. It was one of their most potent, designed to crush the strength of one of the more lethal of the Kings, and it had succeeded well. Brown’s clans were now fewer than two dozen groups. Only a fraction of what they had once been.


That it had been performed under Styx and his pale sister was apparent. That the blood used was Dragon King blood was shocking. Azran almost lost contact as his hand jerked. So, that was the fate of Brown. Quite likely, the Dragon King had been intent on sacrificing someone else and had fallen prey to some attack. Yet two things bothered the warlock.


The Brown Dragon had possessed the Horned Blade.


To succeed with such a spell, the victim had to be a being of power. Who had Brown’s intended victim been? The sword’s present carrier, obviously, but that did not tell Azran names. There were very few people of Master status in the Dragonrealms; the Dragon Kings had seen to that. He knew of the Lady, the Gryphon, and the cursed, blurred warlock best called Shade, although his first names had been many. There were others, but none were worth calling a threat.


This new warlock was an enigma.


There was more to view, much more. Through the gleaming eyes of the Seeker, Azran viewed the passing of the firedrakes. There was no danger from such as these; other than the Kings, few of the reptiles could master more than the most minor of spells. He mentally ordered the avian to advance to the next memory.


The manor.


He had dreamed of mastering the woman who had lived there. Only dreamed, of course. That stung him more than anything else. Now it was too late. If he understood some of what had taken place, the Lady Gwen was undoubtedly itching to repay him for past indignities.


There was a slight jarring. The Seeker had passed through a spell of Shunning. Azran supposed that the spell had weakened somewhat since being placed on the Lady’s dwelling. It was either that or the avian was stronger than it appeared.


The creature had quickly flown over the manor itself. As it reached the back, the crumbled ruins of the amber prison could easily be seen. That did not interest the old mage as much as the two figures near it. One was most definitely the Lady Gwen, apparently asleep or unconscious. But the other …


The Seeker was swooping in on the unsuspecting male. Azran had just a glimpse of a young, startled, and hauntingly familiar face before the image gave way to something else entirely.


It took him only a second to realize that the avian had pulled the stranger into a memory lock. Well versed in the Seeker’s methods, Azran easily picked his way through the rambling thoughts, occasionally picking out bits and pieces that might be of importance to him. It was only when he started through the most recent memories that he called for more thorough play-through.


A large, blank spot greeted him at one point. Someone, of obviously powerful nature, had blocked all attempts by the creature to record a particular scene at young Cabe’s—at least he had learned the name of his new enemy—place of employment. He contemplated kidnapping and questioning the owner, but shrugged it off. Whoever had cast the spell was no amateur; the inn’s owner would probably also have a block, as well as anyone else who had happened to be there. Still, it did no more than delay, something the caster no doubt knew as well.
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