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ProloGgue

It is very rare that I, AstiNnus, Master HistoriaN of
Krynn, find mysalf penning apersonal note for inclusionin
my chronicles. | have done so only once in recent memory,
that being after the mage Raistlin came within a breath of
becoming an all-powerful deity, mightier even than Pda
dine and Takhiss. He failed, dse | probably would not be
writing this, but it was afailure deserving of note.

While commenting on that incident, | cameto realize that
avicious error had been discovered in my older volumes. By
thehandwriting, | suspect that one PaulusWarius, an assist-
ant of mine some three centuries before and notable more
for his dumsness than his ability to keep records, must
have accidentally destroyed part of some three or four older
volumes and then replaced the damaged pages with what he



assumed were correct copies. They were not.

The error concerns the transitory period between what
are now cdled the Age of Light and the Age of Might.
Ergoth, for instance, was amuch older empire thanisnoted
in the false history. Vinas Solamnus in fact commanded
Ergoth'sarmiesby 2692 P.C., not fourteen centuries later as
the false history claims. The Second Dragon War, noted
incorrectly as a Second and Third war by Warius because it
lasted more than forty-five years, ended in 2645 P.C. It was
here | first learned of the grave mistakes, for | had opened
the pages concerning those last few years in order to make
reference to Huma, Knight of Solamnia, aman of very mor-
tal flesh who faced and defeated Takhisis, goddess of evil,
the Dragonqueen. | had intended, after the end of the Sec-
ond Dragon War, to note Huma's exploitsbut, asit dways
happens, my mind was on my work.

| have spent more time with this than | had originally
allotted myself. Perhaps it is because |, too, felt some relief
after that struggle, for | had been ready to close thefinal vol-
ume of thisworld's history at onepoint. It would havebeen
a shame, as my collection at that time consisted of only a
few hundred thousand volumes. For this alone | remember
Huma.

His story, fortunately, is dill intact in this volume, and |
will let that speak for him.

Astinus of Palanthas
360A.C.



Chapler 1

The arMy passed thrRouGh a village oN its way NORtH-
west to Kyre. Thevillage, called Seridan, had been set upon
by plague, starvation, and madness, each seeming to take
turns and each killing many of the inhabitants. In alifetime
long ago, thevillage had been prosperous. Now, shacksand
makeshift shelters stood where clay brick buildings had
falen to the raids of bold goblins and marauding dark
dragons. For some reason, the village had never been
destroyed. It just continued to waste away—much like the
people who tried to exist there.

The appearance of a column of knights did little to cheer
thevillage. Infact, the inhabitants seemed to feel more than
a little resentment at the way the riders and footsoldiers
paraded through the mud track that was al thevillage could



call aroad. The strife-worn residents felt resentment for the
way of life they assumed the Knights of Solamnialed, away
of life that they believed must be better than what each of

them faced dally.

At the head of the column, resplendent in his chain and
platearmor, rode Lord Oswa of Baxtrey. Theintricate pat-
tern of roses displayed on hisbreastplate revealed him to be
amember of the Solamnic order that took that same flower
for itssymbol. The purple cloak that flowed behind him was
attached by a clasp bearing the likeness of a kingfisher with
its wings partly spread and a crown above its head. Below
thebird, grasped tight in its claws, was asword with arose
atop it.

Most of the knights were clad as Lord Oswad, although
their armor was much moreworn and their cloaks tended to
be plain in comparison with their commander's. Lord
Oswd'scdoak wasasdgn of hisrank—High Warrior, master
of the Order of the Rose, and currently second in command
to the Grand Master, he who ruled the knighthood itself.

As they rode, the High Warrior glanced quickly at the
rider to hisside. They might have been from the same mold,
with their hawklike features and thelong flowing mustaches
that were popular among the knights. Oswd's features,
though, were tempered by age and atruer understanding of
theworld he lived in, whereas the other, younger by some
twenty-odd years, still held steady to the belief that hiswas
the hand that would change the world. They were, in fact,
related. Bennett was his nephew and son of Treke, the
Grand Master himsdlf. The arrogance 0 set in Bennett'sface
indicated that he already saw himsdlf as his father's succes-
or.

Lord Oswa hoped Bennett would learn temperance by
then. Theyoung knight was of themind that theknightsfol-
lowed the will of Pdadine and, therefore, that they would
triumph because their causewasjust. Lord Oswa knew that
that was not aways the case.

The expressons of the younger knights in procession
were carefully prepared, emotionless masks. Soon enough
they would learn the cruel facts of the world. Lord Oswa
knew that the younger knights—and many older ones—lill



saw themselves as heroes—heroes for aworld aready logt.

Oneg, in particular. Lord Oswa thought, and opened his
mouth to shout.

"Rennard! Up front!"

Huma watched the tall, amost gaunt knight ride for-
ward. If Lord Oswa wished to spesk to Rennard, then
something was afoot. That something might involve Huma
himself, for Rennard seemed to watch him keenly—
athough Huma was aready blooded. Perhaps, like Huma
himself, Rennard till believed that here was one who never
should have been accepted into the ranks.

Huma bounced as hiswarhorse stumbled in the mud. The
visor of his helmet dammed down in front of hisface, star-
tling him. He reached up and raised it, alowing the cool
wind to bite a his handsome, if somewhat westhered, fea-
tures. Though hismustache was not asgrand asthat of Ben-
nett or the High Warrior, there was some dignity in the
dight gray that prematurely touched it and the rest of the
hair on hishead. Hisvisage was surprisingly soft—so much
9 that the others occasionaly commented on his youth,
although not when he was nearby.

Humacould not help staring at the grimy, torn clothing of
Seridan's women and children. Even his own armor, worn
as it was and much less intricately decorated than that of
Lord Oswa, seemed made of gold when compared to what
they had. Their rags hung loosdy, and Huma wondered
how often these people ate and how much—and what they
ae, for that matter. Therebeliouspart of his naturewanted
to take his pack from the saddle and throw it to the vil-
lagers. Let them havetherationsstored in there. It probably
would be the best med they had eaten inweeks.

"Keep up, you!" the knight behind him growled—and
Huma redlized how dose he had actually come to giving
away hisrations. Heknew it waswrong, astheknighthood
rules proclaimed, but it was gill a strong desire. Another
dgn of hisinadequacies, he thought with a sigh, and won-
dered why his petition to join the knighthood ever had been
granted.

His thoughts were interrupted by Rennard. Like Huma,
the older knight carried a shild whose markings pro-



claimed his place in the Order of the Crown. Rennard,
though, had many years of practical experience and there-
forewas acommander in hisown right. Hisvisor hid al but
the two piercing, ice-blue eyes and only hinted at the face.
Rennard had few friends even among the Order of the
Crown.

Rennard returned Huma's stare, then looked at the sec-
tion asawhole. "Gaynor. Huma. Trilane. . . " He barked
eight namesin dl. "Bresk from the column for patrol duty.”

The words betrayed no emotion. Rennard was methodi-
cd, adtrategist of high caiber. One could not ask for a bet-
ter leader in time of combat. Nevertheless, his presence
always seemed to chill some part of Huma's soul.

"Lord Oswd wants the dead woods to the south searched
over. Possibly goblins, maybe the ogres. We haveto return
to the column before sunsat.” Briefly, Rennard looked up at
the perpetually overcast sky. Always, it seemed about to
rain, but it never did. "Before total darkness. We do not
want to bein thewoods at night. Not this daseto thewest-
ern border. Understood?' When the knights assented, he
turned hishorse, atal, pale anima much like its rider, and
signded the othersto follow.

Inminutes, thankfully, they werefar away from Seridan.
The ground was hard and easer for the mounts to trod
upon. That was not surprising—the fire, which had killed
much of the forest they rode toward, had baked the nearest
fields. No food would grow here for years to come.

It was al s0 useless sometimes, Huma thought. Where
was Pdadineg? Huma wondered that the god could alow
this to happen, and he glanced at the ashy stubs of trees as
thepatrol rodeaong. Krynn might aswell beintheclawsof
Takhids dready, the way thingswere going.

He clamped his mouth tight. That he dared cdl himself a
knight after thoughts such as that!

As they reached the first patch of gnarled, twisted trees,
the knights lowered their visors. From a distance, they
might have looked like demons, for the horns or wings that
decorated the Sdes of each knight's helmet were now more
evident. The more eaborate, the higher the rank, save in
Rennard'scase. Typical of hisways, he had only acrest that



rode from the front all the way down the back.

The woods were but one more sorry victim of the seem-
ingly endless war that had razed the continent of Ansalon.
Huma wondered what this land had looked like before the
Dragonqueen's creatures had ravaged it. The dead trees
gave the woods an evil look. The patrol was unusually
tense. Eyes darted here and there, as each knight sought a
foe behind the blackened trunks.

Huma clutched at the hilt of his sword. For a brief
moment, a motion seemed to catch hiseye. A wolf? In this
barren land? As the knights moved on, he noted no new
movement. Nerves. Therewasno lifein thesewoods. There
was nothing but sorrow.

Rennard cdlled for a halt with the raising of one hand.
Even hedid not seem towish to speak, asif the sound would
release an unwanted presence.

"Spread out. You four to my right,” he said, gesturing at
Huma and three others. "The rest to my left." He drew his
sword.

The others followed suit and moved into position, with
one man between Huma and the patrol leader. Rennard
gave the signd to advance. The knights kept a dow but
steady pace.

Thewoods curved over ahill, one of thefew in thisarea
If goblins or ogres lurked anywhere nearby, they would be
here. Rennard pointed at the knight to Huma's left and sent
the manforward. Therest of the patrol stopped and waited.
The scout climbed off his horse and made hisway to the top
of therise. The otherswatched anxioudy as he peered over
the top, and as quietly and quickly as he could, returned to
the knights and horses. Huma, who had taken the reins of
the other's horse, handed them back.

"WdI?' Rennard asked quietly.

"Goblins. The ugly creatures are eating. A marauder
patrol, | think. Must be at least twenty. No more than sev-
erd dozen, | think."

Rennard nodded in satisfaction. "Nothing we cannot han-
de" Humathanked Paladine that hisvisor hid his own wor-
ried face. Rennard pointed at the scout, Huma, and the two
knights to Huma's right. "Ride around the right side. Well



taketheleft. When you hear an owl, ridein. Huma, you will
take charge of your group."

Some of the other knights shifted uneasily, but no one
would argue. Humagazed at the visors of his three compan-
ions and had no trouble reading the eyes of each man. He
amost asked that someone replace him as leader, but Ren-
nard was aready turning hisband away.

Huma chose to say nothing, and he turned his own
mount. Whatever their persona fedlings, the three were
Knights of Solamnia. They had been given an order, and
they would obey. To his relief, they followed him without
murmur.

Theridewas not long, but it was dow and cautious. The
goblins were doppy in every aspect of their lives, including
military procedure, but there might be an enterprising lead-
& among them who might have thought to post guards.
Goblinsin genera were of little strategic use in the plans of
the Dragongueen's warlord—save as marauders. Knowing
thisand knowing that most goblinsfought with little, if any,
true kill, did not eese Huma's mind, however.

Huma could see no guards, and he dared to climb from
hishorseand survey the goblin camp fromasmall rise. That
the creatures were ugly was an understatement. Their kins
wereasickly green, teeth protruded from every inch of their
mouths, and their eyes reminded the knight of frogs' eyes.
The goblins were squat and misshapen, but they were dso
very strong. Many carried axes, and a couple even hefted
crude bows. Their armor appeared to be compilations of
everything they could rummage from the battlefiel ds.

As Huma watched, a goblin came rushing over to the
apparent leader, who was twice asbig and ugly as any of his
subordinates. The smaller goblin whispered something to
the patrol leader, who stiffened and barked out orders.

Huma knew what had happened. Either the newcomer
had been a guard or he had wandered away from the camp
for somereason. Whatever the case, the goblins apparently
redized that Rennard and the others were approaching
from the other direction, and they were now preparing for a
fight. Within seconds, the normally disorganized goblins
had formed themselves into an attack formation that, with



the element of surprise, meant that Rennard and his com-
panionswould almost certainly be struck down. There was
no time to send someone to warn them.

"Get ready!" Huma whispered as he climbed back onto
hishorse. Swordinhand, heturned back to the others. "We
go now!"

"Now?"' one of the othersasked. Thetrio looked from one
another and back to Huma.

Huma had no timefor their hesitation. Sword and shield
ready, he kicked hismount in the Sdes. The horse charged,
and Huma, waving his blade above his head, shouted the
charge.

Il%wirell

His courage shocked him, but no more than it shocked
the goblins. As one, the creatures turned to face this unex-
pected menace. The horse charged into the midst of the
camp, the knight'ssword already coming down on the near-
eg goblin. The goblin raised his rusty broadsword in some
semblance of defense, but Humas swing shattered the
weapon and then the owner himself.

Humas only desire was to cut down as many of the ene-
my as possible and give Rennard and his men the chance
they needed. Another goblin fell to his sword, and then the
rest rushed toward the lone attacker, readying bows and
raising pikes. The goblinswould not be content to take him
prisoner, heknew.

Then Huma heard the shouts behind him and knew that
the other three had joined the fray. He fought with greater
enthusiasm now, knowing that a chance for life till existed.
Some of the goblins broke away from the four horsemen.
The otherstried to regroup under the hurried commands of
the patrol leader.

Morebattle criesfilled the air and Huma glanced up to see
Rennard and the others coming from the goblins rear.
Those of the enemy patrol who had tried to flee fell under
the powerful hooves of the warhorses. Rennard methodi-
caly cut down two who tried to stand against him, then he
urged his mount onward. His movements hinted of a near-
eagerness.

Onedf the knights in Humas group was dragged from his



horse and a heavy ax finished him before Huma could react.

Seconds|ater, Humarode down the goblin standing over its

kill. The ugly creature had only time to look up before the
warhorse's front hooves caught it in the head, cracking the
skull open.

The goblins, knowing they were logt, fought with arare
determination. Only three horsemen blocked their path to
freedom. Huma barely blocked a savage swing. An arrow
flew past his head.

Suddenly, ahow! shivered through the air.

Something legped at Huma's steed. The knight caught a
brief vision of something akin to a wolf in form—»but the
resemblance ended with the thing's corpse-white pallor, as
though it had been skinned. The yellow, dripping fangs
seemed aslong as his fingers and as sharp as needles. Then
Humaswarhorse screamed and turned, despite the knight's
protests. Straining every muscle, the animal raced from the
skirmish, mindless of the frantic rider clinging to it. Some-
where close behind, the thing howled again. Huma could
only clutch the reins and hang on for the wild ride. The
sounds of fighting faded as the maddened horse rushed
deeper and deeper into the charred forest.

What could so terrorize atrained warhorse? Certainly no
earthly beast.

Then, even that thought vanished from Humas mind as
his mount broke through the blackened limbs of a knot of
trees and found the earth was suddenly far, far below.



It was bark wheN HuMa REIURNED 1O CONSCIOUSNESS.
Lunitari, in wane, glittered weakly, casting adight crimson
tinge. Like blood, Huma thought, and then he forced that
thought quickly away. If Lunitari were in wane, which of
the other moonswould be waxing? Solinari was nowhereto
be seen. If it was indeed Nuitari that waxed, Humawould
never know it. No one saw the dark moon—no one save the
Black Robes, those mages who worshipped the dark god of
magic. The dark moon was invisible to common folk and
perhaps even to those who followed the paths of white and
red magic as well.

As his senses cleared, he became more aware of his sur-
roundings. The horse lay beneath him, its neck broken by
the fall. The heavy padding in Humas armor, combined



\évithhthe mass of the horse, had prevented the knight's
eath.

Hetried to rise and nearly blacked out. All that padding
had not been enough to prevent a concussion. While he
waited for his head to clear again, Humalooked around.

Thismight oncehave beenariver inatimewhentherains
had fallen more often. Its depth, at leest four times Humas
height, was more than enough to kill a crazed steed, even
oneasdtrong asthewarhorse.

The other Sde of the river bed lay some distance away.
Judging by the sickly growths that barely could be cdled
plants, he suspected this river had dried up many, many
yearsbefore, possibly in the early days of thewar, when the
Dragonqueen had sought aquick, decisvevictory over the
followers of Paladine.

Huma dared once more to attempt to stand. He found
that the pounding in hishead subsided to mereannoyanceif
hedid not bend hisneck abruptly or look down too swiftly.
With thisin mind, he succeeded in staying on his feet.

"Gods" The word came unbidden, for Huma was only
just now redizing that hewasadonein hogtileterritory. The
others must think him dead. Dead—or perhaps a coward
who had run.

A mist was developing, sending cold, feathery fingers
wisping through theravine. Hecouldwait out thenight and
begin histrek at first light—which might mean walking into
another goblin patrol—or he could travel by night and pray
that whatever lurked out therewould bejust asblindinthe
dark mist as he. Neither prospect pleased him, but he could
think of no other choice.

He found that the pain in his head had lessened a bit o
that now hewas ableto search the ground for hissword. It
lay near, undamaged. His pack was another problem. Part
of it was buried beneath his mount and, while Huma was
srong, theanimd'spositionmadeit virtually impossiblefor
him ether to lift the horse or roll it over. He had to satisfy
himsaf with afew rations, atinderbox and flint, and a few
personal items, pried from the unhindered portion of the

Huma did not like the thought of traveling by night, but



heliked theidea of traveling alonein plain sight by daylight
evenless. He picked up histhingsand, sword inhand, start-
ed up the sSdes of the river bed. The mist would be thinner
above, and the high ground was aways more advanta-
geous, drategically. At Ieast*,*H*uma hoped so.

Themist never got worse, but neither did it get any better.
Huma could make out most of the stars, but his ground-
level vision extended only ten feet or o, and he was hard-
pressed to make out details in the red moon's weak attempt
at illuminating the shroud-covered land. The sword stayed
at the ready in Humas left hand. He had no shield; it must
have been logt in the horse's mad flight.

Thinking of that, Huma could not help remembering the
demonic visage he had glimpsed. If that thing were out there
somewhere . . . Hisgrip on the hilt tightened.

He had traveled an hour when he heard the harsh, mock-
ing voices. Goblins! Huma ducked behind a rotting tree
trunk. No more than ten yards separated him from them.
Only the mist had saved him. At least three, maybe four,
goblins seemed to be joking over the fate of someone. A
prisoner, perhaps. Although one part of Humaurged himto
dip away safely, another demanded that he lend whatever
ad he could. Carefully, he dipped closer and listened.

A rusty, grating voicejarred hisaching head. "I thinksthe
warlord himsdf will reward us for this one”

A deeper voice joined the first, "Maybe hell give us the
bull. I'd like to be the one to skin him fer arug. He killed
Guiver."

"You never liked Guiver!"

"He owed me money! Now 111 never get it!"

A third voice cut in. "How do ya think the ogres will kill
im?*

Huma strained his ears and caught the sound of a knife
being sharpened on stone. "Red dow. They got sneaky
minds fer that kinda stuff.”

Something rattled chains, and Huma tried to place the
location. Somewherefar to the right, he thought.

"Hées avake"



"Let's have some fun."

Chainsrattled again, and avoice, resonant and spanning
the distance with no trouble, responded. " Give me aweagp-
on and let me fight."

"Ha" The goblins snickered. "Youd like that, wouldn't
you, Cowface? We ain't fools, ya know."

"Youll do until some come dong." Suddenly the voice
grunted, asif exerting great effort. The goblin voices—four,
Huma estimated—quieted until the grunting became agasp
for breath. The chains rattled.

"I thought he was gonnado it for a minute!"

"Two coppersll get yathat he can!"

"What? You fool! You'd bet on something like that?'

"Guiver wouldve."

Huma, so engrossed in the goblins, almost missed the soft
tread behind him. When he did, he was sure that he had
been seen. The newcomer, though, continued walking and
Huma soon redlized that the creature, agoblin guard, could
not seewell inthemist. Still, afew steps morewould bring
the goblin close enough that not even a dense fog would
savethe knight.

Summoning his courage, Huma quietly cirded behind the
guard. He matched the goblin step for step, save that hisown
stridewas hdf again aslong. Each step brought him that much
doser. Only afewmore. . .

A roar bellowed angrily from the camp. Knight and gob-
lin turned without thinking, then stared a one another as
realization sank in. Huma was the first to react, leaping at
the goblin in a desperate attempt to silence him. Sword and
body caught the creature and it fell to the ground—but not
before the goblin let out a TLifﬂed shout.

"Pigsticker?'

Huma cursed his luck and scrambled away from the
body. The goblins had abandoned tormenting their
captive—who was evidently the source of the bellowing—
and were now cautiously making their way in the direction
they believed their companion had caled out from.

"Piggticker!"



"He's probably tripped on arock again.”

"W, what's he gone and done, then—cracked open his
head? Pigdticker!"

"I think | should stay back here. Just in ca"

"Snegs back there. Ya comewith us or I'll giveyaa piece
of what the bull's gettin'."

"Okay, okay!"

The goblinswere making more than enough noise to cov-
er Humas movements, and the mist hid him even though
one of the creatures, amazingly, had thought to carry a
torch. They soonwould come across the body of their dead
comrade, though, and that would bring Huma's advantage
to an end.

His maneuvers brought him closeto the perimeter of the
camp. He thought he saw a large shape huddled on the
ground, with perhaps ahorned helmet atop itshead, but the
mists gave it odd proportions for a human—or even an df
or dwarf. A campfireburned low. A shadowy, lumpy figure
moved near it, and Huma knew this must be the goblin,
Snee, who had been left to guard the prisoner.

Despite the low illumination from the fire, Huma had no
delusions about his chances of sneaking up on this goblin.
The ground ahead gave no cover, and the jittery goblin was
turning thisway and that. Huma made out what gppeared
to be awicked, two-handed ax in its paws.

Huma's free hand flattened across some small rocks, and
the glimmerings of a plan flickered in his concussion-
wracked head. Taking a handful of the rocks, he dared to
get up on his knees. With a quick prayer to Paladine, he
threw them to the far sde of the camp, away from the pris-
oner.

The guard reacted predictably, much to Humasrdief. As
the goblin scurried to investigate, Huma scooped up
another handful of pebbles, stood up, and quietly made his
way toward the back of the prisoner. Midway there, he
threw the other handful, this time assuring that they would
go even farther. Hisheart pounding, he covered the remain-
ing ground.

Whoever the prisoner was, he was huge. Huge and
smely. The helmet actually seemed to be some sort of head-



dress, although Huma did not examineit closely enough to
make sure.

"Bevery ill," Humawhispered.

Huma felt the body stiffen, but no reply came. From his
angle, Huma could see that, unlike the arms which were
chained, the legs were bound with rope. He reached down
to hisbelt and pulled out a dagger, even as the other goblins
suddenly let out a collective shout. They had discovered
their comrade.

"Cut your bonds and run! I'll do my best to give you
timel" Even as he sad it, Huma wondered at his own
daring—or foolishness, it was hard to say which. He only
knew that, asaknight, it washisduty torisk hislifefor oth-
ers.

Huma straightened even as Snee hurried back to find out
the reason for the shouting. At first, the goblin mistook
Humafor one of its companions, but recognition followed
amost instantly and the goblin brought its ax around for a
wild swing at the young knight. Huma dodged easily and
nicked the goblin in one arm. At that, some sense returned
to Snee, and the goblin caled out for help.

There was no ill in the goblin's attacks, only brute
force. Huma easily dodged each swing of the ax, but he
knew that each moment of delay cost him greatly. Already,
he could hear the other goblins stomping back to camp.

Then, the goblin who was the apparent leader gave a
shout of surprise and yelled, "The bull'sloose!"

Indeed, something was loose, and Huma wondered who
or what exactly he had released. With awild, primitive cry,
the shadowy form went tearing past Huma. The startled
goblin dropped its ax with a clatter and followed it to the
ground immediately afterward.

Unarmed and with his hands chained, the other surely
could not survive against three opponents. Y et, when Huma
turned to offer aid, his first view was of a giant, hulking
form that overwhelmed the goblins as if they were small
children. One had gotten too dose and now squirmed help-
lesdy inthe air above the former prisoner's head. The other
two were backing away fearfully. Huma paused, suddenly
unsure if moving closer was awise move.



Thefreed prisoner tossed the hapless goblin at the nearest
of its two comrades, who, dodging the living projectile,
squeaked and turned to flee. The two goblins callided with a
bone-breaking crunch. They fell into aheap and lay still.

The lone survivor did not have time to react. The tal,
muscular figure reached forward with both arms and
wrapped its metal chain around the panic-stricken goblin's
neck. With a sngle jerk that gave evidence of strength in
those massive arms, the chains snapped the goblin's head
back. Thelifelessform dropped to the ground like a sack of
oats.

Huma came to a hat some twenty feet from the prisoner
he had released. Whatever it was, it was at least afoot taller
than Huma—no small man, himself—and almost twice as
wide. Thearmslooked to beasthick asHumaslegs, andthe
legs looked as if they could bear their owner through a
twenty-mile run without any sign of strain.

The other had been satisfied to contemplate his revenge,
but now as he straightened, he seemed to be studying the
knight.

Again, thevoicewasdeegp and resounding. "Y ou havemy
gratitude, Knight of Solamnia. | owe you my life, a debt |
can never repay but onethat | shall endeavor to compensate
youfor if it takestherest of my days"

Huma stayed poised, but some of his unease vanished.
"Y ou owe menothing. Anyonewould have donethesame”

The tal figure chuckled ominoudy. "Would they?' He
turned to face the knight and, even in the dim light, it was
obvious that the one he had freed was no man or €f. The
horns were part of the creature, as was the thick, dark fur
that covered the top and much of the back. As the goblins
had so crudely put it, the other resembled nothing less than
abull with abody of a man.

A minotaur.

The minotaur took afew dow steps toward Huma, asif
to prove hemeant no harm. Although Humastraining cried
out that thiswas an enemy—and one of the most fierce—his
natural curiosity wasfascinated by thiscreature. Few in the
region ever saw a minotaur. The creature's homeland was
far away on the eastern cost of Ansalon. Still, Humals curi-



osity did not prevent him from raising his sword to a more
defensive position.

The creature's head seemed overly large, even for abody
as massive as the minotaur's. Dark, thick fur covered the
top and the back half, and a thin fuzz covered the rest. The
minotaur'seyeswere much like those of area bull, savethat
an intelligence lurked within those orbs. The snout was
short and broad, and the teeth that the creature's grin
revealed looked more adapted to tearing flesh than green
grass. Huma remembered some of the stories about this
race, and he took an involuntary step backward.

The minotaur held up hislong, wide hands and displayed
the chains that bound them together. Thefingerswere thick-
er and more blunt than a man's and they ended in sharp
nails—no, claws. Humas own hands were like those of a
year-old child in comparison.

"Unlike the goblins, who always need six times the num-
ber of their adversaries before they even dream of attack, |
think you have the advantage over me. I'm sure you know
how to use that fine wegpon.”

"I do," Huma finally managed to blurt out. "What were
you doing here? Why wereyou a prisoner of these goblins?
I've dways heard the minotaurs were dlies of the ogres™

The crimson illumination of the moon gave the former
captive's eyes a fearsome look. "Save soldiers would be a
better term, Knight of Solamnia. We are no more than
davesto our cousins. They hold our lands and our families
as hogstages, though theword they useisprotection. That is
why we do what they cannot. One day, though, it will be
the minotaurs who will rule. We await that day."

"Which does not explain why you were a prisoner here”
Huma presented as confident a face as he could muster. It
would not take much of the minotaur's strength to snap the
young knight's neck. He had already seen proof of that.

Thebeast-man dropped his shackled armsand snorted. "
killed my ogre captain, human. | struck him down with my
bare hands. A good blow. Cracked his skull with one shat.”

The thought of striking, much less actually murdering, a
superior appdled the knight. He raised his visor and dared
to step dose to the minotaur.



"You murdered him?'

"Youlike ogres? Thanksto me, noliveswill belost against
his ax—and he was good, I'll give him that. Many died on
that ax, human, even the weak, the helpless. | found him
over the bodies of an aged male and two children, perhaps
the old human's grandchildren. | did what | thought right.
Thereis no honor in daughtering the old, the feeble, or the
young—at least, not among my kind. Not that they would
have tolerated my betrayal. | had thought it was so among
the Knights of Solamnia, too. | see that | may have misun-
derstood.” The minotaur held up the chained wrists once
more, causing Huma to take severa quick steps back.
"Either kill me or free me from these chains. | do not careto
discussthis. The goblins have drugged what little food they
gave me. This exertion has amost done mein."

Indeed, the minotaur was slumping. Huma came to a
decision, overturned it, came to another, and finally settled
again on the first. Even then, he did not act. Could he truly
believe the words of the strange figure before him? The
minotaurs were supposedly an honorable race, but they
served the gods of evil. That was the way it was dways
taught.

Huma's sword arm shivered, as much from his thoughts
asfrom the long, awkward position he held it in. The man-
beast waited patiently, as ready to die as to be freed. The
cam and faith with which the former captive faced his res-
cuer finally made Huma's decision for him. He dowly and
carefully sheathed his blade.

"Which of these had the keys?"

The minotaur fell to his knees. His breath came in huge
huffs, like abull about to charge. "The one threw. Hewill
have themiif any do. | never saw the keys. They had no rea
son for them. After—after al, why would they want to
relesse me?'

While the exhausted defector rested, Humawent over to
the goblin and checked the numerous pouches wrapped
around the creature's waist. Each held a large number of
items, many of them disgusting trophies of war—knowing
goblins, morelikely looted from the dead—and afew unrec-
ognizable. In one of the pouches, he found the keys.



The minotaur's eyes were closed, and Huma suddenly
worried that one of the goblins had, after al, inflicted some
mortal wound. At the clinking of the keys near his face,
though, the burly figure opened his eyes.

"My thanks," he said, after Huma had freed both wrigts.
"By my ancestors twenty generations back, | will not rest
until | have balanced the scale. Y ou have my oath on that.”

"Thereis no need. [t—it was my duty."

Somehow, the minotaur managed avery human expres-
sion of skepticism. "Nevertheless, | will honor my oath as |
seefit. Let it not be said that Kaz isless than his ancestors”

Huma stood. "Can you walk?"

"Give me a moment." Kaz looked around quickly.
"Beddes, | have no desire to be out in the open tonight. |
would prefer some sort of shdter.”

"From what?' Huma could not imagine what would wor-
ry such a powerful fighter unless it was a dragon or some
creature of smilar proportions.

Kaz rose dowly. "The captain was a current favorite of
thewarlord. | fear he might have unleashed some of theren-
egade's pets”

"l don't understand.”

The minotaur suddenly turned his attention to acquiring
adecent weapon. He spotted the ax dropped by Huma'sfirst
opponent, picked it up, and tested it. “"Good. Probably
dwarven." To Huma, he replied, "Let us hope there is no
need. | do not think either of uswould live through it."

In the hands of the goblin, the ax had looked large. Kaz,
however, widded it with the ease of one who was used to
weapons of even greater Sze. The ax was meant for two-
handed use; the minotaur needed only one massive paw to
grasp it.

"In which direction did you plan to go?'

"North."

To Kyre?'

Huma hesitated. He knew that many knights, even Ben-
nett, would never have rdeased such a creature from its
bonds. They would have marched it at sword point through
the wastedland. Most certainly, they would never tell the
minotaur thefinal degtination. If the so-called prisoner was



in actudity agoy, such adip of thetongue might prove fatal
for more than just Huma. Y et, Kaz seemed a person of hon-
or.

Huma held back only a moment more, then finally nod-
ded. "Yes, Kyre. | hopeto rejoin my comrades”

The minotaur swung the ax over his own shoulder and
attached it to what Huma redlized was a harness designed
for just such a purpose. It was one of only two pieces of
clothing Kaz wore, the other being a sort of kilt, or perhaps
alarge loin cloth.

"| fear that Kyre is an unwise choice for now, but | will
not argue you out of it."

"Why unwise?'

Kaz gave his imitation of a human amile, a amile filled
with anticipation. "Kyre is now the front. My cousins, the
ogres, must bethere even aswespeek." He chuckled, sound-
ingagain likeasnorting bull. "It will beaglorious struggle. |
wish | could bethere"

Huma grimaced at the obvious pleasure in killing that his
new companion expressed. Some of thetadesconcerning the
strange minotaurs were evidently too true.

Steding himself, Huma wiped the drying blood from his
weapon. He glanced only briefly at his newfound compan-
ion, who seemed to recognize some of the revulsion in
Huma's face.

"You may come with me or go back to your own, Kaz,"
Humasaid. "Whatever you desire. Y ou may find the knight-
hood leery of accepting you as a deserter.”

Kaz did not hesitate. "I know some of what you fed,
Knight of Solamnia. | understand al too well our many dif-
ferences. Still, | oweyou adebt and | would rather face your
comradesthan returnto my ownranksand to adow torture
before | am executed. | have no desire to face ogres tender
merdes”

Something howled in the night, far awvay. It was awolf,
Huma decided, yet not awolf. It was too cold, too—evil.

"We had best be off," Kaz quickly decided. "Thisis no
place to be at night. The scent of death is sure to draw vis-
tors here and I, Knight, would prefer to move on."

Huma's eyeswere ill staring back at the direction of the



cry. He nodded sharply, suddenly much more pleased with
the minotaur's companionship. "Agreed." He reached out
his right hand in friendship. "My name, friend Kaz, is
Huma."

"Huma." The pressure exerted by the hand that covered
Humas was not enough to crush every bone, but it came
close "A strong name, that. A warrior's name."

Huma turned quickly away and picked up hisbags. How
wrong theminotaur could be! A warrior, indeed! Within his
armor, Huma could fedl every portion of his body shiver.
Hetried to imagine Bennett in hisplace, actingin the proper
manner of a knight born to command. The thought only
frustrated Humamore, for he knew that Bennett would nev-
er have ended up in a situation such as this.

They left the camp, with its dying fire and scattered
refuse, and headed in the direction Huma had chosen. Ne-
ther spoke now, for varying reasons. Behind them—
thankfully, sounding no closer than before—the cry rose

agan.



The two WAaNDERERS FOUND it iMpossible to travel too
far before being forced to rest. Huma's head still bothered
him, and Kaz was not fully over the effects of the drugged
food he had been fed following his capture by the goblins.

"I was afool! They caught me napping like a newborn
and trussed me up good! | am many things, but not crazy
enough to try rising to face two pikes that had me pinned to
the ground. Even goblins can't miss at that range.” The last
made Kaz laugh, though Huma found little humor in the
statement.

They finally agreed to stop at a small rise that would pro-
vide some protection. It was uncomfortably too much like
the position that the first goblin patrol had chosen. Still, it
was better than wide-open terrain. Huma only prayed he



woul d keep his eyes open long enough to wake the minotaur
when it was Kaz's turn to watch.

They talked a little while, perhaps because neither felt
safe about deep. Huma spoke of the knighthood and its
basic beliefs and organization. Kaz found the Knights of
Solamniainteresting. Many aspects about it appealed to the
easterner, especidly the great respect for honor.,

Kaz went into very little detail about his own people.
They were great mariners, it was true, but their lives were
now controlled by the ogres. They ill had their tourna-
ments of honor, where one rose in rank by defeating his
opponent, but the ogres cared little for this method and
chose new measures more gppealing to their ways. Because
of that, Kaz had dready built up a great hatred of his so-
cdled mastersbefore hisdeadly clash with hiscaptain. Any-
thing was better than servitude to their kind, he felt.

That Huma trusted Kaz with hislife disturbed the Solam-
nian alittle. He had already seen how savage the minotaur
could become. Huma never could have snapped an oppo-
nent's neck with the efficiency and—eagerness—that Kaz
had shown. Yet he felt that the minotaur could be trusted
wherehisword was concerned. The debate in Humas mind
raged on until he fell prey to weariness. Then it became a
moot point.

The night passed without incident, as did the first hours
of day. They ate what little rations Huma had left. A brief
look in the goblins bags had made the knight lose all desire
for any food the creatures might have been carrying, and
besides, the goblins food might have been tampered with.

The day was bleak. A chill wind was picking up, and
Huma was thankful that he wore good, strong padding
beneath his armor. Kaz, however, seemed unbothered by
the cool weather. His race was one of explorers and man-
ners, aswell aswarriors, and thelands of hisbirth could get
exceptionally cold in the dark months. The barechested
footsoldier did not even wear boots. Had Huma walked as
farin hisbarefeet, they would have been scarred, bleeding,
and mangled. The lands here had been baked hard and
rough by the padt.

About midday, Huma noticed the riders in the distance.



Theriders did not come in Huma and Kaz's direction, and
soon the group was lost from sight. But Huma believed the
Knights of Solamnia, and that meant odds were good that
the column—or at least a portion of it—waited nearby.

Kaz, on the other hand, was not o confident about the
identities of the riders. Here, 30 cdlose to the front, they
could be anyone.

True, they appeared to be humans—or perhaps eves—
but they may have been among those who serve Takhiss,
Y ou have never seen the Black Guard, the Warlord's dite
troops. Nor the renegades for that matter.”

The minotaur had used that puzzling word before. "Who
are the renegades?' Huma asked.

"Sorcerers unschooled. Mad mages. All of them, some-
how or another, have escgped the notice of the orders of
magic. Not dl areevil. It issad, though, that onewith tre-
mendous power has made a pact with the Dark Queen her-
df, and that sheis so desperatefor victory now that shehas
shunned her own Black Robes”

Magic. Humaknew more about it than most of his com-
rades. He had grown up with it. His best—his only—friend
had turned to sorcery. From the first, Magius had told
Humathat some day he would be agreat and powerful sor-
cerer, even as Huma leaned toward the knighthood that his
mother had claimed was his birthright.

Thinking of Magius made Huma think too much of his
early years, times that, while cherished in some ways, had
left him bitter and unsure. He had not seen Magiusin years,
not since the day his friend had completed his studies and
entered the tower for some sort of test that would decide his
fate. On that very same day, Huma had made a decison of
his own and had set out to confront the Knights of Solamnia
and petition for a place among them.

Huma shook away the thoughts.

They continued walking. Kaz continually scanned the
horizon, but he seemed a stranger to the terrain. At one
pﬁ)i nt, heturned and asked, "Areadl of the humanlandslike
this?'

"Youve never seen any of them?"

"Only theworst areas. Where dsewould the ogresput us



but in the worst positions? In our own way, we are more
expendable to them than the goblins. They trust neither of
our races, but they know they can control the goblins.”

Huma nodded his understanding. "There are still lands
untouched by the war, but they grow fewer each year.
Wheremy homewas, isnow awasteland akin to this" With
that came a rush of bitter memories. He forced himself to
concentrate on the path ahead. The past wasbehind him.

Theminotaur'shead snappedforward. "Wehavecompa
ny of some sort."

The knight squinted. More than three dozen figures, al
human, headed in their general direction. Survivorsof some
village, he redlized. Lost survivors, evidently, with two
broken-down wagons hauled by animals half-dead and led
by men who looked no better. There were women, too, and
evenacoupleof children. Asthey drew closer, he suddenly
redlized that most of them were gazing at his companion.
What he could read in those gazes, hedid not carefor at all.

"We must be careful, Kaz."

"Againg this pathetic rabble? Y ou needn't bother. | can
take these dl by mysdf." Kaz started to reach for the ax
strapped to hisback, but Humacaught hisarm.

"No!" hehissed. "That'smurder!"

The usually quick-reacting warrior hesitated. The mind
of aminotaur worked much differently from that of aman.
Kaz saw athreat; therewere morethan enough mentotake
him down if he failed to react. His world did not accept
compromise. One triumphed or died. Huma stood dumb-
founded; hedid not want to fight Kaz, but he could not very
well alow the minotaur to go tearing into the refugees.

Though Kaz lowered his hand, the damage was aready
done. Thevillagers saw only amonster who had threatened
them. They aready had seen their homes destroyed, and
friends and relatives killed. Frustration at their helplessness
had built higher and higher, with no outlet. Now, a lone
minotaur who represented dl that was evil, dl their suffer-
ing, stood in their path.

Severd men and women shuffled forward, aragged mob.
They were pale and frightened, a suicidal fright. All they
wanted was one chanceto strike back beforethey died.



Huma was appalled at the sight. The group moved like
living dead. Farm tools, knives, rope, even various house-
holditemswereclutched asweapons. Kaz stood hisground,
but he gave Huma a quick glance.

"If they come a few steps closar, | will strike no matter
what you say. | will not stand and die at their hands” The
minotaur's eyes glared blood red. Before long, he would
act. Humajumped infront of themob, sword raisedin the
air. "Stop! Hemeans no harm!™

It was a pathetic attempt, and the results were as he had
feared. The murderous mob came to a halt, but only to
decide what to do about the young knight barring their
path.

"Sep aside!" one grizzled elder yelled. A cloth was tied
over one eye, and the red stain on it indicated a recent
wound. His skin was cracked, and his sparse hair clung to
hishead. "Wewant him! Hesgot to pay for what hesdone!*

"Hés done nothing to you!"

A woman alittle older than Huma, and apparently once
pretty, spat a him. "Hes one of them! What does it matter
whether he was the one who killed my children! If hels not
doneit here, hé's done it dsawherel™

It would have been futile to try to explain. They would
not have listened to Huma, and, even if they did, it would
not excuse the horrorsthey had suffered. Kaz wastheir only
focus.

In desperation, Huma brandished his sword. There was
some murmuring and a few less hardy souls stepped back,
but the apparent betrayal by a Knight of Solamnia against
his own race was more than some could stand. The mob
moved forward again, but this time it was obvious that
Humawas aso their target.

Behind him, he could hear hismassive companion pulling
out the ax. "Have no fear, Huma. We will crush them."

There was anticipation in those words, even more than
the first time Huma had noticed it.

Not even the sight of an angered minotaur clutching a
huge battle ax in one great hand was enough to deter vil-
lagers. Thin, bony arms, from which hung the rags of
clothes, rose. Somewere empty-handed, somewerewilling



to strike with whatever was in them. Huma stepped back.

Would he really kill these people to protect one who had
been an enemy only afew daysbefore? No knight would do
0. Humaknew that. Yet he could not leave Kaz to them.

"Kaz, youd better run!"

"They'll kill you now, Huma. Kill you for aiding me. B&t-
ter we stand and fight."

That was the last thing Huma desired, but there appeared
to be no other choice. Either he moved aside and betrayed
the minotaur or he stood and betrayed those he had sworn
to defend. The sword wavered.

A strong wind rushed up from behind him.

The mob froze and al eyes stared upward. Behind him,
Huma heard Kaz whirl and curse.

"Dragon!"

A cloud of dust kicked up, obscuring Humasvision ashe
turned. He could hear the flapping of great wings as the
dragon evidently prepared to land. In hismind, he saw one
of the deadly black dragons or perhaps a huge red one,
cometo strike them dl down. His sword would be less than
usdess.

Even before the dust had settled, Kaz was charging.
Dragon of darkness or light, it matteredlittletohim. Hehad
no future, whichever the case. He only hoped to do some
damage before the leviathan crushed him. The minotaur
shouted a battle cry as heran, and the ax whirled about his
head. Humagot hisfirst glance of the dragon as Kaz struck.

Theknight raised ahand and shouted, athough he knew
it was much too late aready. "No!"

Themight of aminotaur wastruly impressve. It wassad
that an ax in aminotaur's hands could split bouldersin two.
Had Kaz struck, it was quite possible that he might have
conquered. Instead, he suddenly froze in midswing and his
momentum, grest as it was, threw him headfirst to the
ground benegth the dragon's great maw.

The dragon glanced only briefly at the falen berserker
and then looked up to study the human. Huma stared back.
As aknight, he was accustomed to the comings and goings
of the Dragons of Light. They served as guardians and mes-
sengers, but he had never seen one thisdose



Itwastadl and deek. The entirebody was silver, savethe
two eyes that glowed like sunshine. He knew ingtinctively
that the dragon was female, although he would have been
hard-pressed to explain hisreasoning. Thejawswerelonger
than hisarm and the teeth were so long that the dragon eesi-
ly could have bitten off Huma's head with one snap. The
snout was long and tapered.

The dragon's voice, contrary to the beast's appearance,
was deep but melodious. "A Knight of Solamnia. What do
you do out here? You arefar from your comrades. Are you
seeking this garbage here? Rest assured, the minotaur will
go nowhere. Not while the power of my will holds him."

Humalowered hisweapon. Thevillagers had melted into
the background, although they werein no real danger.

"Are you well?' The question appeared legitimate. The
slvery dragon was actually concerned.

"Pea2" Huma choked out. "Don't harm him! It's not
what you think!"

The glimmering orbs of the dragon seemed to appraise
him. Theleviathan was curious. "Why do you wish to spare
the life of this creature? Is there information you desire? |
can wrench information from him with little trouble.”

The dragon waited with the patience of one who mea
sures timein centuries, not minutes.

"He ismy companion. He has turned from the evil of the
Dark Queen."

Had someone informed Huma that the face of a dragon
was capable of reveding very human surprise, he would
have scoffed. This, though, wasthe case. Heremained silent
as the dragon digested this unusual piece of information.

"The minotaur would have struck me. It is obvious that
he meant me greet physica harm. How, then, can | justify
your clams?"

Huma stiffened. "You must take my word. | have no

roof."
P Sheactually smiled at that. Onadragon, even asmilewas
fearsome. Lord Oswd had once sad that a dragon's smile
was like that of the fox who was preparing to eat the hen.

"I beg your pardon, Knight of Solamnia. | did not mean
that | had no faith in your words. Y ou must admit, it is not



every day that one finds a minotaur fighting sde by sde
with one of your kind."

"No offense was teken."

"What of them?"

Huma did not turn. He still remembered his indecision
and what might have resulted. "Their fear and anger is
understandable. They've suffered much. | hold nothing
againgt them."

She acknowledged his answer with a sinuous twist of her
narrow, lengthy neck. To thevillagers shesaid, "You travel
off-course. Turn to the southwest. There are clerics of Mis-
hakal who will carefor your injured and giveyou food. Tl
any others you meet on your way."

She received no argument from them, something that
Humawas quite thankful for. The dragon watched the refu-
gees &t out in the proper direction. Then she looked down
at Kaz with near-distaste.

"If | rlease thisone, hiswell-beingisyour affair. | have as
little love for hiskind as those unfortunates do."

Humawas hesitant. "I cannot promise his reaction when
you release him. He is quick to anger."

"A trait of theminotaurs. If they were not constantly kill-
ing one another in their contests of strength and rank, |
think they would have overrun Ansalon long before this"
She sghed, an action that forced Humato dose hiseyesas
hot air warmed hisface. "Very wdl."

With those words said, the minotaur suddenly leaped to
life. He did not renew his attack, but rather paused some
distance from dragon and knight, the ax ready in his hands.
He eyed the dragon warily.

She returned the gaze with something akin to disdain.
"Y ou heard everything."

It was no question, and the massive warrior's expression
indicated to Huma that Kaz had heard al too well. He ill
did not trust either of them, though.

"l heard. | am not surewhat to bdieve"

"l easily could have crushed you, minotaur." The slver
dragon lifted one massive claw as proof. Had either one of
themfelt theforcebehindit, there would have been little | eft
to mourn.



Kaz turned his gaze to Huma. "You saved my life once,
Knight Huma. It appearsyou have done so again, only this
time with words" The minotaur shook his head. "I shdl
never be able to sufficiently repay the debt."

Huma frowned. Debts, again! "I want nothing from you,
save peace. Will you put away the ax?'

The minotaur straightened, took one last look at the
hulking figure before him, and hesitantly returned the ax to
itsresting place. "As| have said, | cannot go back. What is
to become of me?*

The dragon snorted, sending small puffs of smoke float-
ing. "l have no interest in you. Humaisthe onewho should
decide.”

IlMe?l

"You've shown excdlent judgment so far. Would that
more of the earthbound races showed such common sense”
There was no mockery in the dragon'stone.

Humafelt oddly pleased by the compliment, coming as it
did from acreature asrega asthe silver dragon. He thought
carefully for severd moments, tossing about idess that had
half-formed during the trek, and then turned to the mino-
taur. "We must join the column. If you truly wish to prove
yoursdf to others than myself, you'll haveto tell them what
you know about the ogres movements and make them
believeyou." Humapaused. "Y ou do know something of use
to them, don't you?"

Kaz gaveit long thought and then grunted. "I know more
than | should know. If you can convince them not to day me
out of hand, | will do asyou say. Perhaps what help | can
give you will hasten the day when my people are free once
more."

"Youll have to give me the ax."

Theminotaur let loosewith abellow of rage. "I cannot go
among them unarmed! It would be alossof face! Thisisnot
ourway!"

Huma's temper flared. "You're not among your people!
You're among mine! If you step among them armed with
that well-worn ax, therewill be no hopefor compromise. At
the very least, you will become a prisoner. At the worst,
you will be dead."



The dragon leveled a glittery stare at the minotaur. "The
knight's assessment is quite accurate. Y ou would do best to
listen to him."

Kaz snorted and snarled and called upon the names of
some SX or seven prominent ancestors, but in the end, he
agreed to surrender his weapon to Huma when the time
came.

The slver dragon spread her great wings. Shewas amag-
nificent creature, the very aspect of power and beauty
joined into one. Huma had seen tapestries, wood carvings,
and sculptures in Vingaard Keep that had sought to capture
the essence of thedragons. They wereadl pale specterswhen
compared to the actual being.

"I was flying to rejoin my kin in northern Ergoth when |
caught sight of you. The situation was unique. It interested
me, 0| decided toland,” shesaid. "'l should moveon, but it
will not take mefar out of my way if | transport the two of
you to your destination."

The thought of soaring through the sky on the back of
one of the legendary dragons nearly overwhemed Huma.
He knew that there were knights who fought astride the
huge beasts and even talked with them, but Huma had nev-
& been 0 privileged.

"How do we hold on?*

"If | fly dowly, you should have no trouble hanging on
with your arms and legs. Many have done it before,
although you are the first to fly with me. It will save you
much time and hardship.” She lowered her head 0 that it
was level with his own.

Humawould fly! Magius had once said that thiswas one
of his greatest reasonsfor joining the orders of sorcery—to
float among the clouds.

Huma draddled the long, sinewy neck just above the
shoulders and could not help but amile at the dragon, who
had turned to watch. He knew she understood his enthusi-
asmall too well. Reddening dightly, Humareached down a
hand to Kaz. The minotaur sared at the offered hand and at
the back of the dragon.

He shook his head vehemently. "My people are creatures
of theland, salors of the sees. Weare not birds™



It is perfectly safe" The dragon appeared dighted. "A
babe could ride with no fear."

"A babe would be foolish enough. | am not."

"There's nothing to fear, Kaz."

Humal's remarks stung well, asthe knight had hoped they
would. If a mere human could face this chdlenge, then so
could he, a minotaur. Snorting furioudly, he took hold of
Huma's hand and climbed up. He sat directly behind the
knight and did not speak, although every musclein hisbody
tensed. He gripped the dragon's neck with his hands and
I

egs.

"Are both of you prepared?”

Humalooked back at Kaz, who stared ahead without see-
ing. The knight turned back. "As best we can be, | guess”
His heart was pounding, and he felt more like a small child
than aKnight of Solamnia. "Will we fly high?"

The dlver dragon actually laughed, a deep, throaty
chuckle. "Not as high as you might like, but | do not think
you will be disappointed.”

She gave the minotaur one last amused glance, then
began to flap her wings. Humawatched in fascination asthe
ground fell away beneath them. Within seconds, the silver
dragon was spiraing high in the sky. Huma lowered his
visor to keep some of thewind out of his face. Kaz merely
held on for dear life and changed neither method nor mind
even when the silvery leviathan ceased climbing and finally
maintained a dow and steady flight.

Humaraised hisvisor and leaned as dose to the dragon's
head as was possible. "This—thisis fantagtic!"

"Perhaps you should have been a dragon yoursdlf!" she
shouted back. "If you could seetheworld as| seit!"

She did not try to explain, and Huma did not ask her to.
For a brief time, the war, the knighthood, al his problems
vanished.

Huma settled back and absorbed the splendor.



Chapter 4

The war was Meant to be swirt aNnd fiNal. Takbhisis,
Queen of Darkness, Dragonqueen, had sent forth her chil-
dren, her daves, her warriors, her mages, and mystics in
one great collective force. The focus of her attack was the
Knights of Solamnia, for she saw in them the power and
danger that the eves once had represented. The dveswere
now a shadow of their once-mighty strength; their self-exile
from the outside world had sapped them of vigor. They
could wait for her attention until the knighthood had been
ground under.

Y et theknightshad their own dliesand, most important,
the discipline and the organization that were sorely lacking
from the Queen's followers. The knights dso had dedicated
their lives to her eterna foe, Paladine.



It was said that Pdladine himself had created the knight-
hood. Certainly it was true that Vinas Solamnus, the
Ergothian commander who had turned againgt the tyranny
of hisemperor, introduced the Oath and Measure by which
his soldierswould abide, but it was dways his claim that he
had stumbled across agrove on far-off Sancrist Ide—aplace
beyond thewestern shores of Ansalon itself—inwhich Paa
dine himself awaited. With his twin sons, the gods Kiri-
Jolith and Habbakuk, Paladine had introduced Vinas
Solamnus to the creation of a powerful force for good.

From Habbakuk came the Order of the Crown, which
looked to loyalty as its greatest aspect. All new knights
became members of this order, the better to learn to act in
concert, to aid one's comrades, and to follow faithfully the
Oath and the Measure.

From Kiri-Jolith, god of just battle, came the Order of the
Sword. Those who wished to, could choose to enter this
order once they had proved themselves as members of the
Crown. Honor was first and foremost to a Knight of the
Sword. No hand was to be raised in unjust anger, no sword
drawn because of personal jealousies.

Last, from Paladine himself, came the Order of the Rose.
Thesewereto be the lite, those knightswho had so cometo
embrace the workings of Paladine that nothing mattered
more. Wisdom andjusticeruled their lives. From their ranks
most often would be chosen the Grand Master, he who
would command the knighthood overall.

Although it had never been so during the life of Vinas
Solamnus, the Order of the Rose became the order of roya-
ty. Whereas all knightslaid claim to royal blood, the Order
of the Rosewas open only to those of the"purest” blood. No
one ever defied this rule, although it went against dl the
teachings of Paladine.

Thewar had settled down to the most horrible stalemate.
Men, dragons, ogres, goblins—the casualties mounted, the
carrion creaturesfed, the plagues began.

"I had not believed . . " The slver dragon'svoice trailed
off. Huma had not redlized how quickly the destruction
would spread across yet another once-unspoiled region.



Bdow them, frighteningly red, lay the evidence.

Whole groves of ancient, proud trees had been thrown
free of the earth, either by dragons or magic-users. Fields
were no more than great mounds of upturned soil with the
tracks of many feet trampled into them. The dead reposed
in great numbers, knights and ogres both, athough there
did seem to be more of the latter—or was it merely blind
hope on the part of the Solamnic knight?

Huma'sface paled. Helooked at the dead scattered about,
then covered his eyes while he regained his composure.

"A futile struggle here" Kaz was shouting in his ear. The
minotaur had lost hisfear of flight in his great interest in the
battle. " Crynus picks and picks, and the knighthood's com-
manders return the favor with little bites of their own. Nei-
ther will gain from this"

The words made Huma stiffen. Kaz could not help his
nature. A battle was a study in skill and position to him.
Even personally involved, he would ponder strategy and
tactics. Even as his ax screamed through the air.

The slver dragon turned her head toward them. "Obvi-
oudy, we cannot land here. Kyre is certainly logt, to both
sdes, it would seem. Thesefields of wheat will feed no one™

Humablinked. 'Thereis hope, then. The supply lines of
the ogres must be strained. The knighthood sits more
securely with its"

"But their strength is not as great as that of the ogres”
interjected the minotaur.

So intent were they on the desolation below that none of
them had noticed the large, dark formsriding toward their
generd position. It wasKaz who spotted them. Hesuddenly
gripped Huma's shoulder tightly. Huma turned his head and
followed the minotaur's gaze.

"Dragon!" he shouted to the silver leviathan bearing
them. "Sx at least."

As they neared, Huma began to make out more definite
shapesand colors. Reds—led by ablack dragon? Squinting,
Huma redlized it was true. An enormous black dragon—
bearing arider. As they all were!

"l cannat fight them dl," sad the silver dragon. "Jump
when the earthisdose. | will attempt to lead them astray.”



The silver dragon skimmed down near the trees, tryingto
locate some place suitable to land before her deadly coun-
terparts reached them.

"You must jump when | say so! Areyou ready?"

"It gals me to flee from any battle, even among the
clouds. Isthere no way we can help, Huma?"'

Huma kept his face turned away from the minotaur. "No,
wed best jump.”

"Asyouwish."

They passed over what had once been afarmhouse; it was
now little more than alow, crumbling wall of bricks form-
ing acrude rectangle. Beyond that, though, was clear field.

"I'm dowing! Ready yourselves!"

They poised.

"Now!"

Kaz moved first. He toppled over asif struck in the chest
by an arrow. The silver dragon's taons fairly touched the
earth as she glided into another turn.

Huma leaned to jump—and hesitated.

"What are you doing?' the silver dragon screamed at
Huma as the six dragons drew nearer.

"You cannot fight them dong"

"Don't be a fool!"

"Too late!" he shouted quickly.

Each of the dragons carried a tall, sinister figure clad in
unadorned ebony armor. Their faces were hidden by
visored helmets. Whether they were human or ogre or
something dse was beyond Huma's ken.

The rider of the tremendous black dragon, a hulking fig-
ure who dwarfed Huma, motioned to the others. The reds
pulled back to await the outcome. The black dragon
shrieked eagerly as the rider prodded it.

The two dragons closed with much bellowing. Claws
dashed and one taon dug into a forearm of the slver
dragon. She, in turn, raked the open chest of the black,
leaving great gash marks across it.

The armored rider swung a wicked two-headed ax, and
Humaautomatically dodged theattack. Asthetwo dragons
gg)(pled, Huma was able to angle close enough to dtrike



The other riders hung back in nervous anticipation, their
dragons shrieking angrily at being unable to participate.

Then the silver dragon caught the black across one wing
with her claws, and the other shrieked in pain. The black
rider was thrown to one side, and left open to Humas
thrust. Without thinking, the knight struck at the opening
bel ow hisopponent's shoulder. The point easily cut through
the thin mail, and momentum carried it deeper. The rider
grunted and slumped backward.

A chorus of cries from riders and dragons alerted the
black to the injury of its charge. With frenzied movements,
the black tore away from the silver dragon.

Huma readied himsalf for the mass attack that would
surely follow, but, oddly enough, the enemy did not press
its advantage. The remaining dragons formed a protective
circlearound theblack dragon and its badly wounded rider,
and then al six great beasts turned in the direction from
which they had come. While knight and silver dragon
watched in stupefaction, the enemy flew away.

Huma found himself breathing calmly again.

Below him, the silver dragon also had regained her poise.
Her wounds still bled, and Humawondered just how severe
were the injuries.

Asif inresponse, sheturned tolook at him, concern obvi-
ousin her every movement.

"Are you injured?’

"No. What of you? Do you require aid?' How did one
treat a dragon? "l don't know if | can help, but | can try."

She shook her glittering head. "l can heal myself. | merely
require rest. What concerns me more is the odd circum-
stances of thisbattle. Thiswasmorethan merely a patrol. |
cannot put my mind to the answer, but | believe thisis a
dgn.”

Huma nodded. "We must pick up Kaz and hurry to Lord
Oswal. He will want to know dl."

The slver dragon edged downward and saw something
that made her smile cynically. Shesaid, "It appearswe have
more visitors. Oneswho, | believe, will not be pleased to
discover aminotaur in their midst.”

Following her gaze, Huma saw them. Knights of Solam-



nia. More than twenty, he estimated. A patrol of his own
colors. The silver dragon was right. The knights would be
likely to run Kaz down, at the cost of afew of their own
lives, no doubt.

Kaz, hidden in the wreckage of a farmer's wagon and
oblivious to the riders coming from behind, rose to wave at
Huma and the silver dragon. Even if the knights had failed
to see the minotaur, they could not miss the landing of the
dragon. One knight spotted the bull-headed creature and
yelled out awarning to the others. Immediately, the patrol
went into a full charge. The minotaur whirled at the thun-
dering sound and stood momentarily poised. Then the bat-
tle ax, which Huma had allowed Kaz to keep, was suddenly
out and swinging expectantly. Swordswere raised and lanc-
esaimed.

Huma could think of only one thing to do. He shouted
out his plan to the silver dragon. The oncoming warriors
looked up in astonishment, and their orderly riding became
haphazard as they momentarily forgot al e at sight of the
magnificent denizen of the ar. The slver dragon came
down behind Kaz and was able to grab the minotaur by his
shoulders. Kaz let out a startled cry and dropped his ax as
the great talons applied pressure to both shoulders and
hauled him off the ground. The knights tugged hard on the
reins, desperately trying to halt their steeds while cheering
for what they thought was the end of a marauding mino-
taur.

Kaz continued a stream of curses that would have made
the worst brigand blanch, but he was powerlessin the grip
of the silver dragon. When they were some distance away,
the silver dragon dropped theminotaur gently to theground
and then landed nearby.

Huma leaped off her back and immediately confronted
Kaz. If not for theminotaur's oath to serve him, Huma sus-
pected he would have been daughtered then and there. Fire
glowed in the minotaur's degp-set eyes, and he snorted con-
tinuously with anger.

"No fighting!" Huma ordered.

"They will kill me! At least let me fight to the desth, not
stand there like some ineffectual gully dwarf!"



Very quietly and with a cold anger that surprised him,
Huma repeated himsdlf. "I said no fighting."

The minotaur exhaled sharply and seemed to Sump. He
stared at Huma. "As you wish. | will put my faith in you
who have saved my life twice”

That again! Humalet out an exasperated breath and turn-
ed as the reorganized patrol rode hesitantly up to the odd
trio. The patrol leader, the only one seemingly unaffected
by the sight of the great dragon, caled a halt and then
leaned forward to study the young knight.

"It seems Bennett is not rid of you after dl, Huma"

Belated recognition dawned on Huma. "Rennard!"

Rennard raised hisvisor. Some of the other knights shift-
ed uncomfortably. Rennard's face was deathly pale, and
when he spoke it was dmost asiif hisfeatures did not move.
He might have been a handsome man, but that handsome-
ness had been ruined by near-death in his youth, from
plague. His face was gaunt and lined, and some of his
detractors liked to joke that Rennard had, in fact, died of
the diseese and just never redized it. Such colorful com-
ments never were spoken in his presence, though. Few
knights were his match.

Humawas pleased to see Rennard. The older knight had
taken Huma under hiswing from the first, when he came to
Vingaard to present his petition for entry into the knight-
hood. Rennard had supported him when others had urged
that he be rejected—a boy who could only claim his father
was a knight and whose mother could give no evidence to
support him.

The knights had gotten over their awe of the dragon by
thistime, and now all eyed Kaz. There was agreat amount
of muttering, much of it concerning what so strangeabeing
as aminotaur was doing here. Rennard beckoned to one of
the other riders. "Bind the minotaur. I'm sure that Lord
Oswd will be most interested in him and what he is doing
this far from the action."

Kaz stepped back, fistsraised. "Try! Thefirst who laysa
hand on me will never do so again!”

One of the knights drew a sword. "Insolent beast! You
won't live long enough!*



"No!" Huma stepped up to Rennard. "Hes no enemy. He
was running from the ogres. | found him a prisoner of gob-
lins and rescued him. He killed an ogre in order to save
human lived"

Severd of the men made snide comments on the gullibili-
ty of the young knight, and Humaknew hisface had glared
crimson.

Kaz snorted. The dur on Huma's honor was as much a
dur on hisown, since he owed hislifeto the human. "Thisis
thehonor of theKnightsof Solamnia? Thisishow they treat
one of their own? Perhaps | was mistaken to believe the
knighthood might be as honorable as my own racel”

The knight who had drawn his sword began urging his
horse forward. "I'll have your head, minotaur!"

"You will do nothing of the sort. Knight Conrad.” The
angered knight tried to face Rennard down, but, ashad hap-
pened countless times before, it was the pale knight who
was victorious. No one could face the ice-blue eyes.

"In truth, there is nothing any of you could say against
Huméds ability to judge" continued Rennard. "And you
know it. Act like knights, not petty Ergothians or high,
mighty dves"

The other warriors quieted, although it was dear they
were not pleased with being scolded like children. Rennard
did not care, Huma knew. Rennard was concerned only
with Rennard.

ToHuma, hesaid, "Theminotaur isplaced in your custo-
dy, Huma. | know more about their kind than these others
apparently do. If hewill pledge to come among usin peace,
that will be dl the assurance | need."

Humalooked at Kaz, who stared at the patrol in generd
and at the gaunt knight in particular. After some consider-
ation, the minotaur finally agreed. "I pledge to you that |
will comein peaceandthat | will accept Humasjudgment in
al matters.”

Thelast was a criticism of the knights' lack of faith in one
of their own. The knights shifted uneasily. They did not like
theideaof so powerful aprisoner riding loose among them.
The dlver dragon looked on with an expresson of mild
amusement. Rennard's face was devoid of reaction, but



Huma felt he was amused by the remark.

Thepatrol leader jabbed athumb behindhim. "Wehavea
few extra horses, which we recovered about a mile from
here. One of them is tall and strong enough to carry the
minotaur, | believe. When you are satisfied, | want the two
of you up front. We have much to discuss, and you, Knight
Huma, must have arather interesting report.”

The other knights made room as Huma and Kaz stepped
into their midst. There were five extra horses—four war-
horses and one drafthorse that apparently had been aban-
doned by its owner. The drafthorse and two of the
warhorses proved to be unfit for riding and had been taken
along mainly for the mesat on their bones. Thetalest of the
horses, and the only one capable of supporting the massive
form of the minotaur, was skittish, but not so much that Kaz
could not control him. Huma found a greyish silver steed
and took an immediately liking to it. When they were
mounted, they rejoined Rennard.

Huma scanned the desolation. "What happened here?'

Thelack of emotion only made Rennard'swordsthe more
frightening. "What usually happens, Huma? Mages fight
their own privatewars and tear up the lands, leaving noth-
ing but rock and craters for those bound to the earth.
Dragons burn or freeze or tear up the remaining fertile,
green regions. By the time the armies clash, thereislittle if
anything worth fighting for."

Mages were a sore subject with Rennard. No one knew
why. Huma had never mentioned Magius to him for fear of
alienating him, and losing one of Humals rare champions.

"Did we lose?"

"Stalemate. The fighting just moved north, athough we
were sent to assure that their northerly retreat was no feint.
We were just about to turn back when we saw you."

The slver dragon, who had stayed patiently silent dl this
tihme, finally interjected. "You did not see the dragonriders,
then?"

Rennard's head snapped up and the other knights stiff-
ened. "Dragonriders, did you say?"

"Six of them. All clad in black and al riding red dragons,
save the leader, who rode a huge black dragon. They



seemed to be searching until they noticed us. | tried to buy
some time, but your fellow knight refused to leave me. He
indgsted on joining in the battle.”

With most of the faces hidden by visors, Huma could not
properly gauge the reactions of his comrades. Some few
seemed to indicate approva with dight nods, whileonewas
heard to mutter something about unnecessary foolhardi-
ness. Rennard, meanwhile, seemed preoccupied.

"A huge black, you say?"

"The largest. Young, though. The rider chose to fight us
one to one. We did, and then a strange thing occurred.
Huma wounded him severely and the black was forced to
retreat from the battle. Rather than seeking revenge, the
othersjoined the black to seek help for their crippled leader.
They would have daughtered ushad they al comeat once. |
till do not understand.”

Rennard's face remained typically blank. How much this
disturbed himwasimpossible to say. When he spoke next, it
was asif thetale of the attack had aready dlipped his mind.
"I can only thank you for the service you have given one of
our own. Will you be joining us? | am unfamiliar with the
healing of dragon wounds, but if the powers of a cleric of
Mishaka will help, there are afew with the main force."

The great beast flexed her wings—which unnerved more
than one knight and many of the horses—and declined his
offer. "My own talentswill suffice. | merely need rest. | will
rejoin my kin. You might possibly see me afterward.” The
last comment was directed more at Huma than Rennard.

"It has been fascinating to know you even this brief time,
Knight Huma," the dragon continued. "Good tidingsto you.
May Paladine watch over you."

Without further ado, the silver dragon lifted hersdf high
into theair. Huma and the otherswere forced to look away
asthe dust rose. When it had settled at last, the astonishing
creaturewas aready far away. The group watched her van-
ish into the clouds, still awed by her presence. Rennard
turned and took stock of those under his command—
including Humaand K az—and turned hishorse. Hegaveno
command, and none was expected. The others smply fol-
lowed, the two newcomers riding just behind the patrol



leader.

It was not until they werewd| on their way that Rennard
motioned thetwo to ride beside him. He continued to watch
the path ahead as he spoke. "These riders. Have you ever
seen or heard of them before, Huma?"

"Should | have?'

"Perhaps. Minotaur—"

"My name is Kaz." He appeared tired of being addressed
asif he were not quite there.

"Kaz, then. Surely, you must know them?'

"They are the Black Guard. One of many of their names.
They serve the renegade mage Galan Dracos and the
Queen'swarlord, Crynus."

"What of the warlord himself?'

Kaz shrugged. "Heisagiant, althoughwhether an ogreor
human or something else, only a specid few seem to know.
Heisamaster strategist who iswilling to take chances, even
with himsdlf. His favorite mount—mount . . " The mino-
taur stopped spesking, and his eyes widened.

A thin, deadly smile spread across Rennard's face, a
frightening sight on that deathlike visage. Rennard turned
to Huma. "What | believe he was going to add was that the
favored mount of Crynus is a huge black dragon called
Charr. Both man and beast are obsessve risk-takers and
one-to-one combat is something they relish grestly.”

"And... and | fought against him." Therealization shook
Huma. He had faced Crynus himsdf and lived.

Then, he suddenly thought, so had the warlord. He had
been badly wounded, true, but Huma was sure he lived—
and somehow Huma knew that the warlord would seek him
out. To regainface. To regain honor. To more than balance
the score.

To kill him.

"l understand the warlord takes his battles very person-
dly," Rennard added, amost casudly. He suddenly urged
his horse to a quicker pace and the others followed suit as
quickly asthey were able. Even then, they did not move fast
enough to suit Huma, who suddenly watched the sky ner-
voudly.



Chapter 5

Ir the bevastatioN had lookeb terrible FROM above, a
close view proved it to be even worse than that. Now,
Huma could see with what thoroughness death had swept
through thisregion. Kyre, aonce-teeming city near the bor-
der with Ergoth, was no more. The fields were scorched.
The dead lay scattered like broken toys. Most of the build-
ings were mere shlls, if that much. As the patrol swept
around the city's east walls—or what was left of them—the
gtench of gridy decay rose. Huma prayed he would not lose
control, and it gave him no satisfaction that several of the
other knights looked sck. Rennard rode on in seeming
indifference.

By the end of the day, their horses and their armor were
covered with mud. Realizing that they would not reach the



main force for hours and knowing of the treacherous paths
ahead, Rennard cdled for a halt at a dry location in the
vicinity, aong hard-packed earth that had once served as a
country road. Behind them, they could make out curls of
smoke rising from Kyre. The fires had long gone out, but
the smoke refused to die, as if a reminder of the knight-
hood's failure.

The night passed without incident. Kaz, true to his oath,
attempted to stand guard over the young knight dl night
long, until both Rennard and Huma insisted that the
exhausted minotaur take his turn deeping.

They continued on at first light, Humaand Kaz again rid-
ing beside the patrol leader. Huma attempted to draw Ren-
nard into conversation, but the other knight was astaciturn
as ever. He would speak when he deemed it necessary, not
otherwise.

By noon, they neared the outer fringe of the southern
flank. The battle had become nothing more than one great
series of skirmishes, as each side tested for wesknesses. The
patrol had beenfortunate. Had they arrived at another time
of day, they might have ridden directly into such a battle.

Some of the knights gave aragged cheer at the sight of the
riders, mistaking them for reinforcements. Morale appeared
low, and when the knights recognized Rennard and Huma,
the cheers died on their lips.

The camp of the southern flank lay southeast of the ruins
of the city. Rennard pulled his mount to a stop. Before the
patrol lay agreat tent surrounded by Knights of the Sword.
Thepaeknight did not dismount. Instead he summoned the
captain of theguard. At the sight of Rennard, the knight in
question blanched and quickly sauted.

The deathly face stared down at him. "Who is in charge
here?'

"Lord Killian. Y ou will not find him here, though. He has
gone out among the men in an attempt to boost spirits.” The
guard sounded as if he had very little faith in the attempt.

Rennard nodded. "Perhaps you might assigt us, then.
Where will we find Lord Oswa's command headquarters?
When our patrol set out, it waslocated near here."

Under Rennard's cold gaze, the guard informed them that



command had moved another full day'sjourney, thistimeto
the northeast. The ever sardonic Kaz muttered something
about chasing one's own tail, but a stern look from Huma
quieted him. The group was on the move again within sec-
onds.

The lands to the northeast proved to be in much fairer
shape. The first living trees came into sight only an hour
after theknightshad resumed riding. As the minutes passed,
more and more trees dotted the landscape. They were short
and stubby, for the most part, but they were trees! The
mood of the party lightened a little.

Not once during their trek did they lose sight of the two
vast armies maneuvering for position among the hills and
trees. To the north lay the mountain ranges that marked the
boundaries between Solamnia and old Ergoth. The ranges
included severd heaven-shattering peaks, home to a large
colony of fearsome ogres. Those who dared travel through
the mountain regions risked their lives and limbs.

Huma's mind wandered as the ride dragged on. What
would Lord Oswa say when Huma confronted him? There
had always been bad blood between the High Warrior and
the Grand Master, and Lord Trake had been none too
pleased with his brother's decision to back young Huma.
Such adecision could, in thelong run, prove disastrousfor
Lord Oswal. Inhisposition, he stood to lose much influence
and power if Huma failed as a knight. The knighthood, for
al itsvaunted good, was apolitical organization. Not that
this was Huma's true concern. Rather, he wondered what
would become of the army if someone other than the High
Warrior commanded it. Lord Oswvad was the knighthood's
most brilliant general.

Rennard called out and pointed to thewest. All eyesturn-
ed. Theaready overcast skieswere becoming pitch black in
the space of moments. The watchers saw the darkness
advance like a plague of locustsin afield of grain, and they
knew what they viewed—sorcery of the vilest kind. The
Queen's minionswere once more a work in their attempt to
shatter the lines of defense.

Rennard dowed, looked at the others from behind his
visor. He stared at Humaand Kaz. "Will the minotaur fight



for usif you ask him, Huma?'

Kaz snorted loudly. "Ask me yourself, ghoul!"

The pae knight ignored the jibe as he might ignore the
wind in his face. "Will you fight for us?'

Huma felt Rennard's eyes burn into his. "The decision is
yours, Kaz."

The bovine face broke out into a savage, toothy grin.
Then | will fight, and gladly, asit will give me a chance to
stretch my muscles. Besides, | was outcast from my kind the
moment | chase to smite the ogre and run. They would kill
me the moment they captured me. With you, | ill have a
chance to prove that my honor is not dead.”

‘Thenlet usadd our strength to our brethren.” With those
words, Rennard spurred his horse. Someone shouted abat-
tle cry. Humagritted his teeth, hoping that someone would
take hisgrimace asraw determination and not an attempt to
quell some of the feelings tearing his body apart.

The creeping darkness Eanffgrth to greet them.

They might as well have been fighting at midnight with-
out a moon. There were screams from the wounded and
dying and lusty cries from warriors of both sides. Murky,
huge shapes soared through the air. Sometimes they struck
at the figures on the ground, but rarely with full strength.
The dragonfear had not yet been unleashed. There was too
much chaos on the ground; the dragons might very well
consume their own alies.

Brilliant flashes of pure power revealed some of the car-
nagewrought on thefield. Mages of white and red contested
with the black. Concern for sage limits held the Red and
White Robesfromvictory. Cardessness prevented the Black
Robes from the same. Still, there was some effect; the vast
inkiness that had come so swiftly now hated its deadly
progress and even reversed alittle. The Black Robes could
not maintain the attacks against their colleagues, and the
strength of the dark cloud, for more than a short time.

The sky suddenly was filled with dragons, more than any
person possibly could have imagined. They had been gath-
ered, dowly and quietly, just for thismoment. Asthe dark-



ness retreated, they boiled out of the cloud cover. There
werefar more than those who fought alongside the knights.
Red, black, green, blue—the sky was filled with colors of

death.

Although outnumbered, the dragons of light rose to face
them. They were not enough. The Dragonqueen's children
quickly began to penetrate the ranks of the knights. Their
ultimate goa lay beyond. They were flooding the hilly
regionswith their numbers, protecting the ogres and other
landbound dlies who even now flowed forth in greater
numbersfrom within the hills themselves. Already beset by
far too many foes, the sorely beleaguered knights looked to
the party of newcomersfor respite.

Swords high and lances straight, Rennard's patrol
regrouped into chargeformation. The dragonsracing above
them did not faze them. The line would hold.

Huma was among those without a lance, but he knew
that his sword would find an opponent soon enough. Eager
to break the stalemate, the ogres aready were pushing for-
ward. Thefirst wave had chosen to strike even asHumaand
his companions had reached the fighting. The hilly ground
dowed the warhorses. Huma saw one man go down as his
horselogt itsfooting, and severd morestumbled. Thenthey
were striking at the fore of the ogre assaullt.

Metal flashed al about him, and everyone seemed to be
screaming at full pitch. Huma desperately fought off each
weapon hurtled at him and struck down severa of the ogres
whilebarely realizing it. An ogre face peeredinto his; it was
hairy and savage with long sharp teeth like the minotaur's,
and a broad, flat visage with red-rimmed eyes. The ogre's
breath was fetid. Huma kicked the attacker away.

Laughter, oddly appropriate because of its ferocity,
assailed Humas ears. Among the combatants, hisax swing-
ing to and fro, the mammoth Kaz was an avenging force of
chaos and death. Each swing took its count. Bloodlust glit-
tered in the hulking creature's eyes and then Kaz was lost
from sight as more ogres sought the young knight's life.

An ax nicked Humas leg. The only thing that saved him
fromlosing alimb was that his strike had beenfirst and true.
The creature had been dead even as it retaliated. Shock,



though, caused Huma to briefly lose control. He nearly
dropped his sword and would have been cut down then and
thereif not for Rennard. Thetal knight wascutting through
the enemy at amethodical rate. The ogres attempted to flee
this killing machine, but Rennard sought them out. Huma
stared. At that moment, there seemed little difference
between knight and minotaur.

Even s0, the charge was insufficient, and it looked as if
the knights would be routed. Then more huge formsjoined
the battle—this time from the Solamnic Sde. Reinforce-
ments had arrived. The ecstasy was brief. Another ogre
hurled itself at Huma.

As abruptly asit had been created, the stygian blackness
vanished. Resistance from the Queen's magic-users less
ened. The knights pushed forward with renewed hope.
Huma saw the ground erupt, and he shivered inwardly as
countless enemy warriors were thrown high into the air,
only to come crashing down seconds later.

"Humal"

The voice was Rennard's, and it seemed to be warning
him. Huma turned toward the voice as shadow resurged
abruptly. Someone grappled with him. Huma succeeded in
manuevering his blade between them and thrust it through
his adversary's throat.

Huma turned his horsein the murk, seeking out his com-
panions by hearing alone. It proved hisundoing, for some-
thing heavy flew through the night and struck him soundly
on the back of his helm.

He crumpled forward apd fjipged from his steed.

Huma had not known death would be so beautiful or
kind. She reached forward and mopped his brow, then lift-
ed hishead dightly so asto allow him to drink alittle water.

Thewater cleared his head dightly, and he knew that he
was not dead. Theface above himwasnot death, but that of
ayoung, beautiful woman with white—no, silver hair. The
hair fascinated him so much that he attempted to reach out
and touch it. To his surprise, the agony that this smple
motion produced was enough to whirl himback into uncon-



SCiousness, % %

"Areyou ever planning to wake up?"

The gruff but concerned voice broke through the haze in
Huma's mind. His eyes fluttered open, then shut tightly
againg the light.

"A little light shouldn't kill you, not after ogres and
dragons failed to."

Huma dared to try again, more dowly thistime. A tiny
amount of light filtered through his eyelashes.

He opened his eyes a little further, and forms began to
take shape around him. Chief among those was the ugly,
inhuman face of a minotaur.

"Kaz?' Hisvoicefrightened him; it was little more than a
croak.

"A good guess"

Huma stared at his surroundings. Hewasin atent used by
the knights for their wounded. Most of the other cots were
empty, and the few that were not contained figures deep in
deep—or perhaps degper than deep. He shuddered. It
brought the pain back.

"What happened to me?'

Thebestia facebrokeinto anear-human grin, and Kaz let
out a deep chuckle. "What didn't? First, you nearly looked
right into the flat of an ax—don't worry, it only creased one
side of your head. Y ou dipped and fell and nearly got tram-
pled to death. The good news isthat you were unconscious
al of thetime. It's awonder you didn't break any bones,
friend Huma. You certainly are bruised enough.”

"Everything hurts."

"It should. Tel me, areyou usudly this cardess?'

Huma smiled, but the amile, like everything ese, proved
to be painful.

"Heis awake?'

He turned his head quickly toward the melodious voice,
forgetting the pain, and gazed on the vison from his
dreams. Thesilverish hair swept around her head. Shewore
agown akin to that worn by healers of Mishakal, savethat
no medallion graced her smooth, ivory-colored neck. The
gown did not hide her feminine attributes, and Humaforced



himsdf to look away before embarrassment ruined all.

"Aweke, dive, and in less pain than he thought, appar-
ently." Theminotaur rose. "'l shal leaveyou in the hands of
thishealer, Huma. Whileyou havebeenresting, | havebeen
put to work identifying what | can of my former masters
battleplans.”

"They dlow you freedom of the camp?' It was an aston-
ishing gesture on the knighthood's part, if true.

Kaz snorted in contempt. "Only aslong as| am accompa
nied by two armed guards. They deigned to allow meto vis-
it you privady."

"Youwrongus, Kez."

The man-beast shook his fearsome head. "No, | may
wrong you and afew others, but I do not wrong the knight-
hood."

Kaz galked off without another word. Huma watched
him leave. The inflammatory words had taken their toll on
Biam. Did the knighthood deserve such scorn? It could not

"Y ou haveinteresting companions.”

Huma turned his attention back to the woman. "What?*

She smiled, and there seemed to be only perfection in that
smile. Her lipswerefull and red, and above them, perfectly
positioned, was a pert nose and two almond-shaped eyes.
The eyeswerelike sunlight in color, adirect contrast to her
glistening mane. Overall, shedid not ook quite human, and
Huma suspected she drew much of her beauty from even
ancestors.

"Areyou quite through?' she asked in apparent amuse-
ment.

Heredized that he had been staring at her in abject fasci-
nation. His face reddened, and Huma began to study the
ceiling.

"I apologize. | didn't meanto annoy you, milady," hesad,
reddening more deeply as he sammered dightly.

The amile broadened and became—impaossibly—more
perfect. "I never said | was annoyed.” Shetook amoist cloth
from abowl near him and began to mop hishead. "l am dso
no 'milady." Gwyneth will do nicely. It ismy name, after dl."

He dared to smile back to her. "My name is Huma."



Shenodded. "Yes | know. Both the minotaur and knight
who brought you in used your name severa times. 1'd never
Seen a minotaur before this one"

"Kaz is a friend." Huma decided to leave it at that. He
lacked the energy to explain further. A thought occurred to
him. "You sad aknight. Do you know which one?"

"l could not forget." A shudder ran through Gwyneth.
"He was much like a dead man in form and voice. | felt,
though, a certain sadnesswithin him."

Huma had never heard Rennard described quite like that,
but he knew that somehow the pae knight had delivered
him from the field of death.

"Areyou better?'

The pain seemed lessnow. "Yes Do | have you to thank
for this miracle?'

Sheblushed. "No, | am only assding theheders"

Huma attempted to rise and discovered he was ill too
weak for such amaneuver. He grimaced in pain. Gwyneth
eyed him as one might eye abad child.

"Do not try that agan.”

; do not think I could. Did not one of the derics hed
me?'

"Thereareonly avery few of themin camp. Y ouwill have
to accept what little aid they could give you. Even heders
havetheir limits" Although she ill smiled, Gwyneth'stone
indicated that she thought the clerics overtaxed.

"Where arewe?'

"In part of thewesternmost woodsof Solamnia. Y ouwere
?nconsci ousfor aday'sride. We are about that far fromthe

ront."
he'l'(\jNe won?' Huma could not believe that the lines had

"No onewon. It was the same as always. If not for your
group, the ogres might have broken through. Fortunately,
they have failed again." She paused, deep in thought, and
then resumed in a new vein. "Enough of thiswar talk. Do
you fed like eating something? Y ou've not had food for the
last two days"

Huma agreed readily to some nourishment. He was dis-
mayed, though, when Gwyneth began stirring a chak-



colored paste. She looked up, saw his expression, and
smiled pleasantly. The spoon came out of the bowl. Gwy-
neth leaned down to feed some to Huma. He glared at the
substance.

"It is not as bad as it looks, Huma. Taste some" Feding
like a child, he gingerly opened his mouth. It was true, he
discovered; the paste tasted better than he'd imagined. He
forced himsdf to continue eating, more because he did not
want to look foolish in her eyes than because of any desire
for such food. Humawas quite pleased when the last of the
stuff was gone.

Gwyneth also seemed pleased as she put the bowl away.
"I'm sorry to leaveyou, but | do have other tasks. I'll look in
on you from time to time, | promise that."

He reached out a hand to her. "Thank you again.”

Shehesitated, and Huma dropped the hand out of embar-
rassment. They were saved any further awkwardness by
Rennard's appearance at the tent opening. Gwyneth gath-
ered her things and whisked out of the tent. Huma's eyes
watched her leave, then focused on the knight.

"The minotaur said you were awake and recuperating. |
was pleased to hear that." The flat level of Rennard's voice
made it sound as if he were reading off a supply ligt, but
Huma believed his words. Like Gwyneth, he knew that
there was something behind Rennard's perpetual mask of
indifference.

Rennard's visor was up. Huma had no trouble now star-
ing into the face that so many turned away from. Rennard's
presence here was important. Few other knights cared
enough about Huma to visit him.

Rennard kneeled next to him. "Keep your guard up at all
times, Huma. It isyour onefailing.”

"That and being struck on the head.”

Thethinlipspursed into adight smilefor only amoment.
"Yes. Youmust put astop to that aswell. It could prove det-
rimental.”

Had he not know better, Humawould have taken the sete-
ment as serious. "What goes on? Gwyneth—7?"

The young woman?'

Huma reddened. "Y es—she sdd that we were back at a



stalemate once more.

Rennard sighed and reached up to removehishelmet. The
act revealed frost-colored hair plastered to his head. Ren-
nard was one of the few knightswho chose not to sport the
long, thick mustaches but rather to go clean-shaven; hewas
aso one of thefew who kept hishair cut short well abovehis
collar. No one questioned these decisons, Rennard was
Rennard.

"For the moment, that appears to be where things are.
Bennett claims thisisa sign that victory is ours. He repeats
over and over that the big push by Crynus has crumbled.
No one has seen or heard of Crynus since your brief battle
with him. Bennett haseven gone sofar asto praiseyouin his
own fashion."

"Praise me?'

"l gquote: Thanks in part to that ones astounding luck,
thewarlord Crynus may be dead or at least incapacitated.' "

Huma turned away. Bennett was right, though. He had
beenlucky. A trueknight would have made better use of the
opportunity and assured himsdf of the warlord's destruc-
tion.

"I know what you're thinking, Huma. Stop it. You are
every part theknight that Bennett and hislapdogsare. More
s0. You've not lost sight of the true world." Rennard lapsed
into an uneasy silence as Huma turned back to him.

"How long before they release me?”

"When you're ready, no sooner. Ther€ll be more than
enough waiting for you when you're fit."

"Lord Oswa—does he have anything to say?' Humafelt
atremor of fear. The elder knight was like the father Huma
had never known.

Rennard stood up and replaced the helmet on his head.
He nodded. "The High Warrior wishes you the best and
speediest of recoveries. He says he till has the utmost faith
in your goilities™

Which was the High Warrior's way of stating how proud
he till was of Huma. It was a rare boost for the young
knight's confidence.

"Regt well, Huma. | will attempt to seeyou when next I'm
free"



Rennard departed, leaving Huma to his own thoughts.
He wondered whether he would ever truly be aknight such
as Bennett, Lord Oswd, or Rennard. He thought of the evil
warlord Crynus and wondered if that dark figure would
bother to seek personal vengeance on an insignificant per-
son such as Huma.

Something padded softly by the tent where Huma lay.
Not ahorse, morelikeahound. A dight stench wafted to his
nostrils. Heheard something scrape against thewall, asif to
test its strength. The light of the gray day alowed Huma
only the vaguest glimpse of something.

A cleric of Mishakd entered the tent to check on the con-
ditions of the wounded. The form on the other sde of the
wall scurried away, nearly silent despite its sudden move-
ments. The odor quickly dissipated.

"Cleric?'

The mere presence of the elderly cleric soothed Huma
The deric was short and slightly rounded. There could have
been no more than two dozen hairs on his entire head.

"l am Broderin. May | be of assistance to you?"

Humathought carefully before spesking. "Are—arethere
any wolves near the camp? Wolves or large dogs?*

Broderin stiffened as if he expected some great beast to
come lunging through the tent flaps. Then he regained his
composure. "Wolves? Dogs? There may be afew of the lat-
ter, but not anywherenear here. Asforwolves..." Thecler-
ic chuckled nervously. "A wolf among the ranks of
Pdadine's knights? | think not. There are no wolves save
those on the other sde of the field, my son. Regrettably,
most of them are of the intelligent kind. Why do you ask?"

"l thought | saw one™"

This sent the old man into another fit of anxiety. Though
thisvaoicewasmore or less steady, hiseyes darted hither and
yon, as if seeing wolves everywhere. "You must be mis-
taken, my son, or perhapsyou are suffering delusonsdueto
your wounds. Yes, that must beit."

"Areyou positive?' It had seemed very red.

"I will have someone take alook around. Perhaps astray
hound escaped from somewhere. It isaways posshble” The
cleric turned to one of the other wounded, indicating that



the conversation was at an end asfar ashe was concerned.
Huma watched him momentarily and then cosed his eyes.

His degp was, thankfully, restful and uninterrupted save
for one brief dream in which something pale stalked him
through an endlessforest. The stalker was alwaysjust out of
sight and just behind him.

Aswith mogt dreams and nightmares, he did not remem-
ber it upon waking.



Chapler 6

Huma stepped outsive the teNt to view the camMp fOR
the first time. He did not know his exact location, but he
could see that command had moved once again, nearer the
border, apparently. This close to Ergoth, the land was dot-
ted more regularly with trees—hedlthy ones. For reasons
that could only be guessed at, the ogres had been more care-
ful about avoiding the destruction of the landscape nearer
themountains. It could hardly have been due to the beauty
of the land; as far as anyone knew, the ogres were not the
most appreciative of raceswhen it came to beauty. In some
areastherewasactual forest—tall, agelesstreesthat perhaps
(rdemembered quieter times, perhaps had even seen the first
ves
Huma estimated that two to three hundred knightswere



encamped in the genera area. The men gtationed herewere
amixture, consisting of the persona guard of Lord Oswad,

wounded knights in various stages of recovery, a few out-

riders who were assisting the knighthood with their knowl-
edge of the region, and even a few mages to add to the
clerics. Themages and dericsremained asfar apart as possi-
ble. Mages distrusted most clerics asreligious zealots, while
the clerics, albeit more tolerant, il did not trust the inde-
pendent ways of the magic-users, who concentrated more
on power than on belief in the gods.

No onereally trusted the mages. That waswhy they were
not dlowed to cany arms. That |eft them vulnerable in at
least one way.

"How are you feeling today?"

Huma's face lit up briefly, but he quickly masked it with
an expression of brave seriousness. Gwyneth, abucket in
one hand, came over to him. Despite his best attempts,
Huma could not help smiling.

"l am sick and tired of that tent and more than happy to
se theworld, evenif it isjust the camp.”

She laughed gaily, then suddenly became serious. "Will
you be going soon?"

He nodded gravely. Rennard had been to see him severd
times. Humaknew he was checking up on the young knight
for Lord Oswal. If Huma hoped to keep his self-respect
before the High Warrior, he would have to assure his readi-
NEss as soon as possible.

The wind picked up and blew some of the long, thick
locks into Gwyneth's face. She brushed back the hair and
appeared to be about to say something when a familiar,
hulking figure came into view, escorted by two Knights of
the Sword.

"Huma!"

Kaz came up and attempted to greet his one true human
friend with a hug that would have sent Huma back to the
tent with three or four broken ribs. Huma succeeded in Sde-
stepping the minotaur and, therefore, ended up with only a
bruised shoulder where Kaz dapped him in pleasure. It had
been four days since Huma had laid eyes on Kaz. AsLord
Oswd's trust in the minotaur incressed, the latter's counsd



was becoming more and more important. The knighthood
had been battling the ogres for years but knew very little
about them. Kaz, raised under the oppression of hiscousins,
knew al too well.

"Gwyneth," Huma said, remembering the woman, but
turned toward her too late. She had vanished.

The minotaur was more perceptive than his appearance
would indicate. "Have | comeat aninopportune time? Y ou
have my apologies, if | have intruded."

Humawaved off the apology. "I should gpologizeto you.
It isgood to seeyou, Kaz."

"I had no idea that your kind could ask sO many
guestions—and over and over! | have been drained of dl
knowledge, yet still they pressfor more”

"They're desperate, Kaz. Wewant to break—" Huma cut
off asatall figure, clad in crimson robesand cowl, made his
way past them with no acknowledgment whatsoever. The
face was narrow and bony, and the man reminded Huma of
afearsome instructor he had once had during his early days
asasquire.

The minotaur's eyes followed the red-robed figure. "The
mages are extremely nervous. | can smell their fear. It sick-
ensme on occason.”

Huma found he had to favor his left side alittle. He was
not yet fully recovered. "What frightens them?"

"The unknown. They are quite accustomed to dedling
with their black-robed counterparts, but it is rumored that
Galan Dracos has unleashed his fellow renegades. Y ou saw
part of the magical battle?"

"Who could not? It fairly covered the heavens”

"Therewereadozen powerful mageson our sdewhenwe
entered. Four of those died, and another may never regain
full use of his mind and body. Do you know how many
opposed them?"

"How many?'

"Threg"

"Three?' The knight shook his head. "They must have
been powerful, but how do the mages know they were not
black-robed sorcerers?’

Kaz smile knowingly. Two were Black Robes, o they



sy. The survivor, who escaped, was not. His powerswere
too wild and unpredictable for one brought up under the
tutelage of the three orders. A renegade. More than that,
they would not say."

Huma could not help but think of Magius, whose tall
body and handsome features would have been more a
homein aroya court then in the dank, secluded towers of
the spellcasters. Even up to the time of his Test of Sorcery,
Huma's childhood companion had been a maverick. His
skills were such that he had long before surpassed his
instructors. Magius aways had been one to experiment,
even when hislife was put into danger. But at times, he had
talked of abandoning his schooling.

Kaz was summoned once again and, with agroan, he bid
hisfarewell. Humareturned to the tent and dept for the bet-
ter part of the day. Rennard stopped by to inform Huma
that fully recovered or not, the younger knight was to be
ready for guard duty within the next day or so. Huma might
have complained, but he was more than happy to be given
another chance to prove himself.

Gwyneth also stopped by, but the conversation was short
and served little purpose. She seemed to want to say some-
thing, but whatever it was, was unspoken. He did not see
her again during his recovery.

On the day that Humawas to receive hisfirst duties since
being nearly trampled to death, the camp becameaflurry of
activity. Columns of knightsrode past the command center,
amassve tent topped by a banner bearing the kingfisher
symbol and guarded continuously by a contingent of
Knights of the Rose. Here was where Lord Oswd and his
officers planned their strategy. Huma could only guess at
thereason for al themovement. Rumors abounded that the
mountainous eastern border had falen to the ogres and that
the creatures were making their way toward Vingaard
Keep. Another rumor warned that plague had struck one of
thetownswhich theknights had been using asawaystation.
g;ma took the rumors for what they were—fearful won-

ing.



When Rennard approached, Humawas assisting the der-
ics, carrying hot and cold water for them and bringing them
food. It was not much, but it helped. It aso kept Huma's
mind from straying to more unpleasant matters.

Huma stood erect when the other knight appeared. The
act aimost drenched Rennard with freshly boiled water as
the buckets went swinging to and fro. The blank features
twitched, but whatever emotion that indicated was lost on
Huma.

"l see that you are more than fit enough to resume your
duties as aknight,” Rennard said gravely.

The hard work had made Huma sweat profusely, and
moisture had accumulated around his brow. His face was
grimy, and his clothing was stained. He did not dare speak,
not knowing what he might say, s0 he merely nodded.

Rennard folded his arms. "You are captain of the guard
tonight. Lord Oswal thinksyou're ready for such responsi-
bility." He looked up and down Huma's form without a
change in expression.

It was aready near dark. Huma swallowed. "May | be
permitted to clean up and suit myself?"

"By al means. I've already assigned the watches. When
you'reready, come sse me" Rennard unfolded hisarmsand
walked off. Salutes had always been unnecessary with him.

Besides, saluting Wasdh;ficylt \ivith abucket in each hand.

Huma had feared that some knights would resig his
appointment as captain of the guard. Such wasnot the case.
The guard consisted of knights who either were unfamiliar
with their captain or were too new to have been influenced
by Bennett and his associates. Thiswas not to say they were
green, untried knights; no squire who passed into the ranks
of knighthood was untried.

A few veterans were mixed in for safety's sake, but these
men were loyal to Lord Oswa and would judge men on
merit, not on birth.

One such veteran snapped to attention as Huma passed.
Huma felt uncomfortable at commanding men twice his age
and ten times his experience, but he knew that every knight,



save the commanding officers, was required to stand guard
duty now and then. Nevertheless, Huma felt a tremor of
nervousness as he took the report from the older sentry and
breathed easily only when hewas on hisway to the next. It
did not matter whether that man would be less experienced
than the first; commanding was what frightened Huma. If
something should go wrong, he would be to blame.

The perimeter of the camp took him to the edge of thefor-
es region, and Huma eyed this area with some trepidation.
Anything could be hiding out there, and it was not hard to
imagine eyes and flitting, shadowy figures everywhere he
looked.

It was not until after midnight that he came across the
vacant position.

The dope of the land kept the position from view until he
wasamost ontop of it. Humastood thereamoment, trans-
fixed by the realization. He could have assigned someone
else the task of checking on the sentries, but as hisfirst com-
mand, he had wanted to do it himself. He should call out for
assistance or run back to warn Lord Oswd and the others,
but he knew that either option would take too much time
and would aert whoever—or whatever—was out there.

Sword drawn, Huma stepped into the dark woods. By
rights, he knew he might be bringing trouble down upon
himsdlf, but some mesmerizing presence within the forest
seemed to draw him in. He could not see it, but he felt its
power. Helpless, he plunged deeper into thewoods, theurge
apart of him now. Hehad forgotten hisrea reasonsfor dar-
ing to enter, save that someone or something that he was
determined to locate lurked within.

A shadow padded alongside Huma, red but sightless eyes
locked on his presence. Another shadow stalked the knight
from his other sde. Huma saw neither, heard neither—and
would not have, even if dl his faculties had been intact. It
took great willpower to see the night beasts when they
stalked the forests.

A flickering pattern of glittering lights danced before the
entranced knight. Most of the gleams fluttered away at his
approach, but two remained fixed, staring at him. Huma
stumbled toward them, mindless of the ill, armored form



he had nearly tripped over. The gleaming orbs beckoned,
and a dark shade seemed to materialize about them.

For the first time, a voice broke the silence. It was little
more than a hiss, but it demanded al of Huma's attention.

"Brave knight. So securewith your little toys."

The form shifted to the sde alittle. Huma's eyes followed
obediently. The shadowy figure seemed to examine its
catch. "Could you be the one, | wonder?"

A leathery hand reached up to take hold of Huma's chin.
His head was turned left and right, although the knight's
eyes never left those of his captor. "Yessss Dracos will be
pleased—even the. warlord will be pleased. It cannot be
coincidence. He has had his hand in this to save his own
neck." The eyes and hand traced a downward path to
Huma's sword. "There will be no need of this anymore.”

A gleam far behind the shadowy figure suddenly pulled
Humas gaze away. His captor, caught up in the capture,
failed to notice the odd light. Others, though, marked the
action. There were guttural growls, and the stench of death
became strong.

The gaze of the creature returned quickly to the face of its
captive.

Two pairsof eyesmet. Humaswere no longer entranced.

The knight reacted ingtinctively. The sword was driven
with astrength born of shock and fear. The physical form of
the dark figure proved to give little resstance. Claws
scratched wildly at Humas face, but he ignored them,
attempting to thrust his weapon asfar asit would go. Sud-
denly, he met resistance, although the shadowy foe did not
fall. The clawing finally stopped, however. Thefigure shud-
dered twice and was still.

Huma dumped to his knees, exhausted by the effort.

Things of the dark padded toward him for a moment,
then hesitated, as if sensing something unexpected. Huma
raised his head and caught a glimpse of something pale and
vaguely wolflike in form. Then it was gone.

How long Huma stayed there, he did not know. Gradu-
aly, he came to notice the soft footfalls of someone walking
in his direction. They were coming from the wrong
direction—from deeper withintheforest. Humarose, abeit



alittle unsteadily. He had not recovered completdly, hered-
ized.

"Here, let me help you." The voice was strong, and the
hands that held Huma were powerful. While the knight
took a deep breath, the newcomer looked over the remains
of the attacker, chuckled, and said, "Wel done. You've
pinned him to the tree trunk. An impressive display of
strength and quite deserving where that one was con-

"Who-?"

"Save your breath for walking. Y ou've gone deeper into
the forest than you think."

As they walked, Huma dared to cast awary eye toward
the newcomer. Hewastall, this stranger, and clad in extrav-
agant, well-made clothing. Elegant gold locks of hair gave
himthelook of aregal lion. The stranger's countenance was
less visible, but Huma received the impression of a hand-
some, amost pretty face, one well at home in the roya
courts, perhaps flirting with young, well-to-do maidens.
There was afamiliarity to it, too. Someone he had not seen
inyears. . ..

"Magiud" Humablurted out the name in shock.

They stopped. The newcomer released him. They stared
a one another, and the knight noticed that the other seemed
to glow from within.

"Huma. It'sgood to seeyou, even under the circumstanc-
es | wondered how long | might—if you'll pardon the
expression—keep you in the dark.”

"Youredivel" Humahad never been surewhat happened
after that test in the tower. "Youre divel" he repested in
wonder.

The face of Magius was visible, even in the dark. His
mouth twisted into arueful amile. "Yes | gpologize”

Thesmile on Humasface crumbled, and he asked, "Apoal-
ogize? Why should you gpologize?*

"Doyou think | was out here by pure coincidence, Huma?
I hope not. 1t was because of methat your life wasplaced in
€0
. "l don't understand." The thought of danger made Huma
reach for his sword. As his hand touched empty air, he



remembered what had become of his weapon. He turned.
"My sword! | haveto go—"

"No!" The mage'svoice was|oud and commanding. "We
should not stay out here alone any longer than we need to.
Go back when you have men at your back. The
dreadwolves may havefled, but | could bewrong. It would
not be the first time. The gods know, it would not be the
first time"

M agius urged him back toward the camp, and Humasaw
the wisdom. Hewould, however, get some answers.

"What was that back there? What did you mean earlier?"

Some of the magnificence of his old friend seemed to
evaporate. Magiuswas suddenly an older man than Huma,
although both were the same age. The mage did not look
directly at theknight. "I think you had better ask one of the
Red Robesback at camp. He should be ableto give you the
official verson."

"Areyou in somekind of trouble?"

"“Trouble of the sort which I will be sureto lead away from
you now. | was afool to even think of coming to you."

The glow of dim fireswas the first evidence that the camp
was near. Huma heard the sounds of men in action. Some-
one had noticed the absence of the two knights—one the
captain of the guard, no less.

Magius aso heard the activity. He stopped abruptly.
"Whatever you hear, | have not changed, Huma" The mage
grabbed his dearest friend by the shoulders. "Bdieve me! If
the test did anything, it proved that!"

The glow that had surrounded the magic-user so pomp-
ously suddenly vanished, but not before Huma caught sight
of the fear in his friend's face. Not just fear for himself, but
fear for Huma as well.

"Ligen." The shadows covered the mage's face now, giv-
ing him an unearthly aspect. "The creatures won't bother
you any longer. It's me their masters are after. They sent
them after me once they learned | was gone"

With a chill, Huma said, "You're running from the Dra
gonqueen's creatures.”

Something snapped a dried branch. Both men froze.
Huma studied what he could of the forest but saw nothing.



Magius leaned close and whispered. "I must leave. You
know me, Huma. Y ou know what | am capable of. Believe
inthat. If things take aturn, either good or bad, | will con-
tact you."

Tdl, dark shapes became visible between the trees.
Magius glared at them and whirled away. Huma opened his
mouth to speak but realized that would be dangerous folly.
He prayed Magius had been right in leaving Huma's sword
at the tree, pinning the abomination to the trunk.

Summoning up his courage, Humaresumed the trek back
to camp, praying as he walked that the first thing he met
would be afdlow knight and not something out of a mage's
nightmare.

* * *

As it happened, he met the searchers only minutes from
the site where the sentry had disappeared. Humafelt guilty
about forgetting the hapless sentry, one who had been even
less experienced than he. Therewas nothing Huma could do
for the man, though, and he knew he should be more con-
cerned with what might very wdl il belurking outside the
camp, and what that might mean. If the enemy had infil-
trated thisfar past theline. . .

Rennard took his report, none too surprised, it seemed,
that it was Humawho had stumbled upon trouble. News of
the attacker, who could have been only amage, did trouble
him, although no emotionswere evident in hismien. A par-
ty that included Huma and Rennard returned to the spot
where Huma had been led. The lifeless form of the sentry
showed no marks, as if the unfortunate man had merely
fallento theground, dead. Rennard spat, and in an unprece-
dented display of emotion, cursed al mages in general.
Huma cringed. He had left out al mention of Magius,
though it went againgt the Measure and the Oath. How hon-
orable was a knight who lied?

Magius, though, was his friend.

Seen with clear eyes, the shadowy attacker proved to be
al too solid. Rennard removed the sword from the tree and
let the mage's body fall. Much to his own surprise, Huma
reeched down and pushed the cowl back from the face.



Even in the dark, the face repelled. Only Rennard seemed
untouched by the evil stamped on it.

Human the mage might have been, but he looked more
likeareptile. Hisskinwas dark and scaly, and it glittered in
thelight of the torches. The eyeswere narrow dits, and the
nose was nearly nonexistent. Huma noted teeth that would
have put the minotaur's to shame. More than one knight
caled on Paladine.

The corpse was muffled within a thick, coarse robe of
brown cloth. Rennard fingered it, then released it as he
would aviper. "He does not wear the black of the Dragon-
gueen." He pointed to a pair of knights. "Take this thing
back to thecamp. | want to ssewhat the spellcastershaveto
sy. Therest of you, fan out. Make sure he left no surprises
behind. Huma, you stay with me"

They watched the others depart, and then Rennard
swung around and glared at Humawith such anger that its
very appearance on the otherwise bland face made the
younger knight step back.

"Who wasthe other?*

"Therewasnoone”

"Therewas another.” A chill followed hiswords. "l know.
| see no reason why you would seek to hide the presence of a
mage, unless . . " He stared intently into Huma's eyes.
Huma met the gaze and battled with it. Surprisingly, it was
Rennard who was forced to turn away.

It wasahollow triumph. "Obvious. For such effort, | can
think of only one you would protect—but why would
Magius be out here?'

"l didn't—" Humacould think of nothing to say. How did
Rennard even know about his childhood friend?

"You areafool, Huma. A brave, competent knight, but
you have too much humanity inyou, too much trust in oth-
ers. A mage, epecidly. You cannot trust mages. They will
aways turn on you. They are treacherous.”

Despite his respect for Rennard, Huma stiffened at this
insult. "Magiusisnone of thosethings. We grew up togeth-
er. Hewould not betray what he believed in."

Rennard shook hishead sadly. ™Y ou will not understand
until itistoolate” Then, asif dl had been said that could be



said, Rennard dropped the subject. "Come. Wed best return
g%(():amp. | think this is something Lord Oswa should hear
ut."

The pale warrior returned the sword to Huma. Without
waiting to see if Huma followed, Rennard began walking.
Huma hurried after him, wondering what the other knight
would report and what Huma himsdlf would say, knowing
al too well that one of those who listened would aready
know he had lied.

What would the Oath and Measure demand?



Chapter 7

ONCe there hab beeN aN INSIRUCIOR, GaRiG, who was
determined that the young squire Humawouldfail the prep-

arations for knighthood. Garig was a beast of a man who

more resembled a bear in face and form. Some wondered
that hewasaknight at dl, brutal ashe could be. Asamatter

of fa%t, Garig intended to wear Huma down inside of a
month.

Humahad stayed, though. Stayed, learned, and excdled,
though Garig frightened him immensdy. Lord Oswd, the
High Warrior, had encouraged him. Like Rennard, Lord
Oswad had seen something in Humathat he was determined
to cultivate, despitetheboy'sdubiousbloodline. Atlast, the
squire stood up to the overwhelming instructor and defeat-
ed him soundly in what could only loosely be called amock



combat. That was a victory as much over fear as over
Garig.

Now, Humawas afraid again as he epped into the pres-
ﬁmcglof the man who had helped him overcome that earlier

urdle.

The High Warrior was dressed and fully awake. Huma
marveled—as did many others—that the elder knight never
seemed to rest. The commander of the military expedition
sat on aplain wooden stool that contrasted sharply with his
elaborate uniform. His helmet lay on the table beside him,
and more than a dozen charts lay scattered on the same
table. Humafelt as if the helmet, too, were inspecting him,
somehow.

Only two other knights were in the room. One was a
shorter, round man whose very appearance belied the
strength and intelligence within. Very little hair graced his
head, save for a small goatee and a few wisps in the back.
Arak Hawkeye was not a man of much humor. His latter
name had come from his precision as a bowman. Even the
nomadic tribes of the southern regions knew of Hawkeye.
He could outride and outshoot any of them. It was his per-
sonal god to teach aband of knightsto ride and shoot much
inthe manner of the plainsmen. Hewore crests representing
the Order of the Crown, of which he was ranking com-
mander for this campaign.

Between them, and only barely noticing the young
knight, stood Bennett, son of the Grand Master, nephew of
the High Warrior, and the representative of the Order of the
Sword. Bennett's presence here unnerved Huma the most.
The personification of knighthood, Bennett could recite
every line of every volume of thebylaws put down by Vinas
Solamnus 0 long ago. He lived by them, which was why
Huma had been able to remain in the order so far. Despite
his influence, Bennett would do nothing that went strictly
against the Oath or the Measure. When charges concerning
Huma's parentage had failed to oust the new knight, Bennett
did not turn to more unsavory methods, as some, even in
theknighthood, would have done. Instead, the Grand Mas-
ter'sson treated him as a necessary evil, to beignored when-
ever possble. Influential as Bennett was, Huma found it



difficult to make any friends as time went on.

Bennett was much like hisfather and hisunclein appear-
ance, though he was definitely more like the former. Those
who had known Lord Trake in his younger days swore that
there was no difference between sre and offspring. Both
had the same hawkish features, the look of a bird of prey.
The House of Baxtrey was of the oldest roya blood. The
same features could be found on many of the nobles of the
Empire of Ergoth. As Bennett turned away, his mind sup-
posedly on the business at hand, Humas eyes briefly met
his. Theglancewascold. I

"You may leave or stay asisyour desire, Rennard.”
~ Rennard stiffened. "I will stay, if it pleases the High War-
rior."

It did not please Bennett, that was obvious. Trakes son
hated Rennard almost as much as he hated Huma, but for
different reasons. Only one person other than Lord Oswal
could defeat the Grand Master's offspring in mock combt.
Soundly, too. For someone like Bennett, who prided himself
on perfection, it was dmogt intolerable. These two rivas
stared openly at one another now, Rennard with as much
regard as he would give ablade of grass.

Lord Oswd turned to Huma "Normally, Lord Arak
would take your report, but seeing as we are dedling with
situations that change from one minute to the next, | would
like us dl to hear it immediately. Both Arak and Bennett
have agreed to this" Bennett glanced at his uncle and then
away again. "If you would begin, then?'

"Milord" Huma cleared the lump from his throat. After
the first few words, his uneasiness fell away and he poured
out thedetail s of theattack in crisp, precise sentences The
three commanders listened carefully. Humadid not omit the
presence of Magius, though he did leave out most of their
conversation.

When hewas done, he stood there silently, his eyes sar-
ing straight ahead at nothing, hisbody at full attention. The
Lord Knights turned to one another and discussed some of
the points. They whispered, preventing Huma from know-
ing what had caught their attention.

Lord Hawkeye sepped away from the other two and



gézjned to Rennard. "Knight Rennard, have you anything to
7!

"Only that | havemen searching thewoodsfor any sign of
infestation and that | appointed a new captain of the guard
in Humal's absence”

The urge to react was nearly overwhelming, but Huma's
training enabled him to resist. Rennard had stood by him.

"l ;" said Lord Oswad. That will be al, then. Knight
Huma, it is my recommendation to Lord Arak Hawkeye
that you be dlowed a second chance. It is obvious that you
were pitted against magic of exceptiona magnitude and that
your leaving the camp without giving warning was due to
this"

Bennett's starewas deathly, but Humawastoo relieved to
cae.

Thank you, milord—milords.”

The High Warrior waved a hand. "You two are dis
missed.”

Lord Hawkeye added, "Knights Huma and Rennard, you
are both relieved from duty for the night. Get some rest.”

Rennard merely nodded asif he had known &l aong how
the meeting would turn out. They left as the three com-
mandersturned to one another. Bennett'svoicewasrisingin
anger. He apparently felt that the Measure demanded far
greater punishment for what was to him an obvious act of
deadly thoughtlessness. Both Humaand Rennard, however,
were out of hearing range before any reply was made.

"That went well," Rennard added casudly.

Huma could not look at him. "Thank you, Rennard.”

"For what? That? Someone must save you from yourself.
Besdes, | would not give Bennett the satisfaction. Not even
for the Oath. Or the Measure.”

Hiswords|eft Humahanging. Rennard lived by a code of
his own, it seemed.

They walked in slence therest of the way.

A great bronze tower loomed before Huma. It hung on
the edge of nothingness, and that nothingnesswasknown as
the Abyss. The tower, though metal, was crumbling from

great age.



Huma felt himsaf drawn unwillingly toward the sngle
gate of that tower. Things that should have been dead
offered to lead the way. L epers gave lipless smiles. A plague
victim, onceawoman, reached out to takehishand. Witha
convulsion of horror, he saw that it was his mother. Huma
cringed, and she vanished.

The mold-enshrouded gate descended for him. From
within, ahand beckoned him forward. A tall figure await-
ed, dressad in tattered clothes with a rusting crown upon—
its head? There was no face beneath that crown, only two
red orbs in a sea of infinity.

Behind him, the gate closed silently.

Huma awoke sweating. The camp had not risen yet,
although the knights would be stirring soon. Huma was
thankful for that. After the dream, he had no great desire to
return to his slumbers.

Such vivid dreams had never plagued him before. There
were those who said such dreams held significance,
although what this one meant was beyond Huma. Not that
he did not recognize the bronze tower and the evil that
dwelled within it. It was a vivid page from his education,
when a cleric of Paadine had introduced him to the gods
who would throw down light. The name by which this par-
ticular evil went was Morgion, and he thrived on decay of
theworld.

If ever agod had profited by this endlesswar, it wasMor-
gion. Decay waseverywhere, even in thosecitiesuntouched
by thewar itself—and if not physica decay, moral decay, as
in the jaded city of the Ergothian emperor himself, a man
who, it was rumored, was so pampered he did not even
know there was awar on.

If decay was rampant, disease had become anatural way
of life. Huma hugged himself at the memory of his mother.
Her death by plague had changed everything. Alone, he
heard the calling of hisfather, the man he had never known
but who controlled hisvery existence. Theprice, though...

Shaking off the dream, he rose and readied himself for the
day ahead. Rennard had promised to speak with Lord
Hawkeye about increased command for Huma. The inci-



dent concerning Magius was forgotten as far as the gaunt
knight was concerned. Therewere more important thingsto
attend to.

A muffled groan made him look down. Kaz, waking from
thenoise, blinked and revealed two blurry eyes. The expres-
sion was 0 much like that of afarm anima awakening that
Huma could not suppress a brief smile.

The minotaur settled back down to deep. Asof yet, Kaz
knew nothing of the night's events. Satisfied that they had
finaly drained him of al information possble, the com-
manding knights had finally dlowed the minotaur a decent
night's deep.

Y awning, Huma gazed out beyond the fringe of the camp
to where thefirst glint of dawn was revealing itself between
thetrees.

His eyes locked in gaze with the sightless orbs of what
could only be the creature Magius had cdled a dreadwolf.

In some past time, it might have been a true wolf. The
genera body structure conformed, but it was asif some per-
verse necromancer had raised it from the dead and only par-
tially succeeded. Not one hair graced its bone-white body.
There did not even seem to be skin. It was like the ghost of
some animal killed and skinned by a hunter. Although it
was agood twenty feet away, Huma could smdll the odor of
the night before. The stench of decay. Of death.

It knew hewasthere. Despite the obvious sightlessness of
itseyes, it sensed him, knew him. Behind the dead eyeswas
acold, evil intelligence that seemed to mock the knight.

Without taking his eyesfrom it, Huma leaned toward the
minotaur. "Kaz."

He felt Kaz stiffen. A husky whisper came back to him.
"Huma?'

"Roll over. Look beyond me"

The minotaur did 0. The eyes opened—barely—and at
first Kaz did not seeit, as blurry-eyed with deep as he was.
Only when he dared to open them farther did Kaz notice the
horrid creature. The stench filled the minotaur's nose.

"By my ancestors," Kaz hissed. "A dreadwolf, Huma!"

"I know." The minotaur knew of them, then. What was
thewolf creature doing here? the knight wondered. Magius



had said they would leave when they discovered him gone.
Why wasthefoul creature still here, and daring the dawn as
wdl? How had it made its way past the sentries?

The dreadwolf continued to stare at Huma with its dead
eyes. It was here for him, there was no doubt about it. It
was, he redlized, a messenger of some sort.

"l must go doser.”

Kaz rose quickly, ax in hand. The creature, though,
scarcely glanced at Huma's unusua companion. It seemed
to grow more eager as Humatook a couple of tentative steps
toward it.

"Huma, no!" Kaz was speaking loudly now. That no sen-
try came running disturbed Huma. Was the beast's master so
powerful that he could lock an entire camp into dumber?

Huma shrugged off the minotaur's hand and moved even
closer to the dreadwolf. Thetail of the abomination wagged
back and forth in a lazy motion. It opened its jaws and
Huma now could make out the rotting, yellow teeth still
sharp enough to tear the flesh from his arm. The dreadwolf
licked its jaws, and the mouth settled into what Huma
feared was a knowing grin.

When the knight had dared to step within ten feet of it,
the creature opened its maw again. What came out startled
Huma o much, he was amost ready to turn and run.

"Huuuuumaaaaa. .

Behind him, Kaz swore an oath. Huma steadied himself.
His sword was out, but he did not know how much good it
would do against an unliving thing like this.

"Huma." His name came more clearly now, and it wasfol-
lowed by dark laughter.

"Who are you? What do you want?'

The dreadwolf seemed to contemplate him before it spoke
again. When it did, the amusement was more than obvious.
"You gaveusamerry chase, Knight of Solamnia. Cogt usa
valuable servant, too. We think you be asgreat adanger as
your treacherous friend, Magius."

"Magius" Huma showed no reaction to the foul creature.
Did they have Magius?

"We know where he is now. He will learn what it is to
betray Galan Dracos™



Galan Dracos. Leader of the renegades, Servant of the
Dark Queen. Huma knew the name and knew the evil
behind it.

As if in contempt, the dreadwolf sat on its haunches.
Humawondered briefly whether it had any reasoning of its
fown or whether it was merely a puppet of a controlling
orce.

"Crynus was very taken with you after that brief dash.
He was very near to capturing your friend when you hap-
pened along. No surprise when we redlized who you were.
Y our good friend Magius used you as adecoy, young knight.
Didyou redize that?"

Heavy footsteps besde Huma told him that Kaz had
moved closer. The dreadwolf turned its sightless eyes
toward the minotaur briefly and then ignored him, resum-
ing itsspeech.

"It was the dedre of Crynusto pluck you from the camp
personaly and remove you to his citaddl, there to battle
with you at his leisure.”

Humas throat felt dry. "I was lucky."

"Luck isaskill. Wereyou to live much longer, you might
learn that."

Both knight and minotaur tensed. Each expected the for-
e to overflow suddenly with the ghoulish forms of count-
less dreadwolves. Nothing materialized, and the single
creature mocked them again with its nearly human smile.

"You have nothing to fear from me. No, if anything, you
should fear yourself, Knight of the Crown. At the moment,
you are your own worst enemy.”

With another laugh, the dreadwolf sprang to itsfeet. Kaz
swung at it, but the creature merely spun around and sprint-
ed off into thewoods. Both knew there was no following.

"What was that &l about?' the minotaur wondered.

"He came to mock me, it ssems” Huma sheathed his
sword. "But why would Crynus even bother with someone
like me?'

"Perhapsheismoreinterested in thisfriend of yours. Per-
hapsthisfriend isnot so close to capture, and thisis merely
some ploy. Who isthis Magius?'

Huma briefly related the details of the night's incident.



Theminotaur'sface darkened asheredized dl thishad hap-
pened while he dept. As Huma finished, some of the other
knights began to stir.

"What should | do?"

Kaz shook his head. "l know what | might do, but your
ways are not mine, Knight of Solamnia. | suggest you try
the walking corpse. He seemsto beyour dly."

Kaz was right, Huma decided. Maybe Rennard could
explain the words of Galan Dracos.

Suddenly a great wind picked up and several huge shapes
seemed to materialize out of the sky itself. All around the
camp, knights were looking up into the sky at a sight that
could only inspire them. Majestic, winged creatures circled
the camp severd times; gold, slver, bronze, copper, the
dragons were magnificent in their glory. A few brass
dragons flew alongside, but only afew. They much prefer-
red the heat of the deserts.

Huma estimated some thirty to forty of the creatures,
quite amassive force, especidly if organized. That was the
one advantage they had over their dark cousins, the
dragons of Takhisis were apt to fight among themselves,
sometimes even in battle. The dragons of light were always
quick to take advantage of such incidents.

With the coming of the dragons, Humamomentarily for-
got hisfears. The presence of dragons alwaysfilled himwith
an amost childlike delight. Hebegan to hurry to where they
werelanding, ignoring the shouts of Kaz, who had no desire
to confront dragons so soon again.

Humawas not the only one running. Even the veterans
camerushing, for avisit by the dragons often meant news of
great importance.

When Huma arrived at the place of landing, he saw that
the three commanders of the army were already engaged in
conversation with an immense dragon of gold. Despite its
massiveness, the dragon spoke in quiet, amost scholarly
tones. The creature's news must have proved troubling,
though, for Huma noted the dark look on Lord Oswd's
face.

Huma spotted Rennard. The knight ssemed even more
pale than usua and looked surprised when Huma caled to



him.

"What news, Rennard?"

"The eastern forces are in retreat."

The tonelessness of Rennard's voice caused Humato miss
the magnitude of the gaunt knight's statement. When redl-
ization did hit, Huma could only stand and gape before
finally drawing enough breath to spit out the samewordshe
Ezgcji ust heard. Herepeated them once more, then shook his

"It'snot possible! The knighthood has never suffered such
a defeat!"

"It has now."

They were forced to wait while the commanders and the
gold dragon continued their discussion. Kaz stepped up next
to Huma, the look on the minotaur's face indicating that he
had heard the news. The young knight wondered how the
mammoth essterner felt. Still, the minotaur could not
return to the enemy after killing one of his commanders.

Asif reading histhoughts, Kaz looked down. "I havenot
regretted my act, Huma. | chose to strike down the ogre,
and | would do 0 again. Besides, thereisno true homefor
me among my people now. To them, | would be acoward
and awesakling for showing pity to the helpless"

Mot of the other dragons had landed by thistime. Huma
noticed one siver dragon that, if possible, seemed familiar.
Hewasabout to discard that as aridicul ousnotionwhen the
dragon turned in his direction and nodded. It was the same
creature that had carried them to safety, the same dragon
that had confronted the deadly black beast upon which had
sat thewarlord, Crynus, himself.

A horn sounded from the direction of the front, a single
mournful wail that died adow death, asif hewho blew the
horn had logt dl hope. Aswell he might have.

The blackness once more was spreading across the heav-
ens. Within minutes, it would overwhem the first lines of
theknights. Only the godsknew what would happen within
itsrange.

Bennett and Arak Hawkeye cursed loudly, while Lord
Oswa now truly looked like an old man. His shoulders
sagged, and he was forced to turn away from the dragon.



The leviathan said nothing, but sympathy was evident.

"Milord1" Bennett wasnow shouting. A wind waspicking
up rather quickly. Some of the dragons beat their wings ner-
voudly, sensing, perhaps, the sinister powers summoned to
conjure this new threat.

Lord Oswa seemed to recover at the sound of his neph-
ew's voice. Wasting no more time, he ordered the men to
prepare for battle and lie in the nearest hollow. The camp
would beleft at the mercies of thewind. Now was not atime
for tidiness. Now was life or death.

Lowering hisvisor, Rennard shouted, "It was aploy, our
defeat of that other darkness. I'll wager that the mages will
find themselves up against even greater odds when they
attempt to push it back, and I'll wager they lose"

The wind forcing his breath back into his lungs, Huma
followed the other knight's example and lowered his visor.
He gasped for air. Kaz, beside him, was forced to tolerate
everything. Huma knew that the minotaurs saled the
roughest sseswith rdlative ease, but still, Kaz had hishands
over hisface and he had falen to one knee.

Even so, the wind continued to grow.

Loose equipment was beginning to blow away. The
horses snorted wildly as a tent was torn from its stakes and
tossed among them. Huma rushed over and pulled it free of
the beasts. Unable to maintain his hold on the tent, Huma
watched it go whirling away into the woods.

The entire area became a deathtrap of a hundred assorted
forms. The campfires were blown high and wild by the
wind, and some tents burst into flames.

Kaz was forced to cover his eyeslest he be blinded by the
dust risng from the earth. "Sargas forgive me! It'stheking
of al hurricanes, but on land!"

Indeed, the minotaur'swords seemed to ringtrue. No tor-
nado or storm that Huma had ever witnessed contained the
power to cause such destruction. Trees were bending peril-
oudy close to the ground. A little more pressure and they
would be torn from the earth and flung skyward, and there
appeared tobeno letup intheraging darkness. It wasonly a
matter of time.

Huma battled to maintain some sort of baance. How



much more terrible was it out there at the front? Only the
single horn blast had given them any warning. Crynus had
planned well. Galan Dracos had planned well.

Suddenly, cam reigned. The wind died to near-nothing
and refuse rained upon the ground. Kaz stood, and Huma
opened his visor to get a better view.

'rll'heI ;oellcasters! They've done it." They were there, far
to his left.

Therewere twelve in al, sx of the Red Robes, sx of the
White. Even from his position, Huma could see the strain
they were under. This was not the storm of the other day.
That had been only apaeillusion, perhaps atest, or even a
trick. Whatever the case, these mages were now dealing
with a power far, far stronger than they had anticipated.

One of the Red Robes fell, exhausted.

A breeze developed.

A horseman cut off Humas view. Humalooked up to see
Bennett, fully in charge of himself and the situation, despite
al the confusion. At the moment, with his hawkish, regd
faceand hisintricately decorated armor, he might have been
one of those who had ridden with Vinas Solamnus.

Bennett scanned the area, then turned his gaze to the
younger knight. "Get the horses. If we don't release them,
they'll be killed when the magic-usersfdl."

As he spoke, another Red Robe wavered and then stum-
bled. The breeze increased to asquall.

"We'repulling back!" Thewindforced Bennett toyell. We
must not rout, though! If we do, nothing stands between the
Queen'sjackals and Vingaard Keep! Nothing!"

The ten remaining mages could no longer keep a unified
effort. Severd collapsed, and the few left standing were
insufficient for the task. What kind of power were they up
against?

The sudden earth-shaking gale nearly threw Huma and
Kaz to the ground. Bennett was only barely ableto keep his
horse under control. The warhorse was used to blood and
sted, not wind S0 strong that it nearly swept the rider from
the animal's back. The steed's natural instincts were to run
for cover.

Bennett shouted something unintelligible and then raced



off. Huma, remembering his earlier instructions, half-
crawled toward where the horses screamed their protests.
Kaz followed. His baance restored, he now moved more
eadly than the knight, thanks to his bulk.

Releasing the warhorses proved to be difficult. They had
been worked up to afrenzy and regarded any moving object
asathreat. The nearest kicked at Huma, and others snapped
at hisarm. Despite the danger, Humahad to get doser if he
wasto rdease them.

As he drew near, iron-shod hooves came down on him,
and only because a heavy form bowled him over did he
escape crippling punishment. One hoof struck hisright arm,
aglancing blow but till sufficient to numb it.

Huma struggled up and undid the reins. He had hoped to
cam afew of the animals and possibly ride one to safety,
but they were too far gone. He was half-dragged for a coup-
le of yardsbefore common sense got the better of him and he
released his grip.

"Kaz!" Huma did not see the minotaur and then suddenly
remembered how the latter had blocked the attack by the
maddened warhorse. Huma turned and saw the motionless
form. Kaz had deflected the blows with his own body. The
knight remembered the minotaur's oath and let out an
uncharacteristic curse. He would not have the minotaur's
death on his hands.

"Kaz!" Hekneeled next to his savior and turned him over.
To hisrelief, the minotaur opened his eyes.

"You areuninjured?' the bull-headed cresature asked.

"I should ask you that!" Humaa most laughed. If Kaz had
the strength to be concerned about him, then the minotaur
Pad the strength to live. He helped the huge creature to his

eet.

"Can you run?"

The minotaur leaned forward. "Give meamoment. | fear
the horse has pushed al the air from my lungs.”

While Kaz recovered, Huma looked around. The camp
was nearly deserted. A few knights struggled with equip-
ment off to the south, and Huma thought he saw riders to
the east. The tent where the clerics of Mishaka had treated
the wounded was no longer there. There were no bodies



that Huma could see; the mages had bought them enough
time to escape, at least. He could only hope that Gwyneth
had escaped safely, as well.

Meanwhile, where were the dragons?

Huma had not seen them since the eruption of the storm.
Thevast wall of chilling darknesswas nearly upon the camp
now, bringing along the visibility of a moonless night.
Huma did not want to know what lurked within that dark-
ness, but he forced himsdlf to look up at it. When he did, he
finally noticed the dragons of light.

They were organized into what Huma recognized as one
of their fighting formations, a sort of double "V."

Againgt the coming fury, they looked pitifully tiny.

The wind was now joined by pouring rain. Kaz snorted
angrily and commented on the smell of wet humans. Hewas
now well enough to move, sowly but steadily. The torrent
made movement tricky. Better dow and steady than risk
having one or both of them lose their balance.

It might as well have been night. No trace of sunlight
remained. Ahead of him, Huma could make out dim
shapes. At their present rate, even those would disappear as
the power of the Dragonqueen overwhelmed the light.

Overwhemed thelight. . .

Had the knights lost at last? Huma shuddered at the
thought of a world with only darkness. A world that the
Queen ruled.

Now, the only light was the bolts of fire that burst
through the skies. They did not seem part of the storm and
Huma glanced upward, wondering perhaps if it was the
work of the dragons. Had they met the enemy at last? He
wished—a mad wish, an afterthought—that he could help
them in some way.

"Huma" The hiss startled him until he realized it was
Kaz. The minotaur's voice was hoarse. He waswesker with
injury than he had led the knight to believe. "Huma! A light
ahead!"

It was true. Only a dim glow, like one of the insects of
night, but a glow nonetheless. They had dready started
toward it when Huma recalled the dark sorcerer who had
sought to ensnare him. Still, this light did not demand his



obedience as that one had. Rather, it seemed to offer badly
needed help. To be on the safe side, Huma drew his sword.

They stumbled through mud, nearly falling once. Sip-
ping and diding, they continued toward the light.

For atime, the glow seemed no doser than before. The
distance gradually lessened, though, and Huma soon real-
ized that the light was aso coming toward them. He tight-
ened hisgrip on the sword. At his side, Kaz was tensed.

"I've been looking for you."

Before them, seeming to glow himself and quite
untouched by the torrential winds and rain, stood Magius.



Magius’s spell of light sSuRROUNbED them like a tent,
Beyond it loomed total darkness. They could hear the rag-
ing of the magica storm, although now they could not fedl
it; the spell that protected Magius protected Huma and Kaz
aswell. Only their footing was questionable, as the mino-
taur discovered. Huma helped him to his feet. The bottom
half of the man-beast's body was dick with mud.

Magius smiled amiably at the sight, raisng Kaz's anger.
Matters were not helped any by the spdlcaster's commen-
tary on the dow pace of his companions, or the way in
which not one speck of mud had dared to mar the magnifi-
cence of the mage's clothing. Another spell, Huma knew,
because Kaz had adready attempted to kick some of the
muck toward the backside of their savior. The mud had



halted just inches from the unsuspecting target, seemed to
hesitate, and then falen to earth.

Neither the knight nor the minotaur had any idea where
Magiuswasleading them. They only knew that they were at
last safefrom theviolent sorceries unleashed by the Dragon-
gueen's magic-users. That such power was at the evil ones
beck and cdl had thrown Huma into a deep depression.
Now more than ever, al ssemed to belost.

Magius abruptly raised his free hand. The glow from his
person dwindled away. Only thelight from his smple staff,
the light which Huma and Kaz had first noticed, continued
to keep them from total darkness.

They could see nothing ahead of them, but they could
hear that the storm had ceased. They aso could hear some-
thing ese: the padding of many animal paws and the heavy
breathing of large creatures. Huma's hand whitened from
strain as he tightened his grip on his sword. The creatures,
night dwellers if they were able to travel with such eesg,
continued past. When they had been gone for severd min-
utes and nothing followed, Magius lowered his hand.

He turned momentarily back to the others. "Outrunners.
Things bred and misbred by Galan Dracos. Small wonder
some began to cdl him the Queen's mortal consort. His
twisted imagination is truly worthy of her."

Huma wondered who the "some' were whom Magius
talked about. He longed to ask many questions about the
mage's last few years. Before going off for the Test, Magius
had been a sarcadtic, vain trickster who poked fun at his
best friend and who constantly ridiculed the knighthood for
its closed ways. Only Humareally understood that Magius
was terribly insecure—one of the reasons he had sought to
learn magic—and that the taunts thrown at Huma served
another purpose. The very same knights who despised
young Humawere his champions. The honor of the knight-
hood aways camefirst.

This Magius, while he still had that streak of mischie-
vousness, had gained a serious, brooding side that could
overwhelm his personality.

"Huma," the minotaur whispered. "Wherearewe going?'

Both of them had assumed that Magius was leading them



to wherever the Solamnic forceswere regrouping, or rather,
where Humahoped they were reforming. The young knight
was becoming more and more certain that they were, in
fact, heading in the opposite direction.

"Magius?'

"Hmmm?"' The spellcagter did not even turn around.

Hesitantly, Huma asked, "Are we heading back deeper
into Solamnia?"

"No."

"Where are we going?'

Despite his carefree appearance, the magic-user's voice
carried uncertainty, perhaps even somefear. "We are going
to my citadel, my domain.”

Huma finally made clear his true concern. "Ergoth?"

"Yes" Magius continued walking, but the other two came
toahalt. Small wonder the storm had abated so soon! They
were walking through the enemy lines!

"He has betrayed usl" Kaz reached out with his bare
hands. Magiuss neck would be afragile thing in the grip of
the minotaur's powerful claws.

"No, Kaz!" Huma struggled briefly with the minotaur,
but Kaz would not listen. The latter fully expected to be
turre1ded over to his less-than-forgiving brethren and exe-
cuted.

The massive hands formed a circle around the mage's
neck—and could go no further. The same spell that protect-
ed Magius from the mud aso protected him from personal
harm by physical means. The former benefit was, no doubt,
just a fortunate side-effect, athough with the vanity of
Magius, it was difficult to say.

Magiusturned around, still in the near-grip of Kaz. With-
out warning, the minotaur swung one hand at the spdlcest-
e's head. If he had expected to succeed by sheer force, the
minotaur was mistaken. Not only was the mage unmoved,
but his attacker's hand was flung back.

The magic-user was wearing the irritating smile that
Huma had watched him cultivate over the years. Suddenly,
even in the midst of the overwhelming darkness, it was the
past once more.

"I have not betrayed you, either of you. True, we are



movinginto Ergoth, but much of that land islill essentially
untouched by the ogres and their foul migtress. We are, in
fact, more likely to be safe here than if we had followed the
mad rush by the oh-so-stalwart knighthood."

Huma grimaced at the description and felt embarrass-
ment, though he knew theknighthood had done dl it could.
g/lagius failed to mention that the magic-users had fled,

0.

The minotaur refused to be convinced. "By Sargas and
my ancestors for twenty generations—"

Magius held the light of the staff in front of Kaz, who
backed away for fear a spell was being unleashed. "If any-
one draws attention to us, it will beyou, minotaur! Call on
your dusty kin if you must, but do not cal upon that dark
god unless you desire his persona attention now!"

Sargas. It was several seconds before Humaidentified the
name. Sargas—Sargonnas, consort of Takhis's, the Dragon-
queen. A power unto himself. The minotaurs worshipped
him. A reflex action on the part of Kaz, to be sure, but one
that could carry adeadly priceat atimewhen godsand god-
desses watched and listened with much interest.

Sargas would not be pleased with a minotaur who had
fled to the safety of Pdadine's appointed mortal guardians.
Sargaswasthe god of vengeanceand plots of great evil. Kaz
had no choice but to be cadm himself and to bow to the
human's common sense—at leadt, in this respect.

"Now," Magius said, straightening his cloak, "may we
continue? | will tire eventualy, and | have no desire to be
within the range of the Queen's sentings."

For what seemed like days, they followed the mage
through the darkness. Huma began to wonder if al of
Ergoth lay under shadow and whether that shadow was
now extending over Solamnia as well. He felt a twinge of
guilt that he was not assisting in the regrouping of the
forces, but he consoled himsdf with the fact that he might
do some good here, where the warlord would least suspect
his presence.

At last, the trio began to notice afailing in the darkness,
asif it were either weskening or they had at |ast reached its
boundaries.



"The power level used to create and maintain this mon-
drosty must be monumental,” said Magius. "The renegades
of Galan Dracos are talented, but even they have their lim-
its. Yet it appearsto have served itspurpose. The stalemate
isbroken." Magius did not seem visibly concerned.

Dark, spectra shapes formed, reaching for them. The
demonic shapes codesced into towering trees and thick
bushes.

"Magius, what happened in the east?"

The spellcaster dowed, though his eyeswere ill on the
path ahead. " Something happened in the east?"

"The dragons came" What, Huma wondered, had
become of them? Had they al perished, including the silver
one to whom Huma had become so strangely attached?
"They sad that the east had collgpsed.”

Magius stopped, turned, and studied his friend's face.
"Indeed?' The mage wore a thoughtful expression.

Kaz crossed his massive arms. "You know alot, magic-
user. Much more than you are telling us"

Thecynicd smilereturned. "l will do my best to enlighten
you when we have reached our destination."

"And how long will that be? | could swear we have been
waking for days™

The resplendent figure shook his golden hair. "Patiencel
This may be the most dangerous part of the journey."

As Magius turned forward, Kaz muttered, "More
damned riddles!"

The dim forest soon lightened into near-dawn and then,
quite suddenly, it was day. Overcadt, as seemed perpetud
on Ansalon with the Queen's coming, but day, at least. The
trio paused to drink it in. Even Magius seemed pleased.

"We should befairly safe now. | chose the shortest, safest
route possible under the circumstances, but we ill have a
day'sjourney ahead of us. | will not have Dracos or even the
Black Robes know the whereabouts of my grove"

Kaz merely shook his head and looked at Huma, who
could only shake hishead in return. He, too, was unfamiliar
with the grove Magius was speaking of .

An unexpected inconvenience popped up.

"l am darved," said the minotaur.



No sooner had he spoken than Huma felt the ache in his
stomach as well.

Magius sighed. He tapped his staff, and apouch materia-
ized. It was plain leather, nearly asbig as a knight's saddle-
bag, and tied shut. "It isnot much, but wewill have to make
do under the circumstances.”

Not much, as far as the mage was concerned, was more
than enough for three healthy appetites, even when one
belonged to a minotaur. Huma eyed the bag as Magius
pulled out fruits, bread, and even asmall flask of wine. The
contents were more than double the volume of the pouch,
and there still appeared to be moreinside. What other tricks
did his childhood friend have that the mage took for grant-
ed? How powerful was Magius, and to whom did he dedi-
cate that power?

Biting into an apple, Huma studied the rich garments of
the other. By rights, Magius should have been wearing
either theWhiterobes of Good or—and much morelikely—
the Red Robes of Neutrality. Instead, Magius wore a blue
and gold ensembl e that woul d have been more at home on a
courtier in Ergoth. The gold, Huma suspected, wasreal gold
laced into the cloth. The cape was white, but s soft and
well-woven that it was either magically created or the work
of afine artisan. Magius dso wore hip boots of fine, pol-
ished leather—and not any ordinary leather, either. The
knight was at a loss to identify it, but he had seen similar
bootsbefore. The Grand Master had apair much like these.

Thiswas not the clothing of a mage. Not any mage that
Huma had ever heard of.

Kaz spoke, breaking Humas train of thought.

h"God of the Sed | have never savored a wine such as
thig"

The look on the minotaur's face appeared to amuse
Magius. "My compliments on your taste. It is a rare treat
given to me by the Qualinesti elves. | find it has become my
personal favorite."

"Y ou've been among the Qualinesti?* Huma had heard of
the elves—and of their cousins, the Silvanesti—but he had
never seen any but haf-elves, as Gwyneth seemed to be.

The thought of Gwyneth opened up memories and



dreams that Huma did not wish to dwell on. He forced the
past into a dark recess of his mind.

"I've been among them," Magius was saying. "l went to
feel them out. They remain as stubborn as their kin. Each
thinks that they can save the world single-handedly. Their
pride is at the expense of mankind."

The mood grew rather somber after that. Huma found
himself gazing in the direction from which they had come.
Not one sign of the oppressve darkness remained.

Night came and, at Magiuss suggestion, they camped
until morning. When Huma suggested setting up a watch,
Magius only scoffed. He assured them that his powers
would be sufficient to the task. Despite that, both Huma
and the minotaur were adamant. The mage, disgruntled,
finally agreed, providing that he was given the last watch.

Knightswho deep deeply do not live long. Thisrule was
one of the first squires learned. There were far too many
foeswho moved in silence. Thus knights quickly developed
asense that warned them when someone, or something, was
near.

Thus it was that Huma knew.

It was the last watch, the one Magius had requested.
Huma, lying on his side, carefully opened his eyes a crack.
His narrow view gave him a glimpse of the minotaur's feet
and the dill form of Magius himself—most definitely
adeen.

Whoever it was, it was standing behind him, he knew
that now. Slowly and cautioudly, he turned, asif still deep-
ing, until he was lying on hisback. His hand drifted to the
hilt of his sword, and he had confidence enough in his abili-
ty to think he might yet have a chance.

He opened his eyes just enough to let the day in.

It waswith great difficulty that he held back from shout-
ing. Through purereflex herolled away and cameup on one
knee, sword drawn. Behind him, Kaz rosewith amad snort,
more than ready for combat.

It loomed higher than even the minotaur—atall, massve
overhang of rock and vegetation. Had it been there the
night before, Huma might not have noticed anything unu-



sua about it. He might not have noticed the massive
appendages of stone that could loosdly be called arms. He
might not have noticed the way the outer shell of dirt and
vegetation was constantly changing. Huma might even
have missed, somehow, the two blue-gray crystas that
seemed to stare down at him from what could only be some
sort of face.

He took in dl of thisin afew brief seconds. The living
mound shifted dightly forward, pulling up earth, insect,
and plant life with it. It seemed not to have one true body,
but to borrow from wherever it stood. Huma readied him-
sdf. Kaz had the huge battle ax poised. Then laughter filled
the woods. Laughter from Magius.

"Cease your posturing, brave warriors. The elementa
has no intention of doing battle with you. He is mine—a
gatekeeper, you might say."

Kaz whirled on the mage, and the ax tore deeply into the
tree where Magius had been sitting. The ax missed his head
by inches. Magiusturned as pale as Rennard, and hismouth
hung open in mid-laugh.

The angry warrior was not allowed to savor his revenge,
for his footing suddenly became nonexistent. A very sdec-
tivetremor shook the hapless minotaur. Humalanced down
a his own footing, which was as solid as ever, and then
back at Kaz. Witharoar, the minotaur lost hisgrip ontheax
and fell backward.

Meanwhile, Magius had recovered from his own shock.
He was careful, though, to keep his laughter quiet and less
mocking. He shook his head as Kaz tried unsuccessfully to
rise

"Youwill never stand ontwo legsunless| say so, my hot-
headed friend. Have | your word that you will cease your
attempts to do away with me?"

As the minotaur's chin bounced against hard-packed
earth, he grunted agreement. Magius looked at the elemen-
tal. It seemed asif the two crystals turned to meet that gaze,
though Huma knew he might be imagining it. Without
warning, the ground beneath Kaz returned to its normal
consgency. Kaz hesitated, expecting another trick.

"Oh, do get up!" the spellcaster muttered. "Y ou're perfect-



ly e

Huma relaxed, but he did not return his sword to its
sheath. The earthen creature disturbed him.

Rising, Magius stepped between Huma and the creature.
Like aman training a hound, Magius raised one hand and
said, "Spesk to me”

The voicewas deep and echoing, but also likelisteningto
apile of rocks and pebbles being shaken violently in abuck-
gg. Tsrgffirst wordswere practically unintelligible. It repeat-

itself.

"All wdl. No oneenters grove. Citaddl welcomes mage's
return.” The mound fell silent.

Magius nodded his satisfaction. To the others he said,
"Beyond that dense clump of trees, perhaps three to four
hours journey, is our destination."

Kaz clenched hisfists, then thought better of it. He had
already seen alittle of what the magic-user's servant could
do. "That dose and you made us deep here?!

"I believe you heard the earth elementd mention the
grove, did you not?' The mage's face was quite sober.

"What of it?"

"Only | would dare enter the grove during darkness, and
that is because | have spent time mastering it. To have led
you two through it would have surely have meant your

Humalooked off in the direction his friend had pointed.
"What is the danger? Can a blade or ax put an end to it?

Thelaughter of the mage held little humor. "There arefar
more deaedlier threatsthan mere physical ones. Let ussay, it
would take a strong mind to come out of therein one piece.
A strong mind or asimple one, take your pick."

Riddles, asKaz would have said—so Humathought then.
He did not trust chalenges that could not be met face-to-
face. In many ways, it was another sgn of the changes
_I\I_/Iagi us had gone through since their last meeting before the

ed.

"The dementa will guide us and do what it can to protect
any of uswho might fal off the path. May the gods have
mercy on he who does, because the grove will not."

It took them only half an hour to reach the edge of the



grove. In dl his days, Huma could not recal seeing sucha
thick growth of foliage. Trees, grass, bushes, and even vines
grew within and around one another, creating a veritable
wall of defense around the domain of Magius. Try as he
might, Huma could not fathom the depths.

Open pathsdotted the groveat various points, but tended
to twist asde soon after, making it impossible to guess
which was the best to take. The earth elemental passed sev-
eral of these, including a couple which seemed far more
inviting than the one the creature finaly chose. Kaz eyed
the chosen path critically and shook his massive hand.

"Look at this" He pointed a clawed hand at the sharp,
thorny vines a the entranceway. "Why, the path we just
pas?]ed was clear and well worn! Surely, this is the wrong
path!™

Magius looked a him with open contempt. "The most
attractivelure caichesthemost flies, my friend. Y ou arewel-
cometo try the other path, if you like. Here, weface alittle
prick from a plant. There ... it could be anything."

Shifting uncertainly, Kaz looked from one path to the
other. In desperation, he looked to Huma for support.

Huma, in turn, looked at Magius. The mage was non-
commital. Huma stared at the vine-covered path.

"l believe him, Kaz."

Then | will go whereyou go."

"I'm glad that's settled.” Magius shook his head in amaze-
ment. He lifted his staff and tapped the backside—it looked
like a backside, anyway—of the elementa. The living
mound shifted forward, the earth before it becoming its
form as it moved into the grove. Magius followed without
any hesitation. The minotaur glanced at Huma, then fol-
lowed the mage.

Huma, alone, took adeep breath, kept hissword ready—
for what, he could not say—and stepped onto the path.



Chapter 9

The path twisteb aNd tURNED wWith aMaziNG REGUIARItY.
Had not Magius reassured them more than once, Huma
would have thought that they were wandering in acircle.

He did not like the grove, which, even by day, was
gloomy and full of shadow. Without the light from the staff,
they surely would have strayed from the path.

Huma ducked away from a thorny vine crisscrossing the
trail. After the first sharp sting from one of the countless
barbs, he had closed his visor. Stll, each thorn scraped at
themetal on hisbody, and inirritation, Humadashed stalk
after stalk. Yet whenever he chanced to turn back, there
would be no trace of his handiwork.

Ahead of him, Kaz cursed and brought hisbattleax down
upon a prickly bush. The injured minotaur chopped at the



plant until only shreds remained. Almost immediately he
walked face first into a hanging vine. The sharp blades of
the ax came out and cut that vine to ribbons, too.

The abrupt drop at the next turn caught al of them by
surprise. The shifting of the soil as the elementa made its
way fooled Magius. His staff came down and the mage,
expecting some sort of resistance, toppled forward. Kaz,
next, stcumbled forward onto the spellcaster. Huma twisted
to avoid adding to theungainly pile, lost hisfootinginadif-
ferent place, and fell off the path.

Huma came to an abrupt halt, thanksto the huge shell of
aonce-mighty tree. He rubbed the back of his head, which
had absorbed part of the shock, and looked up—at nothing.

Therewasno path. Thetreesof thegrovedotted the area.
Bushes, tall and many years old, filled most of the spaces
between the trees. Shadows filled the rest. Deep, dark
shadows.

Huma closed his eyes and opened them again, this time
assuring that his gaze was not directed at the shadows. A
chill ran through him. What he had seen—he froze. What
had he seen? It defied any description he could have givenit.
He only knew that it was somewhere out there, waiting for
him to cardlesdy turn toward it.

"Magiud Kazl" The hames echoed back to him. A quie,
mocking laugh seemed to come from everywhere,

"Huuuumaaa."

At the sound of the voice, Huma reached for his
broadsword—only to find his wespon gone. He remem-
bered then that he had been carrying the sword in his hand.
Y et he could see no sgn of the blade when he searched the
ground in the dim light.

Something tall and misshapen broke away from the other
shadows and briefly passed through his vision. His nerves
tightened as the mocker laughed once more. Huma pulled
out a dagger, hoping that iron would make an impression.

His view vanished as something literdly popped into
existence right before him. He thrust hard with the dagger
and encountered—mud and dirt. His hand sank into the
mire, and he lost his grip on the smal blade.

With wide eyes, he stared up into theice-blue, crysdline



eyes of the elementdl.

Humafought off adesireto hug the strange creature. The
elemental stared down at him and spokein the same gravel-
filled voice it had used when responding to Magius.

"Fdlow." A single, wonderful word to the knight, at that
moment. Suddenly, blessedly, his sword was back in his
hand.

The two crygtas were sinking swiftly into the depths of
themound. At first, theliving mound did not move and the
knight thought the creature must be frozen in place. Huma
sheathed his sword and leaned against the backside of the
elementd's earthen shell. He decided to dig the elemental
out of its quandary. As his hands touched the mound,
though, the earth beneath his fingers began to heat up
incredibly and Huma quickly pulled them away. Two
gleaming objects emerged from the mound.

Itscrystallineeyesin place, the elemental repeated itspre-
vious message. "Follow."

Huma jumped out of the way as the thing churned for-
ward. Rather than turn asaman might, the elementa mere-
ly shifted its face to whichever direction it wished to travel.
It was disconcerting, to say theleast, and Huma, still staring
in wonder, completely ignored the earthen servant's com-
mand again. The mound did not repeet itself. It abruptly
shambled up a smal rise and promptly vanished.

Humasfirst instinct was to unsheath his sword. Then, he
gritted his teeth and, with four long strides, he found him-
«df gtanding before aloudly cursing minotaur and an anx-
ious mage.

"Humal" Kaz fairly crushed him in a bear—or rather, a
bull—hug.

Magius smiled with relief. "When you fell off the path,
your bovine companion was dl for rushing after you. It was
dl | could do to explain to him that having two of you lost
out there would be quite foolish."

The minotaur dropped Huma and spun on the mage.
"You wouldn't go after him! Someone had to!"

"Someone did." Magius pushed back his aristocratic
locks. "While | can make my way through the grove, |
would much prefer to send the elemental, who has nothing



to fear, than risk mysdlf purely for the sake of gopearances.”

"You areacoward!"

"I'mpractical." Magiusturned to hisold friend. "If the de-
mental had not been here or had failed to find you, | would
have followed you, that | promise”

Huma's acceptance of the mage's explanation was met
with aderisive snort by Kaz. Magiusignored the latter and,
after a quick tap of the staff on the dementd’'s present back-
sde, the group was off again.

Though they did not encounter any more difficulties,
Huma kept his eyeswarily on the path at all times. Finaly,
they emerged into light. Brilliant light. It was asif the eter-
nal cloudcover had finally given way to the golden rays of
the sun. Even Kaz broke into a big, genuine smile. When
Magius turned to spesk to them, he, too, was grinning from
edr to ear. He raised his staff high.

"Welcome to my home."

They stared out into awild, golden field. It would have
been quite easy to believe that somewhere within the field
elves danced and played. Butterflies and smdl birds flew
hither and yonder while the bright, ripe wheat waved lazily
after them. Small, furred creatures hopped among the occa
siona trees that dotted the forest perimeter. If there were
truly a paradise on al of Krynn, this seemed to be it.

In the center of this wondrous field stood the citadel of
Magius, a tower that, like the field surrounding it, might
have been made of gold. A single gigantic wooden gate act-
ed asadoor. Windows dotted the top half of the tower, and
there was even a small walking area up at the top. The tip
gavethe citadel the appearance of a spearhead, well-crafted
and needle-sharp. The sides gleamed metdlically, and
Huma's one regret was that it briefly reminded him of the
sinister bronze tower perched precariously on the edge of
the infernal Abyss.

Magius bowed and indicated they should go before him.
The elemental had vanished, perhaps to patrol the outer
limits of the grove once more.

"You are safe here, my friends. As safe as anywhere on dl
of Ansdon."

The knight and the minotaur stepped out into the field



like two children. Gone was anxiety concerning the war.
Gone were the hatred, the fear. There was only the breath-
taking beauty of the open land before them.

The mage watched them pass, the smile briefly vanishing
from his face.

As they walked, a strange thing seemed to happen. The
citadel grew. With each step it grew taller and taler. By the
time they reached its gate, Huma and Kaz were forced to
stare up into what seemed the ceiling of the sky itself.

"How can the dragons not see something of such scae?"
Therewas no suspicion in the words of Kaz thistime, only
wonde.

"Like this fidd," Magius replied. "Things are not always
what they appear to be—or are seen to be. Someone created
this place long before men ever set foot on Krynn. | have
spent much time trying to discover their secrets, but the
fragments hint at the handiwork of ogres. | cannot believe
that ogres could ever build a place of such beauty. Perhaps,
thiswas made as a garden paradise for the gods themselves.
| think that would be more appropriate.”

Huma chose to spoil the serenity of the scene by coughing
just then.

The mage grimaced. "Forgive me. Y ou must betired and
thirsty. We shdl go insde and be refreshed. After that, we
shall spesk.”

Magiusraised his staff again and muttered along string of
seemingly nonsensical words. The staff, whose earlier glow
had diminished, suddenly blazed with a new life. Both
Huma and Kaz were forced to momentarily shield their

eyes.

Thegate opened, perhapsmoved by somegrest, invisible
hand. Magius was continually amazing Huma, although it
might very wel be that the castle, too, was a product of
these ancients.

They passed through the gate and into a hallway which,
whilesmaller than that of any nobl€'s estate home, outshone
most by pure extravagance. Sculptures of dves, animals,
tall manlike beings, humans, and what could only be the
gods themselveslined thewalls. Like an oversized serpent, a
single stairway curled itsway up to thefloorsabove. A gold



and red tapestry displaying the constellations draped one
dde while another one depicted a mountain that virtually
towered over the landscape. It was 0 red that it drew
Huma's attention. At the back of his mind nagged the fedl-
ing that he knew this place from somewhere, although, in
fact, Huma knew he had never seen the mountain before.
He continued to stare at it until Magiuss voice broke the
tapestry's pdl.

"Not al of itisorigina, but one cannot have everything.
Be careful!”

The last wasaimed at Kaz, who wasbusily inspecting an
ageless sculpture of an odd-looking dragon. 1t waslong and
narrow, amogt like asnake with legs and wings. What little
remained of the coloring indicated it had once been green
and blue, intermingled, an odd hodgepodge of colors for
any dragon.

"This scul pture was made by one of my people”

"Impossible. It must be elven. Look at it."

Kaz snorted. "Do you think we have no artisans? | recog-
nize the tdltde patterns in the day, even if your ‘wdl-
versed' mind cannot make anything out of them.”

"Why would anyone want to mold a dragon like that?
I've never seen one 0 long and narrow. Did such exist?'
Huma asked, turning to Magius.

Themage shrugged. "I have never uncovered evidence of
such abeast. Itismy belief that thisispurely an artistic rep-
resentation, the product of someone'simagination. Another
reason why it cannot be thework of minotaurs, not to men-
tion the fact that it isfar too dld."

"We were the first civilized race"

"Civilized or domesticated?’

Kaz moved swiftly, but the statuette froze in midair some
threefeet before Magiussface. The mage'slook of contempt
was matched only by the intense disappointment draped
across Kaz's visage. "Make your next throw a good one,
cow, because it will be your last. And next time use some-
thing alittle less valuable.”

With awave of hisfree hand, Magiusreturned the dragon
sculptureto itsresting place. Kaz snorted continuously, and
his eyes were crimson. Suddenly Huma stepped between



them, brandishing his sword.

"Stop it!"

The outburst was S0 savage that both mage and minotaur
dared at him as if he had lost his mind. Huma looked from
oneto another with what he hoped was a ferocious expres-
sion.

"Ansaon, perhaps dl of Krynn, may be lying helpless
beneath the Dragonqueen, and you two are acting like
schoolchildren!™

Kazwastheonly oneof thetwo tolook ashamed. Magius
took the reprimand as he did all dse. He merdly shrugged
and pretended as if the incident had never happened.

"Therés much more to see, but | imagine you two might
wish to get somerest. Am | correct?"

"On that point, at least," Kaz muttered.

Huma sheathed his sword, but his temper was 4ill
aroused. "What happens after that? Can you contact your
order? We cannot stay here forever. Y ou came looking for
us. Don't you have a plan?*

"Of course" The answer came quickly, but there was
somethingin the spellcagter's eyes that Humathought belied
hisresponse. Here, again, was a Magiuswith whom hewas
unfamiliar. Here was a Magius who held back secrets from
the one person he should have been able to trust. How he
had changed.

Or isit I who am changing? thought Huma. In the old
days, he would have never truly questioned Magius or
probed at hisfriend's answers. The knighthood had opened
his eyes to the veiled half-truths that played so large a part
in most peopleslives.

Deliberatdy, Huma said, "I should like to hear your
plan.”

"In good time. There arefar too many mattersherethat |
must attend to immediately. While | do so, you two may
relax and perhaps enjoy some food."

Magius tapped his staff on the ground. Humafelt a shiver
cut through him. Then he saw the mist.

It fluttered about Magius as a pet bird might around its
master. Huma could not feel any sort of breeze, nor was
there any seeming source of the migt. It moved asif with a



life of its own.

"Guedts. Guide." Magius spoke the words, not to Huma
or Kaz, but to the cloud—and it responded:
steam escaping from a doused campfire.

"Rooms for the night.”

"Rooommmmss.”

Magiusgrimaced. "Air elementalsare 0 dow." Hewaved
his hand at the floating mist. "Now, if you pleese" To
Huma, the spellcaster said, "When you are fed and rested,
things will be dearer.”

Kaz let out a deep "hmmmph,” which Magius ignored.
The air elemental, given the command to begin its duties,
floated impatiently around the two "guests™

"Commme, Rooommmmmss. Guesss3sss.”

Their host watched as they followed the mist creature up
the spird stairs. When they were out of earshot, Kaz leaned
toward Huma, who had taken the lead, and whispered,
"This mage is your friend?"

"Yes" Humafound it difficult to answer with assurance.

"Pray that he gtill considersyou in the sameway. | think
that thistower and its secretswould make for avery secure,
very permanent prison.”

The knight did not argue the statement, having already
consdered that possbility.

If this were indeed a prison, it was one to which many a
villain would have begged entry and incarceration. After
becoming at least partially used to the misty servants, Kaz
and Huma had no difficulty enjoying the meats and fruits,
not to mention the wines, which would have beenfit bill of
fare at any royal court.

The rooms, too, were resplendent, abeit much too large
for anormal-sizeperson likeHuma. Kaz, on the other hand,
found the furnishings perfect for his bulk and pointed this
out as more clues that the tower was some remnant of his
own race. Humaknew that no one had ever recorded mino-
taurs thisfar west until the wars had begun, but he kept his
doubts to himself.

They had been given separate rooms, something which



Kazhad at first protested as an obvious ploy to divide and
conquer.

"Had he desired to, Magius could have struck us both
down any one of a hundred times," Huma countered. "You
saw the way he handled you in the corridor.”

"Luck. Let me take him on, one to one"

"And he will leave nothing but ashes. Magic is as much a
part of him as breathing isto us"

The minotaur smashed one massive fist into the wall. To
hissatisfaction, it yielded quite nicely. "In my homeland—"

Huma stopped him before he could go any further. "This
isErgoth. These are human lands. Human ways."

"Are they? Have you forgotten the battle already?"

"I have not. | only think that you should trust me. | know
Magius far better than you."

Kaz quieted, but not before replying, "I hope you do. For
both our sekes"

It was those words that Huma contemplated as he sat
againgt the bedboard. Despite the drain of energy from their
walk through the grove, he had found himsdf unable to
deep. Kaz, on the other hand, might have been dead, save
for the fact that his snores resounded through the walls and
into Huma's room.

The candles, lit before he had entered, had melted to the
point where many were of little or no use at all. Theflicker-
ing made odd shadowsaround theroom, and Humaeventu-
ally found his eyes returning to one particularly high and
deep shadow in the far corner. It was s0 dark, he ailmost
believed that, if he choseto, he could havewalked right into
it and through thewall.

"Huma."

A hand, open, thrust out from the shadow. It was fol-
lowed by another. The knight edged away from that side of
the bed and toward his sword, which hung next to the bed.

"Huma, | must speak to you."

"Magius?'

"Who es?' Arms followed the hands, and then the rest
of the mage appeared as well. "Forgive me the dramatic
entrance," Magiuswhispered, "but | wish to avoid speaking



with the minotaur, who might be displeased with some of
what | am about to sy."

"And | won't be?' Humawas fedling irritable. The mage's
tricks were beginning to wear even on his boyhood friend.

Their eyes met, and Magius quickly turned away. "You
might be. But at least you also see reason. My powers need
only dip once for that two-legged bull to do mein."

"I could not entirely fault him, Magius”

" know." The spellcaster put hisfacein hishands. "How
dearly | know."

Humastood up, walked over to hischildhood friend, and
rested a gentle hand on the other's shoulder. Tel me, and |
will promise to listen with an open mind."

Magiuslooked up, and they werebriefly back in their ear-
ly days, when neither had cared about anything more | ofty
than fun. The look vanished almost as soon asit appeared,
The degant Magius held out one hand. Instantly, the staff
was there, awaiting his commands.

"You see before you a magic-user of grest power—and
even greater potential. | was not the first to say that. Fat,
cheerful Belgardin said that the day he sponsored me™

Begardin. Humaremembered the old mage. He had been
thefirst to see the power welling within the young Magius.
Power such as he had never seen before. Belgardin was a
high adept of the Red Robes, and this enabled him to redlize
the help the boy needed while still calculating the prestige
that accompanied the training of a possble Master of the
Order—any order.

"He was right. Y ou remember. | excelled at dl things. |
was the brightest candidate they had ever seen. | mastered
Spdls even some established adepts had difficulty with. |
was a prodigy.” The hint of conceit in the voice of Magius
was quite reasonable; everything he had said was true.

Themagesfacefdl serious. "You ordinary people hear of
the Test and al the rumors about what goes on." Magius
made a cutting motion with his free hand. The rumors pale
in comparison to the truth.”

The Test was the final proof of a mage's ability to cope
with the power. It did not matter which of the orders he or
she belonged to. All magic-users took the Tes.



Magius dropped the tip of his staff to the floor and leaned
heavily upon it. "I cannot say what others have gone
through, just that some did not survive. | went into the Test
with every possible scenario plotted out in my mind. |
thought they would send dark eves after me, force me to
kill an elderly or ill person. Perhaps, | believed, they would
have me stand at the edge of the Abyss and face the Queen
hersdlf. | knew some of it would be illusion, but much of it
would be very real. Real enough to kill me"

Huma nodded understanding. Word naturally leaked
out.hSome of the rumors, it seemed, carried eements of
truth.

The handsome face broke into a smile, one that ssemed
mad under the circumstances. Magius laughed lightly,
although Huma could not guess what he found so funny.
They fooled me completely. Or perhaps even they do not
truly know all that goes on during the Test. | suspect that
sometimes the power itsdlf takes ahand. Whatever the casg,
| was confronted with the one thing | found | could not

"My death. My death in the future.

There was nothing Huma could say to that. He might
deny that it wasred, try to convince Magius that it had to
be al illuson, but what could he say that he himsdf
believed?

"Somehow, | succeeded insurviving. | think that madness
waswhat waited for meif | failed. | fooled them by entering
into another type of madness then. A madness created by
theredlization that what | saw would indeed cometo pass. |
left the tower, left the Test, knowing my fate and determined
to do something about it.

"And | found | could not. Not by the strict bylaws of the
Orders. Despite their supposed freedom from restrictions,
neither the Red nor the Black Robes offered anything that
could asig me. They were dill too limited, and | certainly
\livas not cut out to wear the robes of white, as you wdll

Magiuschuckled at thelast, then sighed. The candleshad
burned down to nearly nothing.

"With aredlization of the restrictions placed upon me by



the Three Orders, | decided that | would be forced to step
beyond the lines they had drawn in order to—if you'll par-
don me for saying so—change the future."

Huma stepped back involuntarily. The wild spells, the
outlandish clothing, s0 different from the austere robes of
other mages. He shook his head, not believing that it were
possible to do what Magius had done.

"Then and there" Magius was saying, his attention
focused inward, "l turned from the formalized, stifling
training of the Conclave and became a renegade.”



Chapter 10

“Does it shock you so, HumMa? 1 was YOUNG, UNDRi-
died. | probably would have left for other reasons. Disgust
for the Tedt, perhaps, which | still find a barbaric way of
trimming the dead leaves"

Humadumped back on thebed. To onebrought up under
the gtrict beliefs of the knighthood, al magic-users were
untrustworthy. A renegade was considered blacker than
even the Black Robes, for he would meddle with spells even
they would balk at using.

Magius read the look and smiled ruefully. "A renegade is
only what he makes of himself, Huma. There are very few,
dnce it is hard to escagpe the notice of the Conclave, but
some of those few are very good people. Not powerful
enough, sometimes. Had they taken the Test, most of them



would have perished. While they live, they do what little
thctleé/ can to help others. Of course, thereisawaysthe other
Sde”

"Galan Dracos."

"Yes" Magius had gone pale. "Even the Queen's dark cler-
ics fear him. She needs him, though."

The knight stiffened. "You know alat."

"|—I heard much of him as| traveled. | thought he might
be the one to aid me, to give me protection. He has no fear
of the Three Orders"

There was motion in the next room. Magius stepped back
into the shadows. "I do not think we can continue our dis-
cussion for now. Try to understand that everything I've
doneisfor good reasons. Well tak laer.”

Magius melted into the darkness. Leaping up, the knight
put ahand into the shadowy corner. Only walls, as he sus-
geétgg Whatever portal Magius had opened had just been

With a snarl, Kaz burst into the room. "I heard him!
Whereis he?'

Startled by the ferocity of the minotaur, Huma stepped
back. "What isit, Kaz?"

"Thisisatrap, as| suspected! My ax isgone! My daggers
are missng!"

"What areyoutalking about?' Humareached for hisown
sword, which hung near the bed. Only—

The sheath hung as before, but it was empty now. Hur-
riedly, Humawent through hisbelongings. Like Kaz, hewas
missing al his weapons. They had disappeared even while
the two old friends had talked.

Huma put a hand to his head. The room was becoming
terribly hot. He felt flushed. Kaz was suddenly by his side,
supporting him.

"What has he done to you? Are you ill?'

"I'm fine." He waved his sympathetic companion away.
"It's nothing."

Huma had been afool. He had believed that the past ill
counted, when now it wasall too obviousthat the mage had
been lying. The inconsistencies, the overlengthy explana
tions, left more questions than they answered.



Humareached for hisarmor. "Wereleaving—somehow."

Kaz helped him suit up.

The hallway was apparently unguarded, athough the
knight was sure that unseen servants watched their every
move. He wondered how far Magius would alow them to

0.
J "l don't likethis"" Kaz muttered. He, far more than the
human, distrusted the workings of any magic-user.

They reached thelong, spiral saircasewithout incident—
which only served to make them that much more cautious.
Huma reached out and touched the bannister with one fin-
ger. When hefelt nothing, he dared to grip it. Hetook astep
downward. Another. A third. Kaz followed as closdy
behind as his huge bulk permitted. Their pace quickened
unconscioudly.

Onthe sixth step down, Humablinked. Hewas no longer
on the step, but back at the top of the staircase. Five steps
below, Kaz whirled about, searching for him. Before Huma
could warn him, the burly easterner set one foot down on
the sixth step. Humahad only aquick glimpse of Kaz before
thelatter vanished, to regppear beside him amoment later.

"Moretricks" muttered Kaz.

They tried again, achieving the same result. Each time,
the one who put afoot down on the step never noticed the
shift. It was magic of the most complex and subtle nature.

They were trapped in some loop. Huma quit first, realiz-
ing the folly. Kaz continued for some time after, hoping
there might be away out. In the end, though, the minotaur
joined Huma in the corridor.

"What now?"

Huma dropped the pack he had been carrying and undid
the empty sheath. "Nothing. We won't be going anywhere,
it s|ems”

"We cannot stay here!" Thered glarewasreturning to the
giant's eyes.

"Have you any ideas? There are no windows, and the
walls are solid. At least for us”

"We could climb down to the corridor."

Huma picked up the empty sheath and walked over to the
stairway. He lifted the object over the rail and dropped it.



The shegth disappeared.

While Kaz looked on, Huma turned and pointed to the
floor. The empty sheath lay behind them.

"Wewait. We haveno choice"

The minotaur's shoulders sumped in defeat.

There came a time when deep forced itsef upon them,
despite their attempts to stay aert. Thusit was that Huma
dreamed. Dreamed of Gwyneth and a mountain. Dreamed
of adlver dragon inflight. Dreamed of evil spdllcastersand
gods battling. They all mixed together so randomly that he
was never really sure what the dream was about or how it
even began.

It ended abruptly, he knew, for it ended when the voice
broke through his deep.

"Wwaasekkee"

It took Huma severd moments to redlize that the sibilant
whisper was not part of his dreams. Rather, it was a misty
servant with a summons.

"Maaassteerr. Wiiissshhheess. Sssspeeaskk.”
Huma rose and Kaz, heari ng the elemental, did likewise.
"Hhuuumaaaa. Ooonnnly."

"I will go with him whether your master likes it or not!
Now lead on, or I'll inhde you!"

Whether or not the air elemental actually understood the
minotaur'swords, it drifted toward the stairway. Humafol-
lowed, with Kaz dose behind. The dementa led them
downward. There was some hesitation on Huma's part
when they neared the leve that had repulsed them earlier.
He took a single step. This time, much to his surprise, he
found his progress unimpeded. The aerid servant hovered
near him, as if impatient to move on. Huma continued
down, dowly at first, then more quickly as it became obvi-
ous that Magius had set no traps.

A loud shout of anger caused him to quickly look up at
the leved above. While Huma's back had been turned, Kaz
had attempted to follow the knight. Much to the minotaur's
annoyance, the spell till held himin thrall.

Wordlesdy, Huma turned and followed the servant down
the twisting stairway and through corridors unseen the day



before. These halls were much more like the grove, darker
than it seemed possible, in some places. Now and then,
things flitted in the flickering light of the few torches. Only
when they passad these torches could Humabe sure that he
wasdill following the servant.

"Maeessear."

Humadid not understand at first, for the room he entered
was as dark and gloomy as dl the corridors had been, and
he could sse no evidence that it was inhabited. Then he
noted the sound of something moving.

A single word was uttered, and the room was it by the
staff of Magius. The sounds Huma had heard were those of
the mage rising from a chair. As the other turned around,
Humas mouth opened in complete shock. To his eyes,
Magius seemed nearly twice as old as he had appeared earli-
er. Onewould havenever believed that thetwo menwere of
the same age.

"Huma." The magic-user's tone amost begged for friend-
ship. All the anger that Huma had contained within him
began to melt away as he studied the sudden deprivation of
vitality.

"Magius, what—?"

"I know. | leave you with more questions and fears each
time we meet. I'm afraid | can't change that even now,
athough | will attempt to clear up afew difficulties. Fird, |
want you to see this”

The mage led him into an adjoining room, where Huma
found himsdlf facing the earth elemental that had led them
through the grove. Something lay before the living mound,
something unnervingly familiar.

Huma recognized it. "A dreadwolf."

It was bent at awkward angles, and Huma redized that
onelimbwastorn away. Odder still, it waspetrified. Reach-
ingkdown, he verified the thought. It was like touching a
rock.

The sghtless eyes ill seemed to watch him. Humaturn-
ed to Magiusfor explanation.

"There were three more, but they perished in the grove.
Somehow, battered and torn as it was, this one made it to
the fidd, where he" Magius indicated the earth elemental,



"finished it. The damage is done. Galan Dracos knows
where | am and probably knowsthat you are here aswell. |
have no choice”

Huma listened, unsure what Magius was leading to.

"Come with me" They returned to the other room, and
Magius walked over to awall on which hung a high, gold-
trimmed mirror. It was oval, decorated in elaborate scroll-
work. Magius tapped the staff on the floor and sad, "Show
rrell

"There. The peak in the center.” A huge mountain loomed
in the foreground. Recognition came swiftly. It was the
same mountain so prominently displayed on one of thetwo
great tapestries. "When | was tested in the tower, | saw
that—the mountain. | remembered it well, for it was the
final site conjured. | did not know it was rea until | found
this place, and the tapestry in the hall. When | saw it hang-
ingonthewall, I knew therewas moretruth to the scenesin
my Test than even my instructors knew. This mountain
means something to thewar. 1t concedls something. Itisthe
one puzzle | cannot fathom. | don't even know its exact
location, but it iswest of here—southwest possibly.”

He turned to Huma and held out the knight's weapons,
though his hand had been empty moments before. "The
minotaur also has his weapons back. The eemental will
lead you to the underground passages and to horses that |
have kept for emergencies.”

The tower suddenly shook.

Magius whirled around and stared at the mirror. "Show
m"

The mountain scene vanished, to be replaced by a visual
of the citadel, surrounded. A huge, black dragon with a
rider. Other dragons, red, nearby.

"Moons of Krynn!" Magius smiled bitterly. "Am | worthy
of the attention of Crynus himsdf 7"

"Crynus!"

The mage looked at Huma and the bitter smile deepened.
"Oh, yes, you two have met. Had | the time, | would tell
you much of importance concerning him and the Black
Guardsmen. Asitis..." Thetower shook again and the cell-
ing began to crumble.



"Arion!" In summons to the spdllcagter's urgent cal, the
misty servant formed before them. "Take them to the sta
bled Hurry!"

"Magassstear.”

"Magius, let mehep.”

"Help me?' The mage amiled. "I once stood at the Sde of
Galan Dracos. | was second only to him among his gather-
ing of mages. It will take more than dragons to stop me”

A powerful gust of wind thrust Huma through the door-
way even as he pondered how truthful Magius was being.
Not just about his ahilities, but his reasons. Would Huma
ever know for sure?

"Humal"

"Kaz!"

The minotaur came bursting down the dark corridor,
heedless of any threats. True to his word, Magius had
returned the minotaur's weapons, including the huge battle
ax.
The massve warrior's first words were quite predictable.
"What madness has he brought upon us now?"

"Only the warlord, dx dragons, and Pdadine knows
what d2"

More masonry crashed down.

Kazraised theax high over hishead. "By my ancestorsfor
thirty generations, | will not die crushed under rock!"

"Fooallss Fooolooowww!"

"That thing—"

"—isour guide out of here! No morewords!"

They hurried after the air elemental, which now seemed
to possess startling speed. It was glowing dightly slver
now, 0 there was no chance of losing it in the dark corri-
dors.

Thestable proved to be morelike acavewith ventilation.
There were half a dozen horses, ranging in al sizes but dll
well-muscled and deek. While the two chose their mounts,
the air eemental vanished.

"Where are we?' asked Kaz.

Humaleaped on his chosen horse, atall, slver mare, and
glanced toward the cave entrance. "West of the grove, |
think. The hal tunneled underneath it."



"Good. One smdl difficulty out of the way." The mino-
taur climbed aboard his own animal, abesst at least astall
as himsdif.

Another jolt shook the cave. Huma freed the other ani-
mals; hewould not leave the horses to dieif the cave col-
lapsed.

"Yaeeh!" The horses were swift, and for ten minutes
Huma and Kaz rode without looking back.

Behind them, the two could hear the cries of the dragons
as they tore at the defenses of the citadel and its master.

What use was there in fighting a battle that could not be
won? Still, Humaknew that the next battle would be his.

They broke through a clearing, and Huma dared to look
back then. "Riderd”

There were at least eight of them, ebony-armored figures
on cod-black steeds like creations of the Abyss. Black
Guard. Humas hand strayed to his sword to assure himself
that it was ill there.

Something dse broke through after the riders. Pde,
caninethingswith sghtlessred eyes. S or seven, perhaps.
Dreadwolves.

Suddenly, the earth before the dark riders burst up with
tremendous fury. One rider succeeded in keeping his bal-
ance and two managed to evade the explosion, but the rest
vanished momentarily behind the huge mound, which
Huma recognized as the earth elemental. A point in the
favor of Magius, thought Huma. The mage had sent one of
his most trusted servants to assigt his old friend.

The dreadwolves had enough warning to dodge the mill-
ing confusion, though onefell victim to ahorse that logt its
balance. The others continued the chase.

A tree limb struck Huma in the arm, and he turned
around just in time to avoid alow branch. Kaz rode a few
yards to hisright, his larger form causing him some grief.
The horns on his head snagged branches with worrisome
regularity. Kaz hung on grimly, though.

Huma glanced back whenever terrain permitted him, but
the same sight aways greeted him. The dreadwolves, at
least, moved with a constant pace and did not seem to tire.
Only six of the ebony riders had regrouped and managed to



keep pace. . .
"Wecan't..." A branch struck Kaz in theface ashetried
to speak. "Wecan't keep onlikethis. Thehorseswill perish.”

Huma agreed. They were pushing the animalsat akilling
pace. Huma came to a difficult decision.

"Split up! Ride to the north!" He had to point to get his
idea across. Kaz frowned but accepted. Huma indicated he
would ride to the south. Lacking a plan of his own, the
minotaur obeyed.

When Humagavethesignal, Kaz pulled hishorse sharply
to theright, nearly taking off his own right arm as the ani-
mal was forced to twist around a tree. Humawatched him
vanish and then pulled tight on the reins of his own mount.

The animal was near to collapse. It dowed as quickly as
possible, stumbling severd times in the brush. Huma did
not wait for it to come to a stop before leaping from the sad-
die. He landed feetfirst and scurried for the shelter of the
trees.

The dreadwolveswere fast closing, and Humabarely had
time to ready himself. Among the items in the stable-cave,
he had found a small, wooden shield, and this he had
strapped to his free arm. The broadsword was out in one
smooth, silent motion. He prayed that the dreadwolves
would run after the horsefirst. It wasthe only way he would
have a chance.

He was determined to stal them long enough for Kaz to
flee. Huma knew it likely would cogt him his life, but he
could foresee no escape for either of them unless one
remained behind. He could not ask that of even Kaz.

The first of the dreadwolves came running past. Single-
minded to the point of obsesson, the ghoulish creature fol-
lowed after the abandoned horse, which had now redized
itsplight and was racing of f again. It would not get far, and
Humawas disgusted that he had to sacrifice any animal for
this.

Two more dreadwolves raced by. Another followed.
There were at least two more. Huma steadied himself and
tried to maintain his patience.

Another. Another. When no more appeared, Huma
risked a peek around the tree trunk. It proved to be a mis-



take, for thefirst of theriders appeared at that point and he
gpotted Huma dl too essily.

Humahad chosen this particul ar tree because of the mes-
sve root system that partially extended above-ground. It
wasafortunate choice, for therider, intent on being thefirst
to claim the prize, forced his horse just too close. The left
forehoof of the dark steed caught on one of theroots. Witha
sharp cry, the animd fell forward and the rider was thrown
far into the air, finaly landing in a contorted heap. Huma
assured himsdlf that the rider was dead, and he turned to
face the others.

The rest of the riders materidized in a group. The gaps
between the trees were so small that the riders were forced
to dow down and navigate through the forest one at atime,
breaking their loose formation. Huma gave a cry of chal-
lenge and charged.

He caught the first of the Black Guard as the rider
attempted to bring up an ax for a trike, only to find it had
snagged in the branches of the tree. Huma made his attack
count, and the man toppled off his mount.

Inspiration came then, and the knight legped onto the
abandoned horse. The anima fought him. Struck by a
skull-crushing hoof, one opponent went down as Huma
mastered the steed. Fending off the other attacker, Huma
urged the animal forward, this time heading south. As he
had hoped, the four riders followed.

Something lunged at him. A white blur. Only luck
enabled him to catch it on his sword, athough the
dreadwolf did succeed in tearing apart some of the chain
mail on hisleg. The knight found himself riding with a till-
squirming dreadwolf impaled on his sword. The cresture's
weight forced him to virtually drag it along in order to keep
Q(ijs sf/]yord. Humas arm felt asif it were about to be wrench-

off.

The horrific jaws snapped at him, and the sightless eyes
rolled in the skull until the dreadwolf finaly did off the
sword and tumbled behind Huma. Huma glanced back and
saw with horror that the creaturewasrising asif unharmed.
The dreadwolf turned its head just in time to see the front
hooves of the first horse of the pursuers come down on it.



The ghoulish cresture was trampled without notice and
destroyed.

Both his own animal and those of his remaining pursuers
werenear their limits. Froth spewed from the horsesmouith.
The steed began to stumble as it ran. The knight heard a
crash behind him and dared a quick glance. One of the other
horses had collgpsed, causing another to spill.

Huma brought his mount to a halt, then turned it. The
two guardsmen 4ill riding charged him from two sdes,
their intent to cross him up. The rider to Humas right
swung a mean blow with his sword, and therider to the left
followed with another an eyeblink later. Humastiming was
perfect. Heblocked thefirst with his shield and deflected the
second with such accuracy that he provided himsdf with an
opening. The tip of his blade caught the rider on the left
between the breastplate and helmet. The rider collgpsed
backward and was dragged on by his unknowing horse.

Unwilling to fight one-to-one, the remaining rider turned
back toward his two other comrades, who were extricating
themsaves from ther injured horses. Huma struck wildly
and missed a killing blow, but the Guardsman fell off his
horse and did not rise from the ground.

By now, the other dreadwolves had returned. Huma's
horse wobbled and fell to its knees; the knight jumped off
and away before the beast collgpsed on him. He then stood,
shield and sword in hand, and faced the five creatures and
the two riders who had regrouped. A stark redlization that
he would die clouded his mind. When the first of the
dreadwolves lunged for histhroat, he met it with the over-
whelming thrust of onewhose soleremaining god isto take
as many of the enemy with him as possible. Thus, he cut,
chopped, and thrust aimost blindly, seeing little clearly any
more. Even the shield became a weapon as he brought it
gl?villn on at least one white form, hard enough to crush a

ull.

Yelowed fangs dripping ichor flashed by his face. Sted
threatened to divide his throat in two. Huma met each
attack and then counterattacked.

He eventually redlized that he was striking at air. The
knowledge brought his senses back. He blinked the film



from his eyes and stared at the tableau before him.

The last two guardsmen were dead, their weapons scat-
tered far away. Blood oozed on the ground. The five
dreadwolves lay strewn in pieces around the area.

Exhaustion took him suddenly. Hewent to his knees and,
for a long time afterward, simply stared at what he had
done.



Chapter 11

How IoNg it was before be felt the pain, Huma could
only guess. He had eventually wandered away from the ter-

rible scene, as much to ease his growing distaste with him-

df asto escgpe from any other pursuers. Vaguely, he knew

that therewould be others, for, if nothing dse, both Dracos
and the warlord Crynus were determined to the point of

fanaticism. And Huma calculated that Crynus, a lesst,

would be interested in his whereabouts.

The pain increased. Huma numbly stared down at the
multiple wounds he had received from his opponents. His
armor was battered and torn; the mail wasalmost usdess. A
part of his mind wondered when this damage had been
done. He could remember nothing of the fight save the
thrusting of his sword at whatever moved.



Huma found a stream and washed hiswounds asbest he
oo_ul((ji The cool water soothed not only his body but his
mind.

After finishing at the stream, he decided to follow its
path. It ran southwest, more or less, and he recalled that
Magius had recommended that route. That thought
brought Kaz to mind, and the knight felt guilty that he had
abandoned his one true friend. Was the minotaur safe some-
where?

A huge shape sent tree limbs swaying as it raised a tre-
mendous wind. Huma ingtinctively flattened againgt a tree
and stared upward. He caught aglimpse of awide, leathery
wing, but it was gone almost immediately and he could not
even be sure of itscolor. Whatever type of dragon it was, it
did not return.

The day passed before Huma even redized it. Hunger
demanded his attention, and he burrowed through the sad-
dle bag he had taken from one of the horses. The Black
Guard, it seemed, had little in the way of persona effects.
At the bottom, he found what he had been looking for—
three days worth of rations.

A moment later, he was spitting them out, despite his
hunger. Another lesson about hisadversaries—their tastein
food, even the generally bland iron rations, was abysmal.
Huma knew he would cause himsdf more damage than
good by eating these things; in its present condition, his
stomach would never be able to hold them.

Eventually, he was able to secure food in the form of
birds eggs and berries. It was not very filling, but it eased
the hunger. His search for food told him something dse as
well; most of the bushes had been stripped of edible berries.
Recently, too. It wastoo thorough to have been thework of
animals. Besides, Huma had spotted no forest life other than
birds. If hestayed toolonginthisarea, hecould starve. The
stream, t00, seemed depleted.

For three days, he wandered dong the stream. The face
he saw staring back at him from the water on that third day
made him smile in salf-mockery. The reflected knight was
unkempt, his mustache spreading in a hundred different
directions, hisarmor dented or torn and covered with blood



anddirt. Sef-conscioudy, hetried towipesomeadf thegrime
fromthesymbol of the Order of the Crown. He saw hisown
face vanish and one like Bennett's gppear. Trake's son was,
of course, immeaculate. The breastplate ever gleamed. His
proud mustache was thick and neatly trimmed. He was a
true knight.

Another facejoined Bennett's. This onewasno Knight of
Solamnia, but aforeign-armored, heavily bearded bear of a
face. It was sneering.

Hadhe not seen it there and then, thebearlike man would
never have believed that a man could move so swiftly.
Somehow, the battleworn figure leaning over the stream
produced a broadsword seemingly out of nowhere, and the
hapless stranger barely managed to avoid the swing—and
tﬂat bgcause of the other's awkward angle more than any-
thingdse

Huma could not immediately identify the man who had
attempted to snesk up on him. He was wearing a motley
collection of armor, some of it ogre make, some of it bits
and pieces of Solamnic armor. Huma would have et the
man go, but now he wondered whether he faced a brigand,
aman who might even steal from the dead.

Hiserstwhile opponent suddenly yelped, turned, andran
off a an astounding pace for one with such an ungainly
form. Huma gave pursuit.

His exhaugstion dowed him. As it was, Huma was just
closing on the man when the other scurried around asmadll
hill. Humafollowed suit. . .

. .. and immediately backtracked as more than a dozen
horsemen and many, many more footsoldiers turned to
garein surprise a the two newcomers.

A tal man with dlver-black hair and a nestly dipped
black beard barked out an order. Huma did not hear the
exact words, but he knew they had to do with him.

His luck ran out at this point, for the woods here were
thinner and the riders quite familiar with the terrain, judg-
ing by their confident maneuvers. When he redized he
could not escape them, the knight turned and steedied him-



sdlf. These were not the human forces of the Dragonqueen,
that much he knew, but whether they were alies or enemies
was uncertain.

Thefirst menrode at him. They were good horsemen, but
he was able to ward them off at a distance with his sword.
He was hard-pressed when a third man rode in and more
footsoldiers after that, so that Huma found himself trapped
in a rapidly shrinking circle. Still, none of the soldiers
attacked. None had the desire to face that flashing blade.

"Stay your weapons! That isan order!"

The other riders arrived. The man who shouted the com-
mand urged his mount up to the circle, where the soldiers
made way for him. He rode up to Huma and studied him.
The commander was a man of strong features, though his
face was lined from the responsibilities of leadership. Like
many of the Knights of Solamnia, he had therather hawkish
features that spoke of old Ergothian blood—royal blood.
His visage, though, was not as severe as those of the Grand
Master or Bennett. The dight smile that played across his
face would have been out of place on either of the two great
knights.

"A Knight of Solamnia? A little far from Vingaard Keep,
are you not, Knight of the Crown?"

Huma flushed at what the man must have thought of him.
He did not offer a very competent picture of the knight-
hood. Huma tried to summon up some dignity, and replied,
"l have been on my own for days. | have fought off mon-
gers and warriors. My path has not been entirdly by
choice”

He did not yet trust them enough to speak of the other
things.

"l =" The commander shifted in his saddle. "I am Lord
Guy Avondale out of Durendi, abit too far to the south for
my tastes at present. Who areyou, and what are you doing
in the middle of Ergoth? Have the Solamnics broken
through at last?'

"l am Huma, Knight of Solamnia, defender of the Order
of the Crown. | wasforced this direction by the Black Guard
when the Dragonqueen’s dark minions crushed our lines”
Hemight havelied, built up their hopes, but he chosenot to.



Avondaeés face turned white. The soldiers with him
began muttering nervoudly to themselves.

"Do | understand you correctly? The knighthood has
been crushed?'

“No, Lord Avondale. Our lines were crushed, but we
were to regroup farther back. 1, unfortunately, was pressed
in the wrong direction. Vingaard Keep ill stands as it
aways has and always will."

The other gave him a sarcagtic amile. "We in Ergoth are
only too familiar with the strength of the knighthood,
although it seems to have availed little. Glad | am to hear
that the knights have not been totally vanquished, though.”

One of the other riders moved closer, and Humawhirled,
his blade daring the man to try something. Avondale held
up ahand to calm both of them.

"Thereismuch | wish to ask of you, but you appear to be
al in. You," the commander pointed at the horseman who
had moved closer, "give him your horsefor now."

"Yes, milord."

Huma looked from the proffered horse to Guy Avondale
and back to the horse. The noble frowned when he redlized
theyoung knight's thoughts.

"This is no trap, Huma. We are as much the foes of the
Dragongueen asyou are. Let past differences remain where
they are—in the past.”

"l wish only the same, Lord Avondde." Huma grunted
and climbed thankfully onto the steed.

"Fine. When we get back to camp, I'll ssethat you arefed.
Then you can either rest or come straight to me™

A thought came to Huma. "Milord, have there been any
rumors of alone minotaur wandering this region?*

"A minotaur?* Avondalelooked at his secondsin puzzle-
ment. They shook their heads. "It seemsnot. If thereisone,
we shdl ded with it, never fear."

Huma's voice grew urgent. "Milord, that iswhat | do not
want! The minotaur—I redlize this will be difficult to
accept—is an aly and must not be harmed. His name is
Kaz"

"Indesd.” Avondde studied Huma once again. Longer,
this time. "l have never heard of such a thing and most



definitely never thought | would hear it from a Knight of
Solamnia. But | will do asyou request. Is that sufficient?”

"Yesmilord."

"Fne" Avondaleturned to his aide. "Return this column
to some semblance of order. Have that one locked up when
wereturn." The noble found himsdaf looking into the eyes of
the young knight. "The man you were chasing was a
deserter. Y ou havemy gratitude. | look forward to our talk."

The horsemen and footsol diersredigned themsalves and,
on Lord Avondal€'s order, began to move south. Although
Huma would have preferred to continue on toward the
southwest, he trusted Lord Avondale.

Suddenly, awave of nausea struck Huma, and he nearly
did off the side of the saddle.

"Goddl" The commander's jawsworked, but, &t first, he
did not know what to say. "Derek, helpkeep himup! Wedo
not want him to fall beneath the hooves of his horse™ Avon-
daletook adoser look at Huma. "Godd" herepeated. "He's
covered with wounds!™ (

Therewereno heders of Mishaka with thearmy. A new
wave of plague had struck near Caergoth, and the clerics
there had been among its first victims. Avondale muttered
something about the plague being very particular, for it
most often struck whereit hurt the most. Caergoth had been
previoudy untouched and was to have been themain source
of supplies for Avondal€'s forces. Humadept for afull day,
whichworried the nable, for overwhelming fatiguewas one
of thefirst agns of the plague. Only when Humawoke, full
of energy and gratitude, did Lord Guy relax. When he was
satisfied that the young knight was completely well again,
Avondal e requested his presencefor aprivate conversation.

The commander was a decent man, despite dl Humahad
heard about Ergoth from the higher-ranking members of the
knighthood. Avondale was a brilliant strategist as well,
although he would have much preferred utilizing his abili-
ties to better his lands. The Emperor of Ergoth, a facdess
entity known asBestdl 111, had decreed that Lord Avondae
should command thearmiesin hisname. Thenoble, whilea
very loyal servant to his country, wished that hislord and



master could have at least spared some of his highly trained
and highly experienced roya guard to replace part of the
aready vastly depleted forces. Like his predecessors,

though, Bestdl 111 was concerned with his own well-being.

There was aways some reason that prevented him from
deploying his persona guard anywhere farther than the
capita's gates.

Thenews of the knighthood's disaster only added to Lord
Avondaesgrowing list of woes. "I still find it hard to recon-
cile, but | know you tdl me the truth, Huma. As of now, |
do not see how | can return you to your comrades. We are
riding to Daltigoth, on orders of the emperor, and then will
most likely turn back up north. | fedl like a puppet whose
master pulls the strings up and down.”

Huma sat alone with him in the commander's tent, the
first time the knight had been permitted to leave his tent.
Theyoung knight had been provided with sturdy Ergothian
armor that Avondae admitted had been intended for his
son before the latter's death in his first battle. The strong
mail went well with the surviving pieces of Humals armor.
The damage to the helmet and breastplate had proved
repairable after all. Humawas thankful for that. Asmuch as
he admired the craftsmanship of the Ergothian armor, much
of it was too showy even for the most aristocratic of the
Knights of Solamnia Avondale had confided that he wore
his ceremonia armor only if he was presenting himsdlf to
the emperor. For lesser dignitaries, his battle armor would
have to do, even if it disturbed their sensitivities.

Huma had told him everything, except the ill-fated quest
hewason. "Isthere any way | might be granted free travel in
your country?'

"We arein the midst of war, Huma. How could | permit
you to travel fredy?

Huma took a sp of the wine that Avondale had offered
him. It struck him as amusing that a noble would treat a
minor Solamnic knight with such respect. But the Ergothian
was no fool; he knew that few other men could have sur-
vived Humas experience. Thus, he was treating Huma
accordingly.

"If I may spesk candidly..." Humaglanced at the guards



outside.

The knight sighed and continued. "It has been rumored
that somewhere to the southwest there is a key to ending
this eternal war. Somewhere in arange of mountains."

Avondale pondered this. 'Thereis arange of mountains
in that general direction. Few ever travel there. It issaid to
be a haven for the dragons of darkness and, perhaps, other
things as well. There may indeed be something of impor-
tance in that vicinity."

For amoment, Huma's spirits soared. "Canyou accompa:
ny me?'

The commander laughed. "I'm afraid the emperor would
have my head for that. Besides, it isunfit terrain for troops
on horseback. Patrols have gone to those mountains and
vanished. Mages refuse to go there, and clericswarn every-
one away. Doesthat giveyou any idea of what you are ask-
ing?"

g‘Yes, milord." Humadumped down on the stool and held
his head. The tent was suddenly very warm.

"Areyou dl right?'

"Yes A moment, pleese” Huma wiped sweat form his
forehead. The fever subsided.

Lord Avondale looked worried. "Perhgps we had better
continue our talk tomorrow."

"That would be better, milord."

"So | s=" The noble rubbed his chin. "Comewith meto
Caergoth, and | will seetoit that you areableto go ontothe
mountains on your own, if you till desire to.”

"Caergoth?' The heat had left Huma blurry-eyed. He
found it difficult to focus on the commander.

"Yes, Caergoth. The clerics will steer us from the plague
areas. What do you say?'

Thank you." Huma rose swiftly, and his head began to
swim. He desired nothing more than to lie down, He till
had not regained much of his vigor. "If you would excuse
me?'

"By dl means" Guy Avondae waiched the Solamnic
knight hurry off. Hisbrow wrinkledinworry. Hetook asip
of wine and then stared into the glass.



Before being pressed into the service of their emperor,
most of Lord Avondale's soldiers had been simple trades-
men and farmers. Thusit wasthat they knew of the Knights
of Solamnia as little more than legend. Now, they had one
such legend traveling in their midst, and the tales of his
adventures, rea and imagined, were already making the
rounds through the camp. Huma was almost as awestruck
as the Ergothians, for he did not consider himself a legend,
and the open stares he received embarrassed him grestly.

Most of the stories revolved loosdly about the chase and
hisberserker's stand against the ebony-armored servants of
the warlord. He had dain a legion of them, it appeared,
including a massve pack of the demonic dreadwolves,
much feared by men who knew their families lived virtually
unprotected while they were away at war. Huma found it
puzzling that men of Ergoth, the land from which his own
knighthood had forcibly sprung, could look up to himasa
champion.

Avondale seemed amused. When Huma protested that
the dories were getting out of hand, he only amiled and
replied that such wasthetruetrial of every great legend, liv-
ing up to his own reputation. "They need their heroes. It
gives them hope—hope that somehow the darkness that is
Takhisiswill be defeated and they will be able to return to
their loved ones”

Occasiondly, dragonswould sweep in with someword of
the war. Northern Ergoth and Hylo had been overrun.
Huma grew anxious. He wondered if Kaz had continued
north or if he had turned south to seek Huma. Even if the
latter were the case, a minotaur would not be welcome in
any town in thisland. It was not just Kaz that Huma wor-
ried about; the battle-scarred easterner would do his utmost
to assure he did not die alone.

Huma asked for news of Solamnia, but the dragons who
arrived knew nothing of what had occurred there. There
were rumors that the knights had been pushed back nearly
half the distance to Vingaard Keep. Of the east, nothing
could be ascertained.

They made camp near the ruins of a once-prosperous
town, two days from Caergoth. The town had perished



from plague in the early days of the war, and some people
believed the newest wave had originated in itsruins. Avon-
dalewas of another mind.

"You will recdl," he sad to Huma that same evening,
"that | mentioned how particular | believed the plaguewas™

"l remember.”

The noble tapped his fingers on the table in his tent. "
believe it is o particular because it is purposefully being
directed by human agents.

Humadid not want to believe that anyonewould deliber-
ately spread disease, but he knew something of the cult of
Morgion. They wererumored to have agentsin dl societies,
al organization, dl countries, waiting for the commandto
unleash the deadly gifts of their god.

"Could you not be mistaken?' Humawould have prefer-
red it that way.

Il%mll

Huma was no longer confined to the camp itself. Avon-
dale had applied that restriction on the first day, but had
relaxed it once he was assured that Huma would not do
something foolish, such asride off without assstance. Thus
it was that Huma wandered from the campsite, eventualy
picking his way toward the nearest ruins. The ruins dis-
turbed him, as did anything associated with plague, but
Humaknew that therewould be no traces of disease after dl
thistime.

Humahad had no intention of entering theremains of the
ill-fated town—until he caught a glimpse of the four-legged
shadow that quickly melted into the maze of decrepit build-
ings. It might have been merely awolf, or perhaps awild
dog.
Drawing hissword, he stalked after the shadow-thing. He
did not notice how deep into the ruinshe had gone until he
heard the scurrying of something among the desolate build-
ings. It was not the sound he would have expected of afour-
legged creature. Training and experience told him that this
new intruder walked on two legs

Huma tried to make out shapes in the darkness. He saw
thefaint glow of two crimson eyes before they vanished into
one of thebuildings. The knight took a step toward the site.



He heard something skitter within the house to his left.
Turning inthat direction, Humacould make out nothing but
more darkness.

A tall, formless mass bumped him as it moved swiftly
past hisbackside. He whirled and was rewarded with ayelp
of pain from the figure before it literally melted into the
night. Huma rushed after it, sword before him.

There was no place the figure could have gone but
through the battered doorway before the knight. Huma
kicked away the remainder of the door and dovein.

The room was empty. He checked the other rooms of the
smdl house. They, too, were inhabited only by the usual
vermin. Hisquarry had vanished. Hetook afew angry steps
toward the back of the building, kicking up dust as he
moved. Behind the back of the building, he saw nothing but
more rubble. Unless something were lying flat on the
ground beneath those particular ruins, he suspected it must
be elsawhere. Therejust was nowhere to hide out there.

The floating dust caused Huma to cough badly. He sud-
denly felt weak and nauseated, and it was a strain just to
walk, much less hold his sword. Inirritation, he threw the
blade to the floor, raising even more aggravating dust. His
armor was caked with the stuff, but he did not care. He was
staggering now. The dust ssemed everywhere, filling his
eyes, nose, ears, and throat. He made it to the doorway
and, with asigh, dumped down and sat staring at thelifeless
street. This, too, became much too tiring, and he decided
that a nap would do much, much more good. The knight
closed his eyes, and snores quickly followed.

Dark figures dad in long, enveloping cloaks and hoods
seemed to form shadows around him. Their faces could not
be seen beneath the deep hoods, and only one of them
revealed hands. That one removed asmall vial from hisbelt
and uncorked it. With gentle care, he poured the contents
onthefloor. The contents, areddish powder, reacted imme-
diately with that which Huma had believed to be the dust of
ages. The two hissed and steamed, canceling one another
until nothing remained save the natural layer of gray pow-
der that had accumulated through the years. The hooded
figure reseded the bottle and turned toward the fallen



knight. He snapped his fingers, and four of his companions
scurried over to take hold of Huma.

Within a minute, the room was empty. Had anyone
looked inside, they would have seen no indication of recent
entry. There was no sign of the knight and no sign of his

shadowy captors.
A mocking howl cut through the blesk air of the ghost

town.



Chapter 12

Voices hissed iINCOMPReEDENSsibIY, seeMiNGly IN some
sort of debate. It took the groggy knight severd seconds
beforehe cameto realizethat it was he the voiceswere argu-
ing over. He wished his eyes would work o that he could
e who was 0 concerned with hiswelfare.

Another voice, somehow familiar, cut in, full of anger
"Why do you delay?'

"Heismarked."

"Of what concern is that, Skularis?'

Theone caled Skularis hissed at some offensein the ques-
tion. "Thereis something amisswhen aKnight of Solamnia
bears such amark."

A second voice, more like the croak of some great bull-
frog, snapped, "He would not understand, Nightmaster!



This one on the ground is more one of us than him."

Thefirst speaker, the Nightmaster, tried again to explain.
"We have agents among them. Powerful ones, indeed." The
other speaker croaked his agreement. Huma gtirred a little.
They seemed to think he bore some kind of important mark.
All he had right now was a burning forehead.

"I am aware of what the mark means" the familiar
voice—where had he heard it?—said. "I am aso aware that
it is not going to kill him as | had originally thought. Exce-
lent. He bears information | need. His very exigence is
important to me"

"What would you have us do, then? We cannot do him
harm, not if one of ours has marked him for protection.”

The evident outsider snarled, and Huma's senses came
alive as he recognized the sound. Only the dreadwolves
made a sound like that.

Someone must have noticed the shifting of his body, for a
gloved hand reached down and turned Humas head from
left to right. The glove was quite rotten; it stank so badly
that Huma ingtinctively pulled away from it. The one iden-
tified as Nightmaster chuckled obscendly.

"He is not one of us, but one of us has sought to protect
him. This grows more and more interesting.”

"What shdl we do?" the croaker asked.

"You must hide him, you wretched cadaverd” the outsid-
er snarled. "Hide him until my servants can contact you!
Has the plague taken your minds as well as your bodies?'

Humals eyes seemed willing to open at that point, just a
crack.

Two figures resembling high mounds of moldy, stinking
cloth stood conversing with—a dreadwolf. No one dse. It
took Humas fog-enshrouded mind several moments to real-
ize that Galan Dracos—from his citadel far away
somewhere—was using his unliving servant as his eyes,
ears, and mouth in Ergoth.

That they were till somewhere in the ruins was only a
guess. What little he could make out lent credence to that
guess, for the room was filled with rubble and part of the
celling was gone. Huma did not know how long he had been
unconscious or how far they had dragged him.



Then the more menacing of the two ragged assailants lift-
ed an arm, revealing a bony, scarred hand with the index
finger pointed at the renegade's messenger. "Have a care,
mage. You have her blessing for now, but she is a fickle
queen to those who fail her. You would do well to spesk
more civilly with those you need.”

The pale form of the dreadwolf bristled with barely con-
tained fury as Dracos allowed his emotions to be transmit-
ted through his servant. The smdler of the two hooded
figures shuffled back, two blotchy handsheld up in obvious
fear.

The other, the Nightmaster, must have smiled, for his
tone was full of mockery. "Your powers are fearsome to the
fear-filled, but not to onewho enjoys the protection of Mor-

gion."

Morgion! Humawas barely able to stifle the shock that
legped through his taut body. He was a prisoner of the cult-
igs of Morgion, god of disease and decay!

"Thisisafoolish waste of time," Dracosfinally muttered.

"Agreed. Very wel, mage. My brethrenwill keep thisone
for your lackeys, but only because it serves the Magter's
gods to do so. Not because | fear your power."

"Of course not."

"But the mark—" said the croaker.

"There are times, brother, when we dl must make sacri-
fices for the greater glory of Morgion.”

"And the Queen, of course," added Dracos purposefully.

"And the Queen. Pity. | am ill curious as to the reason
for the mark." Skularis put a hand to Huma's forehead.

Huma reded from the shock, fedling as if his very soul
were being invaded. He cringed, but he had no room to
maneuver away from the clawlike hand.

Quite suddenly, hewas no longer in theruins. A kaeido-
scope of sights and sounds enveloped him. Huma felt no
fright. A part of him knew this state was only in hismind,
though he could not explain how this should cam him.
Huma thought he could hear the sounds of horses riding
into bettle, the clank of armor, the cries of battle, and sted
againg stedl. He saw avision of three knights. Each worea
symbol of the knighthood: the crown, the sword, and the



rose. They dl wore visors, but Huma knew somehow the
two in back could only be the twin gods Habbakuk and
Kiri-Jolith. Two of the Solamnic Triumvirate—which meant
that he who stood before them . . .

With a horrible abruptness, Huma was wrenched from
that vision and returned to the real world once more. Had
he not been gagged, hewould have screamed, for the bony,
disease-ridden hand pulled sharply away from him, seeming
to take strips of his flesh as it did. Through blurred eyes,
Huma could see the two cloth-enveloped figures staring
down at him.

"l could not penetrate his mind. He is shielded through
sheer willpower alone. Fascinating."

"And the mark?" croaked the second.

"No longer there. It wastoo weak. Heistoo much apawn
of the prolonger of pain, that which fools cdl Life. Heis not
one of us—could never be one of us"

From behind them, the voice of Dracos issued forth once
morefrom the maw of the dreadwolf. "Then there can beno
more hesitation.”

"None. Heisyourswhen your servants come” The cleric
snapped his fingers. Huma's eyes chose that moment to
clear. Hooded figures emerged from the darkness, disease-
wracked ghouls like the dead of a battlefield come back to
some semblance of life.

"Take him to the catacombs. Bind him to the dtar.”

"No sacrificed™

Even Huma could not miss the curling of the derics lip.
"Have no fear, cur. He will be dive and well. It shdl be
interesting to see if you have better luck than | did."

Dracos had no reply for that, or at least the dreadwolf
repeated no message. Huma struggled, but his bonds, held
together. Four of the cloaked figures grabbed him roughly
and lifted. Their combined odor was nearly overwhelming.

He had hoped to get some idea where they were and
where they were going, but his view was obscured by the
moth-eaten deeve of one of his bearers. He suspected that
they till were quite dose to the building where he had fool-
ishly fallen victim to one of the cult's traps. Huma knew
something of thefollowers of Morgion. They were expert at



keeping their plots and membership secret. That they were
taking him to the catacombs meant that they lived beneath
Caergoth itsdlf, a frightening revelation. Smal wonder no
trace of the origins of the plague could be found. It was not
from something within or near the city, but beneath it.

A breeze wafted some of the stench from his nostrils.
Humaassumed that they must have stepped from one of the
ruined buildings back into the night. He sought desperately
for some plan of escape, suspecting that the catacombs
would bevirtually impossibleto traverse. But hewastightly
bound and gagged, and his situation seemed hopeless now.

The group had traveled a short distance from the building
when Huma heard what appeared to be the hoot of a night
bird. The ragged figures came to an abrupt hat as they
beatedly redlized what Huma had recognized instantly.

Therewas a hiss as something hurtled through the air and
then one of Huma's bearers went down, an arrow in his
chest. Theknight had time to brace himself asthe otherslost
their grip on him and he fell to the ground face up.

Then it was pandemonium as brilliant light left the hood-
ed figures with nowhere to hide. Well-placed arrows took
down two more before the cultists could get their bearings.
The one caled Skularis ran past Humasfield of vision. He
was foregoing the honors of command for the safety of flee-
ing. It was a short-lived flight, however; not one, but three
arrows caught him in the back. The Nightmaster wobbled
like a mad puppet and collgpsad in a heap.

Armored figures were now rushing out even as the light
dimmed. Of the cloaked villains—there had been more than
adozen, Humawas shocked to realize—only four were il
standing. They lacked any substantial weapons, and the
first soldiers to wade into the combat made the mistake of
believing themselves safe from harm. That mistake was
made evident when one of the dark derics pulled forth a
smal pouch and threw it at the nearest armored figure.
Huma could hear the man's scream and the shocked cries of
other soldiers as dl the ravages of the plague seemed to
occur within the space of seconds.

A familiar figure stepped before him and leaned down to
test thebonds. "What afool | wasl | should haveknown..."



The archerswere taking over. By the time Avondale had
finished cutting Humasbonds, thelast of the cloaked men-
aces lay dead.

"The dreadwolf? Did you get it?"

"Dreadwolf?" Avondae scanned the areaworriedly. |
have not seenill”

"My sword!" Huma's weapon lay half-buried under one
of the cultists. He tugged at it mindlessly, his only concern
that the four-legged horror must be stopped. Somehow,
impossibly, the creature had evaded the fighting and was
escaping. Huma did not want the dreadwolf tracking him
down again and transmitting to its master the knight's loca-
tion and activities.

He heard Lord Avondale cdl after him, but he ignored
him. He had to see the thing destroyed.

A scrabbling of running feet aerted him. He followed the
sound at full speed, only barely missing numerous holesand
moundsthat threatened to send him flying if he madeamis-
step. He did not think of the dangers.

Humalegped over theremains of astonewadll. Theplague
had not directly caused al the damage around him; the
crazed riots and torching of plagued homes had done that.

He landed on rubble. Suddenly, his foot dipped from
beneath him and he was falling backward. By the strongest
of efforts, he succeeded in keeping his grip on the sword.
The errant foot twisted beneath him, and he gritted his teeth
in pain.

As he lay there, stunned, the fearsome visage thrust itsdlf
into his face. The long, yellowed fangs hovered near his
throat, and the blood-red tongue flickered in and out of the
massive jaws. The sightless eyes revedled only death to the
trapped knight. The dreadwolf'sfront claws pressed sharply
into Huma's chest.

"Rather would | deprive the mage of his puppet friend!"
Thejaws closed in on the knight's throat.

Humaswung the blade hard againgt the dreadwolf. It was
an awkward angle, and the cut he inflicted was negligible.
But it did throw the beast off his chest.

The dreadwolf rolled over once and landed on its feet.
The crimson eyes glowed fiercely, and the thing'slips curled



back in hatred. Huma raised his sword high.

Suddenly, the creature burst into flames. One second it
had stood there, preparing to strike, the next it was a fire-
bdl. Huma looked on in amazement, and then noticed a
new figure stepping out from behind the ruins of what had
once been afairly large inn.

"Magiud"

The mage quickly raised afinger to hislips and indicated
theneedfor dlence. Hewas thinner, and much of the vanity
was gone from his manner. The once-brilliant gold sheen of
his hair was now a miserable brown, and it was cut much
shorter. Had it been burned away? M agiuswas aso wearing
something dse Huma had not seen him dressed in snce the
early days of training—a crimson robe.

"Come! | have laid aconfusion spell on Lord Avondaes
men, but it will not be long before they redize which way
youredly rani”

"But—" Huma knew it was madness to follow his old
friend again, but the bonds forged strong yesterday were
just as powerful today.

"Come!" Magius repeated urgently.

Huma followed.

They moved with astonishing speed through the town,
eventually coming to the far southern end. Two horses
awaited themthere. Magiusindicated that the moremassive
of the beastswas for the knight. Only when they werewell
on their way did Magius spesk.

"We must ride hard for some time. There is a Solamnic
outpost to bypass."

"Outpost?' Somewhat unfamiliar with regions south of
Solamnia, thenewscameasagreat shock to Huma. Knights
of Solamnia In Ergoth!

"Woas that you who unleashed the light?*

"Yes" Magiusreplied. "Il explain in the morning, after |
am sure we have lost whatever pursuit the Ergothian no
doubt has organized dreedy!"

Humadowed the horse. "Why are we running from Lord
Avondale?"

The mage's eyes flashed. "Are you blind? Do you think
the Ergothian was aiding you out of the goodness of his



soul ?!

Huma refrained from snapping back that, yes he had
come to trust the noble. Where was the crime in that?

"You told him that therewas something in the mountains,
didn't you? Y ou told him about the path!"

"You're babbling, Magius. | don't even know about any
path."

Magius grimaced, and Huma realized that the mage had
let something dip. The spellcaster recovered quickly,
though, and said, "You told him there is something in the
mountains to the southwest that could bring victory against
Takhisis. He is first and foremost an Ergothian noble,
Huma. Ergothian nobles are noted for their willingness to
do whatever they must in order to increase their own pres-
tige and power. Think what you have told him. What a
great prize it would be for him to ddiver to his emperor.
Think about how the emperor would reward the man who
succeeded in bringing peace to Ansalon at long last. An
Ergothian noble would kill for something as valuable as
what we seek."

The words—or perhaps it was the tone—almost seemed
hypnotic. Huma kept telling himself that Lord Avondae
was a good man. Yet would his loyalty not be first to his
emperor rather than to awandering knight? He had offered
Huma safe passage, but only if the knight first traveled with
him. Huma shook the madness from his head. He was not
sure anymorewhat wasright or wrong, except that hewant-
ed to find that mountain. He was now headed that direc-
tion, and it seemed pointless to turn back now.

He did not notice thebitter smile that crept onto the worn
face of the mage as the latter turned forward once more.

With Magius guiding them, they rode a twisted path
through the plains and wooded lands southwest of
Caergoth.

It was near dawn before the two finally came to a halt.
Magius revedled a small, nearly hidden lake. They tied the
horses near good grazing. The mage went to deegp shortly
after—again without explaining things. Huma propped
himself againgt atreeand sat staring out at the calm lake. He
pondered the renegade mage who now wanted Huma as



badly as he wanted Magius. Dracos.

The dreadwolf had been reduced to ash, leaving Galan
Dracoswithout his spy and blind to the doings of Humaand
Magius, at least for the time being. With the war taking so
much of his persona effort, the renegade magic-user had
beenforced to rely on hisspiesfor too much. Huma suspect-
ed that Dracos knew at least as much as Huma did about
what Magius sought, and perhaps more. Somewhere, some-
time, there would be more spies—and Huma had no doubt
that sooner or later Galan Dracos would temporarily turn
from his many other tasks and personally endeavor to put
an end to both his enemies and their quest.

He picked up a smdl pebble and tossed it into the center
of the lake—only to watch it come flying back out at him.
Huma tried to stand, but his legs buckled. What had he
walked into this time? he wondered angrily.

Abruptly, a woman's head popped up from, the edge of
thelake. Though dightly green, it wasvery lovely. Theeyes
were narrow dits, asif the woman had just awakened. She
had atiny, pert nose and long, full lips. When she rose from
the water, Huma saw that she was dim and long-legged,
although shewould not stand even as high as his shoul ders.
Her sole garment, a thin gown, was soaked and clung to
every curve. A nymph. He had heard stories of them. They
were sad to be of the Age of Dreams, when there was no
recorded history. Whether they were arace was debatable.
They were very rarely seen.

"Hello, manling." Her voice was melodious, like a small
forest bird's. She amiled, and Humas face reddened. Still,
attractive though she was, another female form, Gwy-
neth's, superimposed itself on hisimagination. He managed
to get to his feet.

"Hdlo." It took him some time to build up the nerve to
reply. The nymph disturbed him even as she attracted him.
Such creatures, legend said, were not only playful, but
deadly. More than one man had been lured to his demise, if
there was any truth in the ancient tales. Humas hand
stroked the pommel of his sword. Her kind was magical,
and, despite his friendship with Magius, Huma till shared
some of the knighthood's distrust of sorcery.



Huma looked down by his side and was surprised to find
that Magius il dept. Huma suspected the degp was no
longer natural, and he shuddered.

The nymph gave a surprised laugh. "I thought you were
omeonedse” shesad. "l likeyou, too, though.”

"Oh?' Hetried hisbest to be casua, though hisheart and
mind were racing. "Why did you think | was someone else?'
If othersvisited the lake, Huma did not wish to remain here
long. Should they be anything like the nymph, Huma sus-
pected he would stand no chance if it cameto conflict. His
hand involuntarily gripped the handle of hiswesapon.

"You look like Buoron. All that silly metal. He comesto
visit me. Would you like to see my home?"

Huma stepped back anxioudy. Her home, according to
what little he knew, was probably at the bottom of the lake.
If she decided to compd him . . . "No, thank you," he hur-
riedly answered. "l would not wish to impose”

She pouted. "Y ou even sound like Buoron.”

"Were you expecting him?' Huma glanced quickly
around the edge of the lake, half-expecting to see a heavily
armored figure come crashing through the trees at any
moment.

The nymph walked onto the shore. Huma turned to
Magius, but the mage till dept.

"Hewon't wake until I let him. | don't like him."

Theknight'sbrow wrinkled. "Y ou know him, too?"

She waved off the spdlcaster as inconsequential. "Not
him. Hisimege"

"Where?' Huma did not know what to make of this crea-
ture. She seemed fragile, but her power was strong enough
to have trapped Magiuswith ease. Perhaps that would not
havebeen possibleif Magius had not been so exhausted, but
it ill bespoke great ability.

"I sseitinmy mirror. It shows mewhat othersare dream-
ing. It gets so boring out here. | miss the cavern builders.”

"Cavern builders?'

"The ones that dig in the ground, slly. Y ou know, short
funny men."

Dwarves. It was maddening to try to make sense of some
of the things the nymph said.



She was standing close to him now, innocently leaning
just close enough to unnerve him. "Are you sure you would
not like to come seemy home? | won't let you drown aslong
asyou do not get boring.”

Therewasthereal trap. How many males had succumbed
to that beauty and followed her down, only to find them-
sevestrapped in aseacave? Ingtinctively, he uttered apray-
erto Paladine.

The nymph stepped away. "I wish you would not do
that!"

Although not technically evil, she was not a creature of
Paladine, nor Gilean, either. Therefore, true prayers to
either, could annoy her or even drive her awvay.

Humawas about to apol ogize when he heard the sound of
aheavy horse coming through the brush not far away. He
tried to rise and grip his sword.

"Why, here comes Buoron. | hope you two will fight. |
have not watched a good fight in centuries.”

The horse and rider broke through the foliage and onto
thenarrow strip of plain surrounding thetiny lake. Theman
wore acloak over most of hisbody, but Huma could seethe
glint of armor underneath. The newcomer did not notice
them at first. When he did, he merely gaped at Huma. The
cloak did open, and Huma was given hisfirst good view of
the armor beneath. Huma looked from armor to face, and
back to armor again. He recalled Magius's hurried mention
of an outpost somewhere in southern Ergoth. A Solamnic
outpost.

The nymph amiled sweetly. "See why | mistook you for
Buoron?Y ou even wear the same armor.”

It was true. Buoron was a Knight of the Crown.



Chapter 13

BUORON turNeb to Gaze at the NyMph. He was a
rough-featured man, neither handsome nor ugly, but weath-
ered. A deep sadness was in his eyes. Oddly, he was dso
minus the impressive mustache that most knights sported.
Instead, hewore ablack beard clipped in the same styleas
Lord Avondale. Huma wondered how long the other
Solamnic knight had lived in this region.

"Leave us now," Buoron said to the nymph.

"Will you not fight?'

Buoron seemed disgusted by the question. "He is one of
my comrades. | will not fight him."

"Oh." She frowned, then brightened. "Will you fight the
mage?'

"Mage?' The other knight brushed an errant lock of hair



from his face and looked at the dumbering bundle. "He
must be sorely tired to deep through al this"

"She's put him under," Huma explained.

A sgh. The knight seemed to expect this. "Why?"

The nymph pouted. "I do not like him. He is one of the
dreamers | showed you."

"Is he now?' Buoron straightened, his interest keenly
awakened. "Which one?'

"The one who keeps dying."

Huma's eyes narrowed. At one point in ther travels,
Magius had revedled that his death scene now repeated itself
constantly inhisdreams. The nymph could not haveknown
that. Or could she? Did she really see others dreams?

"Release him," the rider ordered.

"Do you not want to sit with me?" She shifted al too pur-
posefully. Buoron's face reddened again.

"No. Leave us. Thisisimportant.”

Thewater creature put two delicate hands on her hipsand
gavean angry look. "l do not likeyou anymore. | no longer
want you to come visit me"

She ran off into the water and, when it proved deep
enough, dove beneath the surface. There was nothing to
indicate that she was anything but human, save for the
dight greenish cast to her skin and the amazing fluidity of
her movements. Huma wondered how she breathed.

Buoron muttered, "She does not mean what she sad.
Shels been angry with me more than a dozen times before,
and each time she forgets before I've drawn another breath.
| believe it's the nature of her kind, though I've never seen
another.”

Humalooked down at the still-dumbering Magius. "Will
she remember to release her victim?'

"Give her afew moments. She can hold onto the spell for
only abrief timelonger. You know my name, brother of the
Order. What might yours be?'

Huma straightened. "I am Huma, Knight of the Crown,
out of Vingaard Keep."

"Vingaard!" The namewas spoken asif thenameof Pda
dine himsdlf. "Have they broken through at last? Is the war
findly coming to a clos=?"



Huma shook his head and then stared at the ground.
Quickly, he described what had happened. Buoron was not
pleased.

"One of her games" Buoron said with a gesture toward
the water, "is to take the dreamer's mirror, an ancient arti-
fact, shakeit, and see whose dreams she gets” The bearded
knight shivered. "The dreams of the Dragonqueen's ser-
vants are darker than you could ever imagine™

"Has she dways lived here?

Buoron shrugged. He did not like speaking about the
nymph. His relationship, no matter what it was, was some-
thing the knighthood would not condone. "She was here
when | joined the outpost. Her treasures are incredibly
ancient." Hepaused. "I cameupon her by accident. Theoth-
er knights never come thisfar. | was chasing a stag, and |
had no desireto lose it. It isnot often we eat such splendid
fare a the outpost. For one reason or another, the stag
rushed through here. | fell when my steed came to an abrupt
halt, and when | finally had cleared the pain from my head,
| found mysdf looking into her eyes”

Huma could read the embarrassment in the other knight's
features. "You need have no fear, brother of the Order. | will
tell no one of thislake”

Buoron shrugged. "They know, more or less. | have made
no secret of my comings and goings, and | have done little
more than sit with her. A nymph is not real. | would want
something more." Magius began to tir. The other knight
pointed at him. "Your sorcerous friend wakes. | doubt he
will take kindly to having been kept under a glamour spell
al thistime"

Huma glanced down. Magius was not yet truly awake,
but any decison on Huma's part would have to be swift.
"He need not know."

The bearded knight said nothing, but gratitude flared in
his eyes. It was obvious to Huma that he cared more about
the water nymph than he had indicated.

Magius legped up as some sense told him that he and
Humawere no longer done. He turned to stare a the new-
comer.

"Greetings, Red Robe." Buoron'ssalutationwascrispand



functional. Magius received only the respect due one who
traveled with a fellow knight.

Themage had recovered. Hebowed low in themanner o
typical of him and returned the greeting. "My greetings to
you, Knight of Solamnia. | had no ideaanother of the noble
knighthood was so far south.”

Huma's expression did not change, but he was disturbed
by yet another lie from his friend. When they had fled from
the ruins, Magius had commented on his desire to bypass
theoutpost.

"We have an outpost down here Buoron replied. "A
smdl oneand oftenforgotten. | do not doubt it will be aban-
doned as the years pass”

"Yes" The magic-user was visibly uninterested. Instead,
hewas staring down at the spot where he had been deeping
and then at the lake. "My apologiesfor not rising sooner. It
isunlike me. | did not mean to be impolite.”

Buoron fidgeted and his horse, a cream-colored charger,
stepped nervoudly about as it felt the shifting of its rider.
"Not at dl. It happens often here. |, myself, havefaleninto
the very same sort of dep.”

"It is still no excuse”

"How far isit to the outpost?' Humafinally asked, caus-
ing Magius to glare at him.

"Not far. An hour's ride. You must come, of course.
Despitetheterriblenewsyou bring, your presencewould be
appreciated.”

Magius chuckled enigmatically.

The other knight was taking adistinct didiketo the spdl-
caster. Pretending not to have heard the mages laugh,
Buoron indicated the duo's mounts.

"These beasts appear to have been ridden dl night. They
need some proper careif you plan to move on." Hewas care-
ful not to ask the purpose of their journey, assuming that
Humawould inform him if and when it was proper.

The mage gave in. "Very well. It shdl have to be ashort
stop, though. We havefar to trave."

"Um." That wasadl that Buoronwould say inreply, but he
watched both men with interest, Huma noted, as they
untied their animals and mounted them. When they were



ready, he pointed to thewest. "That way. Rideon ahead. 11
be only a moment.”

Huma and Magius urged their steeds through the trees
and brush. The former glanced back and saw Buoron dis-
mount and remove a smal wooden carving from one of his
saddlebags. The water nearby began to bubble, and the
head of the nymph broke the surface. Then Humas view
was cut off by the trees. When his companion turned to
him, the knight reacted as if his thoughts had been on the
trail ahead.

It was not more than aminute or two before Buoron came
riding up behind them. He nodded to Huma and immedi-
ately took the lead.

Asthey rode, Huma plied him with questions about the
outpost. "Are there many outposts here?'

"We are one of only two. The other lies on the western
sdeof that stretch of mountains.” Buoron pointedto achain
of peaks that became visible only when the trio of riders
emerged onto the top of a hill. "Essentidly, we oversee the
eastern half and they the west. There islittle down here to
interest the Dragonqueen, though. Wehave been reduced to
chasing would-be brigands when we should be charging
into the lines of the foul ogres”

"Are you alarge outpost? I'd not known there was any-
one here"

Buoron laughed, bitterly, it seemed. "Neither did I, until |
was ordered down here somefiveyearsago. No, werenot a
large outpost. Eighty knights trying to keep watch on a
countryside rivaling the sze of Solamnia. We had more
once"

Huma did not need elaboration. Now, with thewar going
0 badly, they truly were cut off from al others save their
counterparts on the western side of the mountains. They
could not abandon the outposts and go riding north to join
the struggle. They had been ordered down here, and they
would stay until that order was changed. Duty was some-
thing ingrained into every knight. Rennard had expressed
the importance of that, time and time again.

"Have you ever been to the mountains?' Magius asked
abruptly.



"No." Buoron had no desireto conversewith the spdlcast-
a.

"Hasanyone?'

"Only to the outer pesks. We stay away from the inner
range”

Magius appeared quite interested. "Why is that?"

"The paths are unsafe. That's dl."

Huma watched his companion's face fall. Magius was
probing for something more out of the ordinary.

This deep into southern Ergoth, it was difficult to believe
awar raged in theland. To be sure, the skieswere as over-
cadt as they had been in the north, but there was more of a
peace in the woods and fields. It was a fase peace, Huma
realized, for it would vanish the instant the Dragonqueen's
hordes were finished with Solamnia. With Solamnia gone,
the Queen of Darkness would sweep over the rest of the
continent in less than ayear.

"We arealmost there.”

Humatook his first look at the Solamnic outpost. It was
not atowering edifice like Vingaard Keep. The entire struc-
ture was made of wood, treated so that flames could not
turn it into adeathtrap. The walls surrounding the complex
gppeared to be more than four times Humasheight. Thetop
edge was consistently punctuated by gaps set aside for
archers. Only one building was visible over the wall, a
watchtower upon which even now a sentry was standing,
his attention fixed on the approaching trio. The man raised
ashout and pointed toward them. Buoron did not call out,
but he gave the sentry aweary wave.

Huma glanced at Magius, the mage was staring longingly
at the distant mountains.

There were renewed cries when the sentry noticed that
one of the two strangers was a fellow knight. The wooden
gates swung open as the three neared them, and it appeared
that nearly al of the outpost's inhabitants were coming out
to welcome the newcomers.

"Buoron! Back so soon? What have you brought with
you?'

The tdl, ederly speaker must have been a knight even
when Lord Oswa was a child. He was deeply wrinkled and



his voice shook dightly, but his moves were graceful and

Huma suspected he could till handle a sword. Unlike the
magjority of the knights, who ssemed to favor Ergothian

beards, the aged knight still sported a traditional, if some-

what dlver, mustache. He was a Knight of the Rose, the
only one Huma could see upon first inspection.

"Hail, Lord Taggin. Two travelersin need of rest, one of
them a brother to our ranks. He has news of the utmost
importance.”

Taggin nodded grimly. "I'd thought as much.” To the rest
of the assembled knights, he said, "Return to your duties!
Remember that you are K nightsof Solamnia, not agaggleof
hungry geesel"

Some disappointment showed in the faces of the knights,
many of whom, Buoron explained, had been assigned to the
outpost for nearly ten years. Taggin had been there twiceas
long. In fact, he had manned the outpost by himself for
many years.

Huma could not help smiling. Somehow, he felt that he
was among a different breed of knights than those back at
Vingaard Keep. They were less strict with the rules, more
willing to bend to circumstances.

As it turned out, the outpost included only three build-
ings. Onewas the tower, which aso served as armory and
gable. The second was a type of longhouse, which Huma
recognized as the living quarters of the company. The third
and, surprisingly enough, the most insignificant-looking of
the three was Taggin's command center and quarters. All
were made of wood. To Huma, raised in avillage, it was
more like home than the proud Keep had ever been.

The outpost's builders had planned aswell as they could.
Huma noted that the structure was dose enough to the
woods to alow the knights easy access to hunting and to
gathering fuel for fires, yet wasfar enough into the plains o
that any attempted assault would force the enemy to rush
acrosslong stretches of flat, openfidd. Water was provided
by asmall stream and a deep well. Later, Humawould dis-
cover that the knights even grew their own cropsin aforti-
fied extenson behind the ret of the outpost. Again, Huma
could not help marve at the differences between the knight-



hood here and back in Solamnia

Taggin ordered Buoron to deliver the two over to him as
soon asthey wereclean and fed. Magius quite bluntly stated
that he would talk to no one until he was finally alowed
some rest. The commander frowned at the mage's arrogant
manner but conceded the necessity.

Huma awoke to the sound of men preparing to ride out.
He glanced briefly toward Magius, who stirred restlesdy
and then turned to the nearest window. The mage peered
out. The sun was going down. A number of fully armored
knights were riding out of the gate, more than one armed
with weighted nets in addition to their normal weaponry.
For apatrol, it contained alarge number of horsemen.

He saw Buoron walking past the doorway and signaled to
him. The knight waved to him and turned back. Huma
began to dress. Buoron entered.

"Areyou better now?' The other knight was talking low.

"Much. I've not dept thislong inweeks" Humawas silent
until he was fully clad. Then he and Buoron stepped out-
side. By thistime, thelast of theriders had |eft and the gates
were closed.

Huma indicated the gates. "Why the heavy patrol? Is
there activity by the ogres?'

Buoron shook hishead. "I am beginning to doubt if there
will ever be. No, this problem is more locd. We do alittle
trade with the Qualinesti dves, though they generdly tend
to stay to themsdlves, like most of their kind."

"One of thefew who meet with usregularly told usabeast
has been lurking about this genera region." The bearded
knight smiled. "We wanted to ask them what they were
doing so far away from their own lands, but our relation-
ship would not stand the strain. Instead, we thanked them
and began to invedtigate.”

"Did you seethis cresture?*

"We smply cdl him the Beest. He's crafty, perhaps an
ogre scout, even. Threetimeshésgiven usthedip. Tonight,
though, they think they can hunt him down to hislair. With
any luck, the patrol will take him dive”

"For what purpose?'



"If hesaspy, he might have information. If he's some sort
of animal, Taggin gtill wantsto see him. The Qualinesti are
coh;cerned about his presence; the commander wantsto see
why."

Lord Taggin was finishing up his daily routine when
Buoron brought Huma to spesk to him. The elderly knight
gregted his visitor amicably—protocol was unimportant
out here—but he seemed nervous.

"Y ou have no idea how it stands at present?"

Huma shook hishead. "None. The hope was to regroup.
Thatisdl | know."

"l =" Taggin stared at him with penetrating eyes. After
several moments, the elder knight said, "Nothing we can
do. It will bebest to break the newsto themen first thingin
the morning, Buoron.”

Buoron, who had been standing quietly through the
entire talk, did not hesitate. "I'll do it, Lord Taggin."

"Fine" The commander cleared off everything from the
table he used for hiswork. "You are excused, lad."

Huma turned as Buoron did, but Taggin immediately
stopped him. "Not you, Knight Huma. | gill have a few
things to ask you. Be seated, please"

Nothing was said until Buoron had departed. Huma felt
uncomfortable alonein the presence of Taggin but was disci-
plined enough not to show it. Taggin tapped his fingers on
the table. After evidently gathering his thoughts, he spoke.

"What is the purpose of your travels?"'

"Milord?'

The nervousness of the senior knight had vanished. His
voice and starewere both steady. "Don't hedge, Huma. This
is not Vingaard. | will not hold you to anything you say.
This is between us. | like to think that I'm a good enough
judge of character, and | trust you despite the company you
keep."

"Thank you, milord.”

Taggin amiled ruefully at the politeness. "I'm aready well
aware of my statusand epecidly of my age. Please, cdl me
Taggin. Now then, what isyour purpose for coming here?|
can think of ahundred different routes that would have tak-
enyou back to Vingaard long before now. Why head south?



Isit themage? Despite hisless-than-savory attitude, | gather
thetwo of you aredose"

"Wegrew up together." Humawas hesitant about expand-
ing on hisfriendship with Magius any more than necessary.

"Did you? Unusual combination. Still, a man is more
than symbols or robes, be they white, red, or even black."

"Heisnot evil, Lo—Taggin."

The outpost commander smiled dightly. "I did not say he
wes"

Huma began to break down in the presence of under-
standing. "Hefearsfor hislife, but he aso thinks to end this
wa."

"Which was his first priority?"

"|I—" Humatensed. "I would have to say hislife is more
important to him."

"Understandable. Providing, of course, it is not to the
detriment of the world.”

Huma had no answer for that.

Lord Taggin stood up and paced around the room. "Why
have you decided to join him on this—shall we say 'quest’
for want of a better word? Is it merely out of friendship?’

"Yes No. Both."

The elder knight raised an eyebrow. "Both?"

To explain hisanswer, Humafirst had to tell Taggin of the
Test and how it had affected Magius. The Knight of the Rose
listened patiently as Huma told him about Magius's premo-
nition of his own death. Taggin's expression changed little,

"Y ou've been quite honest with me" the commander said
when Huma had finished. "I'd like to digest it and then
speak to you again come the morrow."

Now that it was over, Humawas swesating. "Yes, milord.
Thank you."

Tagginsat down in his chair. "I'velived along life, Huma.
I've seen more than you think. | want you to consider that
tonight. Dismissed.”

Huma saluted and left. Once outside, he exhaled sharply.
He found Buoron waiting for him.

"Youve not eaten for some time" the bearded knight
finally said. "Would you like some nourishment?'

Huma smiled thankfully. "I could use somefood. Magius



might as well."

"He can fend for himsdlf. Hes a magic-user.”

The comment cut deep. Huma glanced back at the
knights' quarters. At last, he replied, "Hés probably till
adeep. When he's hungry, hell awaken."

"FHne" Buoron led him away, and Huma did not resist.

Night grew, aged, and finally passed away. Magius
remained adeep. Huma decided that the mage must be pur-
posely building his strength. Magius might have been dead,
judging by the way he appeared, al pale and nearly as diff
asacorpse. Humahad checked his pulse, though, and dis
covered nothing wrong.

As the first hour of day passed, the sentry gave a shout
that the patrol was home at last. Men rushed to open the
gates, speculation on the success of the hunt rampant.
Humafound Buoron andjoined therest. Taggin stepped out
of his quarters and merely watched.

The first man at the gate peered through a spyhole and
turned back in excitement. "They've got something!”

Immediately, Taggin walked toward them. "Everyone on
duty returnto hispost! By the Triumvirate, thisisamilitary
establishment, not a circusl Youll see the thing soon
enough, if it'struly a beast!"

The gates were opened, and the weary but triumphant
party rode in. A number of them appeared wounded, but
Buoron whispered that al had returned.

The Beast was not visible, having been wrapped up in
weighted nets. Somepatchesof brown furwereevident, but
the nature of the Beast was hidden; the creature had been
forced into aball. It snorted and growled.

Taggin had the Beast dragged to a pen, which had been
built daysbeforejust for thisevent. While Humalooked on,
severd knights took hold of the bound mass and pulled it
into the pen. The Beast squirmed and some of its wrapping
came loose. The knights hurried out of the pen while the
creature continued to try to free itsalf.

The patrol leader came up to Lord Taggin and saluted.
"Found it in the gully. Killed a stag recently and was eating
it. Sensad us but by then we had surrounded it. First men



triedto netit, andit pulled themin. Got more men wounded
trying to rescue the others. For a moment, | thought we
were going to have to kill it. Fortunately, we did not have
to. It tripped in the tangle of nets, and we had it."

The elder knight nodded. "Paladine watched over you,
that isobvious. I'm glad no onewaskilled. The cage should
hold it now."

"Begt not to cdl it a cage. A prison would be a more
proper term, milord.”

"Prison?' Beside him, Huma and Buoron exchanged
glances. "What have we got here?’

The Beast was till unrecognizable, having succeeded in
freeing its limbs but not in uncovering itself. It was obvious
nowéi though, that some of its growls were actualy muffled
words.

The patrol leader looked overly proud. "A spy from the
Dragonqueen! One of her ugly creatures from the north.
The war has finally come to us”

Therewasagleamin theknight'seyethat Huma, at leadt,
found disturbing.

Taggin stepped closer to the prison cage. The Beast had
finaly begun to tear away the nets still covering it.

"Sargas be damned! I'll tear al of you apart!”

Huma froze. Buoron looked at him, possibly wondering
why the sight of the Beast 30 astonished Huma. Having
recently come from the north, Huma should have been
familiar with such creatures.

The Beast pulled thelast net from itshorned head. It turn-
ed on its captors, breathing heavily. With blood-chilling
fury, it shook the bars of its new prison.

"Fodd Cowards Let mefight one of you! Givemeafair
chancel Whereisyour vaunted honor?’

From its present angle, the Beast could not sse Huma.
Huma, though, could see the Beast quite well. He stared
wide-eyed at the furious man-beast and wondered just how
he was going to save Kaz from execution.



.....

Chapter 14

It was to BUORON be first CONFideD his secret.

"You were fortunate that no one ese noticed," said the
bearded knight. " our mouth fairly hung open when hewas
brought in."

Huma shook hishead. "I was stunned. Thelast | had seen
of Kaz, hewasriding northand | wasriding south. Wehad a
great number of pursuersfollowing us. | was apparently the
main prize, for they followed me"

"And paid the price)" Buoron remarked quietly. Huma
had told him of that incident, without any embellishment. It
had not failed to impress the other knight.

"| am amazed that Kaz is here, and has been for at least a
coupleof daysmorethan | have. He must have turned south
amost immediately and just missed me. After we separated,



| was forced to let loose my horse in the hope | might lead
my pursuersfarther astray. | was on foot for some time after
that. Still, he must have been riding hard to have gotten all
theway here. He must have lost his horse soon &fter.”

"Did he know where you were heading?"

Huma thought long. It seemed ages ago. "In generd.
Enough, at least, to bear southwest."

Buoron stared out awindow in the direction of the cage.
Kaz was dumped in sullen anger. "There are many paths
that an expert warrior could use to travel safely. He must
have discovered our existence down here as wdl and
assumed that you would stop here. Perhaps he even
assumed this was your destination."

That made some sense to Huma. "I did mention wanting
to return to the knighthood. He may have assumed that |
would go hereif | could not make it back to Solamnia."

"Or—" Buoron hesitated. "Or heredly isa spy, and this
was hisintentional dong."

"No." Humawas unsure about much lately, but the mino-
taur's loyalty was not an issue.

"You may have trouble convincing the others of that. A
minotaur isaminotaur. They will question him and, wheth-
e or not he speaks, will probably execute him."

"For what? He's done nothing but defend himsdf."

Buoron grimaced. "Haven't you heard what | was saying?
He's aminotaur. They do not need any other reason."”

Huma paced. "l must speak with Taggin."

"Do it soon, then. They will start the questioning today,
likely after morning vigils."

"Will | find Taggin in his quarters now?"

"I think not. Being a Knight of the Rose, he will be a his
daily prayers by now. It was only because of the hunt that
hedelayed at dl thismorning. Speaking of which, haveyou
eased your mind of late?!

Huma stopped his pacing and whitened. "No. I've not. It
would serve meright if Paladine turned his eyefrom mefor-
eva.

Buoron shook his head. "l think Paadine isalittle more
forgiving than that. Come.”



Taggin was unable to see Huma after prayers. The com-
manding knight was conferring with his seconds and with
the patrol leader. Huma knew better than to demand
entrance; it would only hurt his chances of convincing them
to free Kaz.

With the leadership busy, Huma decided to face the mino-
taur. It was not right that he pretend not to know the mas-
sve easterner. Kaz had always treated him honestly.

Theminotaur's place of confinement was a cage like those
used by traveling shows to contain their exotic animas: a
meta cagewithbars, asinglegate, and grassand straw piled
onthefloor. Kaz did not paceto andfro. Instead, hewassit-
ting, staring sullenly at the meat and grain mixturehisjailers
hed left him. It was hardly an appetizing dish, and Huma
wondered if it tasted as horrible asit |ooked.

Two knights guarded the cage, and they quickly blocked
Humasway.

"May | question the prisoner?’

"That isfor the Lord Commander to do. Any whowishto
watch may do 0"

"May | at least spesk to him?"

The two knights looked at one another. They were no
doubt wondering why one of their number would wish to
speak with a minotaur prisoner. At last, the one who had
spoken the first time replied, "Not without the Lord Com-
mander's parmission.”

By this time, Kaz had heard the voices. He was dow in
reacting, possibly because he was not sure whose voice he
was hearing. Then, he suddenly turned and legped up
againgt the bars.

"Humal"

Thetwo sentriesstarted, and the one apparently in charge
turned and banged a mailed fist againgt the bars—far
enough away that the minotaur could not grab it. "Be silent,
Beast! You'll have your chance to talk when theinquisition
meds”

Kaz snorted angrily. "I had thought the knights an honor-
able band, but | see that honor is something very few of
them possessl" He raised along, muscular arm through the
bars, his hand open asif in supplication. "Humal Free me



from this cagel”

The knights stared at Huma with narrowed eyes. "He
seems to know you well. How is that?

"We have met and traveled together. He is not the Dra
gonqueen's dave. Heis his own creature. Heisafriend."

"A friend?" The guards looked at Huma in amazement—
and much disbelief. Other knightswere beginning to gather,
curious as to what the shouting was al about.

The other guard finally spoke. "Perhaps, Cadeb, we
should notify Taggin."

"I will not interrupt him now." Caleb, atall, plump man
with a carnivorous look, pointed at Huma. "“If | did not
know better, 1 might think you a spy for consorting with
mages and minotaurs. Asit is, | think you arejust afool. If
you want to speak to this creature, ask Taggin. | would lock
you up until the inquisition, if | had my way."

There were murmurs of agreement, and Humawas star-
tled. He had gone from favored visitor to seeming outcast in
the space of afew seconds.

"What is going on here?"

Everyone, even Kaz, froze at the sound of that voice. It
was Lord Taggin, clad in his formal dress armor. At least
twenty years had dipped from his face. He was now the
very image of authority.

"Y ou men have becomerabble of late. | can seethat | am
going to have to make some changes." Taggin turned to
Huma. "I'm told you have some knowledge of this mino-
taur." Behind the commander, Buoron looked down. "We
will begin the questioning in half an hour. | expect you to be
present and to have your facts prepared. Understood?"

"Yes milord."

Taggin turned to the sentries. "Asfor you, there are tenets
of the knighthood that you seem to befailing. | expect both
of you to learn from this incident."

The Knight of the Rose did not wait for them to answer.
Instead, he walked past them and up to the cage. Kaz glared
down at him. Taggin seemed unimpressed.

"Know this, minotaur. The basics of the knighthood stay
the same. Y our hearing will be impartial. Y ou will be given
every chance to prove yoursdf and to prove what this



knight says of you. | will promise that.”
Kaz did not reply, save for the mere ghost of a nod.
Taggin spun around ang hgadgd toward his quarters.

"Y ou never ceaseto amaze mewith your ability to become
the center of attention, Huma."

Huma and Buoron looked up as they entered the knights
living quarters. Magius, in full splendor in his robes of red,
stared at them from across the room. Again, Humawonder-
ed at the change. Had Magius redlly returned to the Order
of Lunitari, or was this merely another of his whims?

"The mage returns to the land of the living,” Buoron
remarked dryly.

The mage stirred. "Redly, Huma, the only thing more
foolish than you parading around in sheets of metd isthe
company you tend to keep. Mysdlf excluded, of course”

"if you have nothing worthwhile to say, Magius, then
don't say anything." Huma surprised himsdlf by his com-
ment.

Magiusignored thebarb. "I seethe minotaur has succeed-
ed in getting into trouble. We really do not have time for
this. Had | not required the rest, we could have been gone
by last night."

Buoron smiled natily. "You go nowhere without Lord
Taggin's permission.”

"Won't 1?7

"Not with me, Magius. Not unless Kaz is freed." Huma
added.

Themagesighed. "Very well. | do hopeit won't takelong.
I know how long and boring inquisitions can be”

"Huma, isthisfilth realy your friend?* Buoron interject-
ed.

"If you can believe it. | still hope to find the old Magius
underneath there."

For once, themagic-user had no retort. Hemeredly looked
at Huma and then studied something interesting on his staff.

"Areyou coming with me, Magius?'

His childhood friend looked up. "To aninquisition? Hard-
ly. They might decide to put me on trid. | shal await



theoutcomehere.”
Huma let out a sigh, although whether it was from reief
or worry he could not say.

Unlike the formal inquisitions of Vingaard Keep, the ses-
sionsat the outpost were quick, straightforward, and to the
point. Kaz was questioned about his whereabouts for the
last half-year. His crime against his former masters and his
subsequent meeting with Huma were gone over in minute
detail asLord Taggin looked for some dip that might prove
theminotaur untrustworthy.

Inthe course of the questioning, many facets of the mino-
taur'spast came out. He had been oneinalong line of cham-
pionsin hisclan. He had even been given the name of one of
his more remote ancestors, a powerful fighter who had been
ruler of the race for twenty-three years beforefinaly falling
to defeat.

Kaz, though, had grown up in a time in which no true
ruler commanded the minotaurs. As Huma had learned,
thosewho controlled the race now were, inturn, puppets of
the Dragonqueen's commanders. Each minotaur, male or
female, was conscripted into the swelling ranks of the Dark
Queen'sarmies upon reaching fighting age. Therewere nev-
e enough of the race in any one unit to create an atmo-
sphere of rebellion. Kaz's people were severdy punished for
even the smallest infractions.

The tall warrior admitted he had done his share of fight-
ing. Itwaspart of hisnature. Y et hehad 9 owly becomesick-
ened by the sensdess daughter around him. There was no
honor in much of what hewasforced to do. The ogres cared
not whether they faced an army or village. All who stoodin
their path were to be destroyed.

Kaz then went into detail about that final incident, when
he had come across the butchering ogre captain. For abrief
time, the knights in attendance were solely on his side.

The news of the collapse of the Solamnic lines and the
chaos that followed brought renewed anger from those
knights. From there, Kaz described the attack on the citadel
of Magius and the flight that had resulted in the separation
of Huma and Kaz.



Perhaps the highlight of the questioning occurred when
Kaz described Huma's brief but bloody encounter with the
warlord. The tide of feeling again flowed toward Huma.
Thosewho had frowned on his odd friendship began to look
at him with renewed respect.

After Kaz, Huma spoke. He did not plead with the
knights, only spoke to them of the minotaur's acts of brav-
ery and justice. He aso pointed out that honor was just as
important to Kaz as it was to the knighthood.

Lord Taggin looked extremely tired when al was said and
done. Standing and facing the minotaur, who was bound
and under guard, Lord Taggin took a deep breath and said,
"The minotaur Kaz has cooperated in al ways. He hasgiven
usagood look at theworkings of the Dragonqueen'sforces,
and his words are confirmed by Huma, Knight of the
Crown. By rights, he has earned an honorable death.”

Kaz snorted angrily and began to struggle with hisbonds.
Huma gtarted to rise, but Buoron pushed him back down.
Taggin continued.

"There is, however, another possibility. Pdadine is the
god of justice and wisdom. To execute the minotaur would
be as great atravesty aswe could commit. Therefore, | am
placing himin the cagpable custody of Knight Huma, whom|
believe we can trust to keep him under control.”

A cheer arose. Opinions of Huma had swayed so much
againthat hewasnow nearly asgreat ahero to hisfellowsas
he had been to the Ergothians.

"Remove the minotaur's bonds.”

Knight Caeb reluctantly obeyed. Kaz gave him atoothy
grin as the knight removed thelast of the bonds; an instant
later, the minotaur was bursting through the crowd. Kaz
took hold of his former companion and lifted him high with
acry of plessure.

"l thought never to see you again, friend Huma! You
should know that out of respect to you | held my temper
whilel searched! Glad | amthat | choseto turn south imme-
diately. It did occur to methat youmight havegonenorthin
search of me"

Humaflushed. "I could only hopeyou were safe. My path
led me southward even when | did not wish it to. Magius—"



Kaz misunderstood. "Yes | saw that dragon-spawned
magefriend of yours peering at me. He seemed quitewilling
to sacrifice me for the sake of expediency. | was s enraged
by his satisfied expression that | began contemplating a sui-
cidal escape attempt.” The minotaur bellowed in laughter,
although Huma could not see why.

Taggin cleared his throat. Huma quickly steered the
minotaur over to him. "Lord Taggin, Knight of the Rose |
present to you Kaz, minotaur.”

"Of alineage that has produced more than a dozen cham-
pions of my race”" Blood did not count as much in the land
of theminotaursasit did among the aristocratically minded
Knights of Solamnia, but a lineage that produced champi-
onswashighly admired by other minotaurs. To theknights,
it was asif Kaz cdled himsdf anoble of his people.

Taggin greeted the minotaur and then turned serious.
"When the others are gone, we will spesk. I've summoned
the mage, too."

It did not takelong for theroom to empty. Onelook from
the commander sent Buoron out the doorway. Kaz looked
puzzled, but Lord Taggin refused to talk until Magius had
arrived.

With obvious reluctance, the mage entered. Kaz dtiff-
ened, and his eyes reddened in anger. Huma feared an
attack, but Kaz stood his ground. Magius pretended the
massive figure was not even there.

"l have decided to come as you requested, Lord
Taggin."

"How very decent of you." The eder knight was no more
willing to hide his animosity toward the mage than Buoron
had been. "I've decided to alow you to continue your jour-
ney and will even provide an escort.”

Magius sniffed. "How very decent of you, Lord Taggin,
but we do not need an escort. Huma and | can make it on
our own."

"But youwon't be alone, wolf-spawn,” Kaz hissed. "l will
be going with you whether an escort does or not."

Taggin held up ahand for sllence. ™Y ou have no choice. |
will send an escort, anyway. It is not a politeness; it is a
requirement if you intend going on with this—quest."



Magiusglared openly at Huma. "Would that you had tak-
en an oath of silence. Your tongue flaps well, it ssems”

Huma bristled but would not satisfy his companion with
achildish retort.

The outpost commander stepped up to Magius until less
than ahand's span separated their faces. "Youwill beleaving
tomorrow morning at dawn. No sooner, no later. If you
think to sneak away, do not bother. We will find you, and
then I will lock you up. We can hold amagic-user. Trust me
on that."

It was quite satisfying to Humawhen Magius was the first
to back down. "Very well. Since we apparently have no
choice"

"Youdo not."

Turning to Huma, Magius pointed to the minotaur and
asked, "Tha must go with us as well?"

"Absolutely." Kaz added to Huma's answer with amenac-
ing snarl that revealed his teeth.

"Themorning, then." Magiusturned back to Lord Taggin.
"Isthat all?"

"No. Do | understand that thisis dl based on a dream?"

The mage amiled, sadly it seemed. "The Test was no
dream. A nightmare is appropriate. A nightmare | hope to
change."

Taggin staredinto hiseyes. "Y ou have not told him every-
thing, haveyou, Magius?'

Huma's eyes widened, then grew wider gill, asthe magic-
user continued to delay his response.

Magius glanced at the others, then abruptly turned
toward the door. "No. When the timeisright, | will."

They watched him depart.

"Watch him, Huma," Taggin finally whispered. "Not just
for your sskes, but for his"

Theyounger knight could only nod. Again, he wondered
how he could ever ill believe in Magius.

A knight stood waiting on thetop of thetallest peak. His
visor was down, s0 it was impossible to identify him. He
wore the sgn of the Knights of the Rose, and in hisleft hand
he held amagnificent sword. He appeared to offer the weap-



onto Huma.

Huma crawled over crag and ravine. Helost hisgrip more
than a dozen times, but each time he regained it before he
had a chance to fall. Although Humawas near the top, the
other knight did not help him. Instead, the strange figure
continued to hold out the sword.

Huma stumbled over and accepted the proffered weapon.
It was a beautiful sword—an antique. Huma diced the air
three times. The other knight looked on.

Theyoung knight thanked him for the weapon and asked
him hisname. The visored knight did not speak. Suddenly
growing angry, Huma reached forward and lifted the visor.

He was never sure what he saw, for something howled
and Huma bolted upright in his cot, the dream shattered.

Taggin was there to see that nothing went awry. He paid
particular attention to the activities of Magius, but the spell-
caster was behaving himself this morning.

Theescort arrived. Ten men had volunteered. Humawas
relieved that Buoron was one of them.

When the entire troop was ready and mounted, Buoron
signaed for the gates to be opened. Asthey rode out, each
man, with the exception of Magiusand Kaz, saluted the out-
post commander. Lord Taggin had said nothing to Huma
that morning, but hereturned the salute with a dight wave
of assurance.

Their route was to take them through open field for the
entire journey, giving them an ever-expanding view of the
chain of mountains. They were at least severd days jour-
ney from their god. Huma wondered which peak Magius
was seeking and what he expected to find. The mage was
being very quiet. Asamatter of fact, his eyes had been fixed
on the mountain pesks from the moment they had left the
outpost. Magius stared at the great rocky leviathans asif his
life depended on them—which it quite possibly did.

Had Huma looked back at that moment, he might have
noticed the swift form that darted into and out of whatever
shelter it could find. It did not care for the day, which was
harmful to its kind—not that it realy thought of itsdf as
other than an extension of its master. Nevertheless, it had



madethelongjourney to act asthe eyesand ears of the one
who held its existence in his hands. For him, it would suffer
the burning pain of daylight, daylight that seared it even
through the ever-present cloud cover.

Wherever the knight and the mage traveled, the
dreadwolf would follow.



Chapten 15

The Great giants loomed over theM, oblivious to the
tiny, uneasy creatures at the outermost edge. The moun-
tains had been magnificent from a distance; they were over-
whelming up close. Not even Magius spoke. As one, they
could only stare.

The mountains here were old, much older than many of
their counterparts to the east and even to the north. More
than one peak vanished into the cloud cover, testimony to
unbelievable heights. Time had weathered al the moun-
tains, some so much that they resembled the shdls of gigan-
tic sea creatures. The wind, ever-present and ten times
wilder than on the plains, filled the air with amost human
shrieks as it danced through the chain.

"Sargas”" whispered Kaz. Nobody reprimanded him for



the quiet exclamation.

It was, of course, Magiuswho broke their concentration.
He shifted uneasily on his mount, his gaze fixed, for the
most part, on the peaks within the heart of the chain. "We
will accomplish nothing sitting here gaping. Are you pre-
pared to go on, Huma?'

Humablinked. "Yes | guesswe might aswell. Kaz?'

The minotaur gazed up at the peaks—and finally smiled.
"l am quite familiar with such landscape, my friend. | have
no quams.”

"Wewill wait herefor youfor three days, just asa precau-
tion," Buoron said.

Magius sniffed and looked disdainfully away. "It is not

necesy. _

"Nevertheless, we will. What you say matters not.”

"Let us go, then,” Huma quickly put in. He had a great
desire to get this over and donewith—if that were possible.

"Agreed.” Magius urged his horse forward.

"Huma" Buoron said somberly, and held out ahand. His
face was much like the mountains before them—nhard-
featured, but still admirable in its own way. "May Padadine
watch over you."

"And you aswal."

The other knights nodded their farewells as Huma
passed. Huma did not look back as herode, afraid that the
desire to turn back from what might well be a foolish quest
would ensnare him. Y et he showed no sign of fear to Magius
or Kaz. A knight such as Bennett would haveriddeninto the
mountains prepared to face the Dragongqueen herself, if
need be. Huma knew he could never do that, but he would
do hisbest to ride with dignity.

All too soon they entered the mountain range. The peaks
stood al around them, fantastic walls and barriers that
seemed ready—waiting?—to close in and wipe out al trace
of the tiny creatures who had dared to infest them.

"Mountains such as these have always made me redize
how an insect must fed," Kaz commented.

Ahead of them, Magius laughed scornfully. "These are
merelumps of rock. Impressive at first, but no more deserv-
ing of such reverence than the tiniest pebble on the beach.”



"You have never truly known the mountains, then. Be
careful, lest they bury you beneath their insignificance.”

A cry rose from somewhere within the range of moun-
tains. It was a harsh, predatory cry, and dl three riders
glanced around quickly.

As the seconds passed and nothing materialized, Kaz
turned to Magius. "What was that? Are you familiar with
thesound?'

Themage had regained hiscomposure, aswell ashisarro-
gance. "A bird, perhaps. Possibly even adragon. It would
not surprise me to discover that the latter live here”

"Here?' Huma had sudden visions of great red dragons
swooping down on the hgpless group. Magiusmight be able
to hold them off temporarily, but neither Kaz nor Huma
would have much of a chance. A broadsword was of little
use against the armored hide of a dragon.

Thetrail was atwisting series of dopes, ledges, and pre-
carious turns. Buoron had said that dwarves, long since
departed from this region, had created the path, the only
one that granted travelers some hope of emerging on the
oppositeside. Theknightstraveled themountainsaslittle as
possible, not because they were afraid but because they
knew that even the few brigands of the region steered clear
of thechain.

The wind whipped Huma's cloak wildly around, and he
was forced at last to pin it around him. The chill wind cre-
ated eerie sounds, like the caling of strange, unimaginable
bessts.

Magius dill had the lead, snce hewas the only onewith
any red ideawherehewas going. Humawas searchingfor a
pesk that matched the one on the tapestry, while Kaz was
content merely to ride and let the others do the work. He
cared little about what the magic-user was searching for. His
own health, and Humas, was dl that truly mattered. The
Red Robe could perish for al Kaz cared.

They rode around yet another turn and—came to a dead
stop. Magius sputtered curses. Kaz laughed, despitethesin-
ister look in the spellcaster's eyes.

The path lay buried beneath tons of rubble. Humalooked
up and saw a hew crevice in the sde of one of the moun-



tains. He tried to imagine the power required to creste such
alanddide.

"Il not be cheated!" Magius stood in the saddle, crying
out at the mountains. He whirled on the other two and sad,
"Thereweretwo diverging pathsashort distance behind us.
Seeif either curlsback towardthisone. I'll seeif thereisany-
thing that can be done here"

The minotaur did not care to take orders from Magius,
but Humaquieted him. It would not do for Kaz to crossthe
mage now.

While the spellcaster investigated the avalanche, Huma
and Kaz rode back. The paths that Magius had spoken
about seemed fairly unused, and one had even been
obscured by the fragile shrubbery prevalent in the mountain
chain. Huma chose the overgrown trail.

Kaz broke off to investigate the other path. Humawatch-
ed him disgppear, then he climbed off hishorse. Thefooting
on the path was too tricky, and he had no desireto endanger
himsalf and his horse. Better to leave the animal behind. If
the path proved steadier ahead, he would return for the
horse and investigate further.

It required the use of hisbroadsword to clear the path of
foliage. Although the individuad plants were weak, they
grew in such profusion that it was like cutting into thick
baes of hay. Huma was forced to chop continuoudy for
severd minutes before he made progress.

Firgt glance indicated that the path continued a rocky,
upward climb that made riding impossible and walking a
dow, dragging tedium.

Suddenly, he stepped onto agentle downward dope part-
ly hidden by the vegetation. Huma amiled in relief. This
path seemed to circle around to meet up with the origina
path beyond the avdlanche. After alengthy ingpection, he
finally concluded that the path was not only passable but
that it would lead them more directly to the peaks Magius
sought. It was adso, he was pleased to note, a much less
windblown path. The knight turned back, increasing his
pace. By thistime, hewas sure that Kaz had completed his
own search. He doubted a so that Magiuswould have found
away around the avalanche in the meantime. Humas path



looked to be the best—and perhaps the only—choice.

He came to the meeting of the two dopes and stumbled
back onto the rocky part of the trail. Huma turned a
corner—and stopped dead before a great wal of rock,
"What—?' he muttered, his brow raised in wonder. He
looked up the length of theformation andlaid ahand onits
surface. It was dl too red. He had to have taken awrong
turn, he redized.

Humabacktracked, and stood in puzzlement. Every indi-
cation was that he had followed the correct path the first
time. Y et the rock formation looked asthough it had been in
placefor years. Moss dotted its surface. The formation was
quite weathered, dmaost round on top.

Findly, Humagave up and returned to the other intersec-
tion he had discovered. Despite thefeding that thiswasthe
wrong route, he began to follow it. As he progressed, his
confidence rose, for the trail seemed to lead back to where
hewished to be. Then it abruptly curved toward the oppo-
dte direction. Soon, Huma was following a trail of twists
and turnsthat kept his head spinning. The knight cameto a
hat. This path wasleaeding him farther away. He grumbled
to himsdlf and then turned around to retrace his trail.

The path he had traveled, which he knew should have
twisted to the right, now twisted to the left.

Thiswas dl wrong. Huma knew he could have made a
mistake before, but not thistime; hed been especidly cau-
tious, painstakingly noting theway. Buoron and others had
sad many travelers never left these mountains, now he
could ssewhy. It wasasif the mountains themselves moved
againg the unwary, athough Humaknew it must really be
the work of amortal entity. His thoughts turned to Galan
Dracos, but thisdid not ssemto fit the renegade's style. He
washeing herded, heredlized; Dracoswould have captured
him by now. No, thiswas magic with another purpose.

His sword unsheathed, Huma began following the only
available path.

Therewas nothing out of the ordinary, just rocks, scragg-
ly bushes, and a high-flying bird now and then.

The path suddenly split off into two directions. Huma
paused, suspecting that he redlly had only one choice. But



which?

He pondered for some time before he noticed the tap-tap
beat coming from behind him. Humawhirled, hisblade up
and ready. He had been expecting an ogre or perhaps one of
the Black Guard; instead, he found himsdlf facing a hooded
figure sitting on a large, flat rock.

The tap-tap came from a staff much like Magiuss, and it
was held by a gray, gloved hand partially covered by the
deeve of acloak. Thegray cdoak, inturn, covered most of
the form of a—Huma stepped closer to be sure—a gray-
faced man.

The gray man stroked his long, gray beard and smiled
amost imperceptively at the knight.

Huma lowered the blade—but not al the way. "Who are
you?' he asked.

"Who are you?" the gray man rejoined.

The knight frowned but decided to play the game for
now. "I am Huma, Knight of the Order of the Crown."

"A Knight of Solamnia" The dull-colored figure spoke as
if he had known it dl aong. The staff went tap-tap.

"I've answered your question; now answer mine."

"I?" The gray man smiled, revealing gray teeth. "I am
merely a fellow traveler."

Huma indicated the area around them. "Thisis not your
doing?'

"The mountains? Oh, no. They've been here for a long
time, | understand.”

"I meant the paths that vanish." The other's eccentric atti-
tude irritated Huma.

"I donot movemountains. Itisquitepossblethatyouare
just not seeing well enough with your eyes"" The figure on
the rock blended perfectly into the background. Huma
found that tolook away even for amoment meant he had to
look carefully to find the man again. No doubt, the gray
man had been sitting on the rock when Huma came through
moments earlier. The knight had never seen him.

"Are you amagic-user?' Huma queried.

The tap-tap of the staff ceased for the moment. "Now that
is an interesting question.”

The tapping resumed.



"Wel?' Humawas fighting for contral.

The gray man seemed to think for a moment. Then he
pointed the staff toward the two paths behind Huma and
asked, "Were you not choosing a path? Y ou should get on
with it, you know. Y ou might be going somewhere impor-
tant."

"Very well. Which one would you choose?' Huma held
hisbreath, wondering if he was going to recelve an answer
that made some sense.

After further consultation with himsdlf, the date-colored
man pointed the staff a the path to the left. "That one has
been proved to be quite popular.”

Thank you." Huma stalked off toward the chosen path.
He wanted nothing more to do with gray men and paths
that came and went. The sooner he was away—

"Of course" the odd figure added, "Others have found
the right path to be the right path.”

Huma stopped. He turned and stared coldly at the gray
man. "Which would you choose?"'

"I'm not going anywhere."

The knight studied the two paths. From where he stood,
they looked identical. He could not make a choice based on
appearances. He would have to go with hisinstincts.

Purposefully, Huma stepped over to the trail on the right
and began walking. He did not look back, even when the
familiar tap-tap picked up again.

The parting comment, though, did cause him to pause
momentarily.

"Aninteresting choice"

The tapping ceased. Huma, despite himself, turned
around.

The path—and the gray man—had disappeared. In their
place stood atal, angling peak.

Huma trudged adong the winding trail for hours. He
noted that the sun was aready low in the sky, which meant
that he had been separated from the others a good part of
the day. Calling out had proved futile.

The wind had picked up. Huma drew his cloak around
him, daring to sheath hissword so he could pull the garment



tighter. Hewondered how cold it got inthesemountainsand
then decided it would be best not to think about it.

Wherewere Magius and Kaz? Hehoped the minotaur and
the magic-user would not kill one another now that Huma
was not there to keep both under rein.

His stomach stirred in hunger again, prompting a vague
twinge of guilt. Fasting was a rite of purification for the
knighthood. A few hours should not have affected him.

A few berries dotted the bushes he passed, but previous
experiments had proved them to be inedible and possibly
even poisonous. He had seen no sign of animal life and had
heard none, save the occasiona cry of whatever creature
waited out there. A great bird, perhaps. What did it eat,
then? Unwary and foolish travelers?

Evening finaly fell, and Huma waited for a sign from
Magius. Neither light nor sound came through the dark-
ness, however. Humawas till on his own when night had
grown to maturity.

The night was bright, for a change. Somehow, the stars
always ssemed to shine through the cloud cover where the
sun could not. Perhaps most encouraging, Solinari was at
last ascendant. The god of the White Robes now watched
over the world, and although Magius wore the robes of
crimson Huma hoped that Solinari would watch over his
friend as wdll.

Huma finally paused for the night, tired and confused,
determined to go on once morning came. He crawled under
an overhang in a fairly level spot and wrapped his cloak
around him; afirewas out of the question. Huma had sur-
vived worse, but hunger pangs continued to irritate him,
even as he drifted away into deep.

Huma irred. A sound, like the flapping of mighty
wings, had pulled him from his dumber. Peering from his
shelter, he saw nothing but the night and decided it was only
arockfal or thewind. He was soon back to deep.

From behind afar outcropping, two gleaming, blood-red
eyes pered dghtlesdy at the unsuspecting figure. The
dreadwolf was st to watch only, not to kill—not this time.
Y et the dumbering human made a satisfactory target, and



the abomination began to dink forward, yellowed teeth

bared. It readied itsdf to leap—and a monstrous claw

dashed out and crushed it beyond the undead thing's ability

to regenerate. Not a sound broke the night stillness.
Huma stirred again but did not awaken.

The dawn brought with it the feeling that he was not
aone,

Huma scanned the surrounding area. All remained as it
had been the day before, save that the weather had grown a
little warmer. Hunger till touched him, but he was begin-
ning to gain control over it—or perhaps he had passed that
point when it mattered.

Hedared cdl out to hiscompanions. Thewind wasweak-
er, and Huma thought that this time he might be heard. If
that meant facing the creature that cried out yesterday, so be
it.

Therewas no responseto his shouts, either from themage
and minotaur or from the nameless creature. Huma gave up
shouting and renewed hiswak down the odd path. He no
longer cared whether he could even retrace his steps.

To his surprise and pleasure, the trail became smoother
and smpler to follow. And food was available—berries
from anew type of bush. When they proved to be palatable,
hebegan devouring al he could find. Of course, any poison
might be dow in acting, but Huma recognized these plants.
He decided that whatever had created the path wanted him
divefor the time being.

At last, when he began to believe the path would go on
forever, thetrail stopped before ashining pool of water sur-
rounded by fruit-bearing trees and a garden. Thirsty, he
hurried to the edge of the pool. Thewater could not be poi-
sonous if such life surrounded it, and Huma leaned down
and scooped up a handful. The moisture trickled down his
chin ashe drank. Not satisfied with that, he knelt and bent
forward to sp from the pool itsdlf.

A dragon's face stared up from the water.

He jumped away from the water's edge and redlized that
the dragon's face had been a reflection. He looked up with
rapidly widening eyes. Huma had reached his destination.



A great stone dragon, six timeshis sze, flanked the pool,
and Huma saw that it had once had a counterpart on the
opposite end. Only the pedestal and part of the head
remained of the second dragon. Both appeared to have been
carved out of marble or some similar stone.

The one till standing appeared to be a dlver dragon,
while the fragmented one had been a gold dragon.

Huma drank his fill. When he had finished, he looked
straight ahead and noticed a doorway hidden by the tangle
of plant life and literally cut into the mountain itself. He
moved closer and studied the doorway. Tiny figures had
been carved in relief around the opening, most of them
weathered away. Some, protected by the heavy covering of
plant growth, perhaps, were gill quite recognizable—at
least as definite shapes. Huma wished desperately to know
what the symbols might mean.

Pushing aside thick vines, he peeredinside. It should have
been dark inside, yet he could see a faint glow within.
Almost as if someone had lit torches to guide his way, he
thought unessily.

Sighing in resignation, he stepped into the entrance of the
mountain, expecting the cavelike entryway to be damp and
moldy. Instead, it was as if he had stepped into the council
chamber of Vingaard Keep. The entrance was warm and
dry, and thewalls and ceiling were smooath.

It took him some time to travel the length of the stark
hdlway, his attention concentrated on the flickering light
ahead. He completed the final stretch of the corridor. Belat-
edy, he remembered his sword and removed the weapon
from its sheath. The corridor opened into a great hall, once
the court of some great king or emperor, Huma decided. It
dretched high; it wasanatural cavern carved to perfection.
The light was indeed from torches, and Huma wondered
who had lit them.

Metdllic statues of armored knightslined eachwall. They
were lifeless—and very lifdlike. They could amost be sen-
tries commanded to deep until needed—or the undead
ordered to day any who intruded.

Huma stepped into the center of the room and stared at
the floor. Now he could see the pattern etched into the



stone. It, above dl dse, gave him heart, for it was a huge
representation of Paladine himself, the Platinum Dragon.
The dragon curled from one end of the room to the other
and, if the knight was any judge, the pattern was indeed
made of platinum. Humamarveled over theintricate work.

His gaze roved to the sngle piece of furniture in this
cavern—a high throne, carved from wood such as Huma
had never seen, wood that seemed to glow with life. The
edges of the throne were encrusted with jewels, and these,
too, gleamed from the light of the torches.

Childlike wonder swept over him as he walked around
the chamber. The armor, he noted, included many of the
various types worn by the knighthood over the ages. He
opened more than onevisor and peered inside, finding noth-
ingbutdust.

At last, he smply stood and gave thanks to Paladine for
allowing himto proceed thisfar. Hedso prayed that the Tri-
umvirate would watch over his two companions, despite
their differences. Then he knelt in reverence before the
throne.

Hisvigil, though, wasinterrupted dmost beforeit began.
A pounding sound, asof metal upon metal, resounded from
one of the darkened corridors. Huma came to his feet and
peered around, trying to discern from which of the corri-
dors the sound originated.

The pounding died even as he stood, and Huma was
unable to fathom its direction.

Huma remembered where he had heard a sound like that
before—back a Vingaard Keep.

It was the sound a heavy hammer made when beating hot
metal into shape at aforge.



Chapten 16

A rorge. Huma wONDERED what that Might MeaN. He
had expected any of a number of things here, but not an
active smithy. For that matter, who hdd that hammer?
Ghodts of ages past? Perhaps the dwarves had not |eft this
place after all.

His eyes turned back toward the throne, and he discov-
ered that hewas no longer aone. Humas first thought was
that the gray man had returned, for the robe and hood,
which covered al identity, were indeed dun-colored. But
this new visitor was much more slight.

"You have come" Her voicewas|ow and the cloak almost
muffled it, but it was indeed afemale voice. Smal, feminine
hands emerged from the billowing deeves of the cloak, and
thewoman reached up to take hold of thehood. Sowly, she



pulled it back, revedling long, thick, flowing hair and aface
that both thrilled and shocked the knight, for he had known
it and longed for it.

"Gwyneth."

She smiled. "I had thought perhaps you had forgotten
me"

"Never."

The smile widened, then vanished abruptly. "I knew it
would be you. When | first laid eyes on you in the—lying
there, battling amind-killing wound. Y es, your wound was
far worse than you know. No bones had been broken, but
your mind... Had not healerstaken care of you as quickly
as they did, you would have logt al senses permanently.”

"Pdadine” he breathed. To be struck deaf, dumb, and
blind—or worse. "Gwyneth. What is this place?’

"Cdl it agift of love. It wasbuilt by those with great love
for Paladine and hishouse. They wanted nothing in return.
It was magnificent in its day." She had a disconcerting way
of talking asif she had actually been here in the past, Huma
thought.

"Is thiswhat Magius sought?*

"Inasense. Your friend is till agood man, Huma, despite
hisobsesson. It may still consumehim. Whether he believes
it or not, the future he faced during his Tes was nothing
more than an intricate fabrication. The Tedts are designed to
highlight one's greatest wesknesses, and | fear that he did
not pass as easily as the Conclave hoped.”

"Then dl of this has nothi ng to do with what he sad."

Gwyneth looked surprised. "Oh, but it doed The idea of
this place has been passed to man for centuries, ever since
the first war with the Dragonqueen. It has not changed
much. The Conclaveknew theego of their student, Magius.
The greatest fault of your childhood companionisthat, like
the elves, he sees himsdlf as the power to save the world.
What better way of testing him than to make him fail at the
greatest of al tasks"

Huma was slent as his mind digested this. Findly, he
asked, "What of me? Magius seemed to think | am impor-
tant to changing his future.”

"You are important, but not in the way he thinks. What



has been sought o long is a single man or woman who
embodies dl that Padadine has attempted to teach this
world. Some have come dose, but al failed in the end." As
his eyeswidened, she nodded sadly. "You are not thefirst to
come here, Huma. | pray—oh Paadine, | pray—that you
are the one sought. Were it not Krynn itsef that would suf-
Ifer, | would tell you to turn from here now, before it istoo
ae”

The knight stiffened. "Even if you told me to, | would
not. | cannot. Not—and remain what | am."

"Is the knighthood so much to you?"

"Not the knighthood. What it teaches" He had never
thought of it in those terms before.

Gwyneth looked pleased, but merely said, "If only there
were others like you, even in the knighthood.”

"Gwyneth, where are Kaz and Magius?'

‘They will bewatched. Havenofear, Huma," She paused.
"It istime to start, | think."

"Start?' Huma looked around, half-expecting the room
to fill with clerics and mages ready to perform some ceremo-
ny. Instead, Gwyneth stepped down from the throne and
moved toward him. Although dressed simply and without
expression on her face, she looked more beautiful than he
had ever thought possible. Buoron's nymph paled in com-
parison.

She wavered only momentarily under his gaze. Huma
tried fruitlessy to understand what was reveded in that
lapse. When Gwyneth was no more than an arm's length
from him, she pointed at the darkened corridors.

"You may choose whichever one you wish."

"What happens then?*

"You walk it. What happens next isup to you. | can only
tell you that you must face three challenges. It is sad that
eech member of the Triumvirate created part of the chd-
lenges, although no chalenge represents one god, just asa
man is the sum of his parts, not separate qualities that exist
independent of one another.”

Huma studied each of the corridors for along time. If he
was to proceed, hewould have to trust in Paadine and hope
to make the right choice



Hetook astep toward hischoice, but Gwyneth caught his
arm."Wait."

Shekissed him lightly. "May Pdadine watch over you. |
do not want you to fal."

He could think of nothing adequate to say, s0 Huma
quickly turned away and moved toward the corridor he had
chosen. He knew that if he looked back and she was il
there, he might be tempted to stay. He aso knew that if he
stayed, he would never be able to live with himself.

The corridor he picked was like a natural cave. In spots,
the passage constricted, forcing him to duck or move Sde-
ways. It was dso very, very long, and nearly plunged in
blackness.

Soon the passage began to glow with alight of itsown, a
light that came from the very walls. Huma paused to study
this phenomenon. He had heard tales of this sort of light.

Thewalls glow gave Huma an idea. He knocked a piece
of rock loose with the hilt of his sword and put it, still glow-
ing, inhisbelt pouch.

An ear-splitting, earth-shaking cry tossed him to the
ground. Rock fragments covered him.

It was the same cry Huma had heard in the pass. He now
knew its source—straight ahead. And straight ahead was
the only way left to Huma, for, as the trail had done, the
corridor behind him revealed nothing but a stonewall.

Sword and shidd ready, he crept down the tunnel toward
thesound.

He stepped from that corridor—into yet another. This
one broke off into three directions, any of which the thing
might occupy. Huma straightened in nervous annoyance.
The cry was echoing through the cavern system; the crea
ture might be anywhere. It might be hours away in some
deeper chamber. 1t might even be right behind him.

That thought on his mind, he shifted his feet—and did not
(rjneet solid ground. With ametal-rattling clang, Humawent

lown.

Huma cleared his head with a shake and looked at the
thinpool of dark liquid that had madehim dip. Heput afin-
ger in it and brought the sample close in order to study it
better. For such asmdl puddle, it stank terribly. To his hor-



ror, Huma noticed the substance was egting into his meta
glove. He wiped the foul stuff on the rock, which seemed
much more resistant to the liquid.

"Heeechhh."

It seemed likelaughter, evil laughter, at first. Humaclam-
bered to hisfeet, but he still could not tell from which of the
three tunnels the noise had come. And as it repeated, he
knew the sound was not laughter.

It was breathing.

Something incredibly large, unless the chambers ampli-
fied sound, lurked nearby.

Whileit might prove safer to remain anchored in thisone
location, Humahad no desire to do so. He chose the center
corridor and hurried down it.

Physicdly, it wasidentical to thelast one. Humawonder-
ed how such an obvioudly large creature could make itsway
through some of these narrow confines. Even Humahad his
difficulties.

This tunnel led him to another tunnel, which looked
exactly like the two beforeit. The caverns made up amaze,
with Huma as both contestant and prize in some subterra-
nean game of peril.

As he walked, he noticed the dark liquid that flowed
under hisfeet and the heat that emanated from severd corri-
dors. Therewas asulfurous smell to the heat, which, Huma
believed, pointed to a conduit to the mountain's fiery heart.
Huma had heard of mountains such as this and prayed that
this one would not erupt while he was within it.

"Hhhhheeeeehhhh."

Huma flattened himself around a corner. Echo or not, he
knew now that he and the other were mere minutes apart,
The other aso apparently knew, for he chuckled madly-
most definitely madly. When the laughter died, the other
spoke in dow, deep tones.

"Manling. | smdl you, manling. | smell the warmth of
your body, thebitter chill of your metal armor. | smell your
fears!'

Huma said nothing, but he fell back silently to the corri-
dor from which he had entered. He did not want to face
something as large as this tunnd-dweller unless he could



find a place, where he could maneuver.

"Come to Wyrmfather, manling. Let me show you my
strength.”

Wyrmfather's hearing was obvioudly quite extraordinary,
for the beast hissed loudly whenever Huma moved and the
knight could hear the scraping of a large form against the
Sdes of atunnel.

Huma moved down an open corridor, circling
Wyrmfather—he hoped. The hissing seemed to come from
al around him. The corridors appeared endless.

The hissing abruptly halted, and Humafroze. There was
slencefor severa minutes, savefor the maddening best of
theknight's heart. Then the scraping sound echoed again as
Wyrmfather seemed to move away from Huma.

He redlized that the relative smoothness of the tunnel
wallswas theresult of continual wearing away by the body
of hispursuer.

The coarse, scraping sound died away while Huma pon-
dered. Quietly, he made hisway farther along thetunndl. If
he could only find hisway out of this maze—

Wild laughter—and the passageway exploded into flamel

Huma had no choice now but to run. Wyrmfather knew
where he was. Huma abandoned stealth and smply fled in
the direction of the nearest corridor.

Another burst of fire sent him scurrying out of that pes-
sage. How could Wyrmfather move so swiftly? What was
Wyrmfather?

He would not count how many passsgeways he ran
through or how many times the laughter of the tunnel
dweller warned him just before more searing flame licked at
hismustache.

Running frantically, Huma did not at first notice thewide
opening to hisleft. It was not until he had passed it that the
knight redized he had come across something other than a
corridor. Huma came to an immediate halt and froze.

The malevolent hiss of Wyrmfather wasfar away for the
moment, although Humaknew that could easily change at
any second. Cautioudly, the knight edged back to the sde
passage and then leaned forward enough so that he could

peer into it.



It was a very short corridor, ending in what appeared to
be more of a cavern. Huma stepped around into the new
passageway and walked sowly down it.

The cavernloomed large. It appeared to have been honed
the same way as the corridors—by the constant wear of
some huge form against the rock itself.

But where was the leviathan itself? Where was Wyrm-
father? Huma glanced around the cavern. Tunnée entrances
dotted it on various levels. The knight's sharp gaze followed
the contours of thefloor. It was smooth enough to walk on,
although the dopes became steep in afew places, epecidly
where it suddenly rose—

Huma mentally cursed his predicament and stepped back
into the corridor.

What he had seen, what he wished desperately to deny,
was a massive serpentlike form that rose through the bot-
tom of the cavern, like some cursed tree, and turned abrupt-
ly to the dde, continuing on through one of the farther
tunnels.

Here at last he beheld a portion of Wyrmfather.

The malevolent creature pulsated with life as it stretched
from that gaping chasm in the center. All that was visible
was a trunk whose reptilian diameter was twice Huma's
height. Its otherwise dull-gray body was covered with
splotches of green and blue, asif it were infected.

The trunk suddenly descended into the chasm. The terri-
ble head of Wyrmfather emerged from the other passage,
shocking Huma with a startling revelation.

Wyrmfather was a dragon.

The leviathan dwarfed al dragons that Huma had ever
seen or heard of. Wyrmfather's maw could essly have
snapped up ateam of horses in two bites, asingle manin
much less. The long, wide teeth stretched nearly as high as
Huma and the sinewy, forked tongue that flickered in and
out of Wyrmfather's jaws could easily envelope him.

The amdl of sulfur was everywhere, and Huma realized
that the mountain peak did not have an active heart. The
dragon caused the smdll.

Huma froze as the ponderous head of the dragon turned
his way. There was something odd about the head. It



seemed larger in proportion to the thickness of the neck,
which in turn was far too long for any dragon that Huma
could recall.

Recognition made the knight gasp. Wyrmfather was the
dragon after which the statuette in Magiuss citadel had been
patterned. Y et the statuette had to have been ancient even
by elven standards. Could any dragon live that long?

Wyrmfather hissed. Its head was turned o that it could
not possibly have missed the knight, yet the deadly beast
continued to scan the cavern. It was only when Huma
looked at the eyes that he knew why; awhitish film covered
each. Wyrmfather washlind.

The creature was not deaf, though, and most certainly
had akeen sense of smell. It had passed up theknight once;
Humadoubted it would do so again. Even now, thelengthy
snout seemed to be investigating some of the areas it had
aready passed. Unless Wyrmfather poked its head back
into one of the corridors, the dragon would find Huma
momentarily.

Asif thinking the samethoughts, Wyrmfather ooke. The
cregture's words made the immense chamber tremble. "A
tricky one. | am pleased. It hasbeen solong sincel had even
the dightest challenge. The otherswere so essy.”

The head swung near Huma. Gaping nostrilsflared asthe
mighty dragon sniffed for the scent of the knight.

"I andl thetaint of Paadine on you. Of Habbakuk. Of
the most cursed of all the gods of light, my jailer, the
damnedKiri-Jolith!"

Humadid not move, did not breath during this outburst.
The leviathan had spoken of an encounter with at least one
of the gods responsible for the creation of the knighthood.
An encounter that had | eft the dragon quite theworse of f, it
seemed.

"Areyou herefor my treasure? It isthe greatest hordethat
any dragon could ever gather. Eventrapped as| am, | have
ways of gathering it. Ah!" The massive jaws bent into a
macabre, reptilian grin. "Perhapsit is the mirror you seek!
Yes, themirror would beworth dl dse 1 havel™

All the while it spoke, Wyrmfather sniffed around the
cavernous chamber, seeking out Huma.



A sound of metal striking metal rang through the cham-
ber. Huma reacted ingtinctively, covering his ears as the
noisepounded at hismind. Itwastheforgeagain. Theham-
mer at the forge.

If the hammering disturbed Huma, it enraged Wyrm-
father to madness. The dragon added to the noise with
shrieks of its own. Curses, crying, threats. All matter of
words rushed from its mouth. Froth dripped from its maw.

"My queen! Why do you |et them torment me? Havel not
endured countless millenia gone to dust? Must | suffer yet
more of the ceasdess hammering and hammering of that
cursed smith! Have you forsaken me, great Takhiss?'

Across the chamber, acorridor glowed brighter than the
others. Wyrmfather had spoken of its horde and how even
hereit had been ableto seek out treasure. Might therenot be
something of use in such ahorde? A weapon, perhaps, more
deadly than Huma's own seemingly insignificant sword? It
was, to be sure, a desperate measure. Even as the beast
renewed its shouts, Humawas running.

The clatter of hisboots on the rocky floor aerted Wyrm-
father, but the hammering prevented the dragon from pin-
pointing the tiny human figure. In anger, the dragon roared
and unleashed random bursts of searing flame.

Humadoveinto the corridor. The dragon had mentioned
amirror of some great importance. Huma remembered the
mirror of the nymph, the one she had used to gaze at the
dreamsof others. Might they berelated? Hers, though, had
only been away of capturing others dreams. This one had
other properties, perhaps.

Still Wyrmfather ranted and raved at the sound of the
hammer.

Huma made his way down the corridor, fearing that he
had erred. All he might find were gold and jewels, usdessat
the moment. There might be nothing.

Huma fell, and his eyes caught a horrible, momentary
glimpse of what he had tripped over. A battered skull
grinned at him, while a digointed arm pointed at him in
mockery. The crumpled remainsof armor wrapped much of
the body's frame. Huma succeeded in rolling with the fall,
though the collison unsettled him.



Huma stood and stared sadly at the partial skeleton. It
wasvery old, and thearmor was nearly dl rust. Therewere
some visble markings, though, and Huma, in horrid fasci-
nation, wiped dust from the breastplate and beheld the
insignia of a Knight of the Rose.

A prayer ingtinctively jumped to his lips. Here was a
knight who had made it this far, only to perish.

Toperish.

AsHumamight.

Even as the thought came unbidden, he redized the new
danger. The hammering had stopped as abruptly as it had
started. Huma took a few steps forward, amost without
redizing it, and nearly stumbled onto an immense pile of
valuables.

There were coins gplenty, gold and slver, more than
Humahad ever seen. They glittered, amost entrancing him.
Mixed in with them was avariety of rareitems, many bge-
weled, al of them fascinating. Necklaces of large, perfect
pearls. Smdl figurines of some crystdline design, perhaps
formed from emeralds or jade. Armor that might have been
forged only yesterday, some so eaborate that it must have
been created for mighty emperors, who could afford the
craftsmanship and extravagant decorations. There were
even weapons, athough most were usdess, having been
designed more for style and expense than for use.

He quickly surveyed the room, his heart racing. All this
before him, when hewould have gladly traded it for asingle
weapon capable of defeating the huge cavern dweller.

"Where have you run, manling?'

Huma stiffened. Wyrmfather was very doseby. Any sec-
ond, the corridor might become filled with flame.

"The smith has abandoned you, Knight of Solamnial Yes,
I know you now. | can smell the taint of the Three in you,
stronger than ever before. Y ou are aKnight of Solamnia, a
true believer, unlike those before. They thought they
believed, but they only pretended. Y ou, though, are differ-
ent. | wonder what you will taste like?"

Rusted battle axes. Jaweled swordsfit only for ceremony.
This could not be the vast horde the dragon had spoken
about—unless, inits madness, Wyrmfather had dreamed up



its treasures.

Themirror, too?

"l have you now!"

Huma could hear the dithering and scraping as the mas-
sve head wormed itsway into the corridor. Hewhirled and
realized that the relatively meager horde of gold and jewels
was only overflow from another chamber. He reached into
the uppermost part of the mound of vauables and began
digging. Sure enough, within a few seconds, the digging
revealed anopening. It wasonly asmall opening, sofar, and
it grew slowly as he continued to labor, each second expect-
ing to feel the blistering heat of Wyrmfather's breath on his
back. The effort was tiring. The continuous wedge of valu-
ables made an effective blockade. Huma cursed silently as
more coins and odd artifacts flowed to replace those he had
removed. The knight took a deep breath. Digging was not
good enough. As he cleared atangle of jewelsfrom the gap,
he began crawling forward like a mole.

He had already burrowed deep into the pile when he felt
the hot, fetid breath of the dragon. Wyrmfather could not
use its flame here, lest it destroy its own treasure; thusthe
dragon was twisting its head and neck al the way to the
entrance of the chamber of treasures.

The leviathan's head came around the corner—just in
time to hear the knight vanish into the other chamber.
Wyrmfather paused. After amoment, the huge reptilian lips
curled into a malevolent smile and the great dragon began
the process of removing itself from the chamber.

All was dark at first, strange after so many corridors filled
with their own light. Humawondered why thisonewasdif-
ferent.

Unable to see he crawled awkwardly through the
immense collection of treasures. Here must certainly be the
main horde, but how was he to find anything in the dark?
Was there anything to find? Somehow, hefelt there must be.
If thiswas a test, there must be some way of defeating the
dragon.

His hand brushed against what felt like asword hilt—and
the room was suddenly lit by a dull, greenish glow. Huma



jerked his hand away in surprise. He had hoped; he had
prayed. Now, at last, he had found the very thing. Only ...
only hefeared to touch it, for some reason. Asif something
instinctively warned him not to.
i Grasp me. Wield me. Use me. | will be your will come to
ife.

Thewordsrang clear in hismind, clear, sweet, seductive
words.

They came from within the sword itsalf.



Chapier 17

Huma's hbaNbd hesitatedb Mere iNches FROM the SwWORD.
The glow persisted, but there was no repetition of the
words.

The blade was impressive. The hilt was brilliantly bgje-
weled, including one massive green stone that seemed to be
the sourceof theglow. A bell protected theuser'shand. The
blade itsdlf was as sharp asif newly made. Humas desireto
touch it became a most undeniable. With the sword, hewas
sure that not even Wyrmfather could best him

Wyrmfather! The spel wasbroken as Humaremembered
the dragon. With the sword—no! The knight recoiled from
it. He could not say how he knew, but the sword was malev-
olent. It did not seek hiscompanionship; it sought adaveto
do its bidding.



Asheturned away from the blade, thelight reflected off a
polished surface in one corner. Huma scampered over the
jewels and coins to get a better look at the object.

It was as he hoped. An elaborate mirror, twice his size.
The mirror of which Wyrmfather had spoken. Huma
recalled the sightless eyes of the cavern dweller and wonder-
ed how a blind dragon used a mirror. It was evident that
Wyrmfather had gathered his treasures over the centuries.

Mirrors. This was the third. One was owned by the
nymph. Another hungin the citadel of Magius. All magical.
Had they dl been madeby the same person? He doubted he
would ever know.

"Manling, | would spesk with you."

Huma started as the voice of Wyrmfather filled the room.
The chamber suddenly was filled with brilliant light, and
Huma cursed himself for not realizing his mistake. There
were no other entrances to this chamber because the
entrance was the ceiling! Even now, the ancient dragon was
tugging away the huge slab of rock that served asthelid on
his house-size treasure chest. Huma scanned the endless
mounds of booty, seeking something and finding that his
eyes dways returned to the sinister emerald blade.

"Manling." Wyrmfather sniffed and a great smilelit its ter-
rible face. "The smell of riches is intoxicating, is it not?"

Huma was positive he could cover the distance to the
sword in ten seconds. Would he have that much time?

“Itisfutileto hide, manling. | can smell you out. | can lay
waste to this chamber. Yet | do not have to kill you. There
might be another way."

Huma edged toward the sword. Wyrmfather's massive
head turned at the sound.

"A bargain, Knight of Solamnia? A task for me in
exchangefor one of my treasures? Surely, | have gathered a
few things your brethren havelost over the years™”

Huma remembered the ancient remains wearing the bat-
tered crest of aKnight of the Rose. Had Wyrmfather made
the same offer to him? Had he been choosing his prize when
the dragon overtook him?

Loose coinsdid under Humasfoot, and the dragon's head
suddenly blocked hispath. Humareadied his sword, eyeing



with regret the other one so near to him. So close!

Wyrmfather sniffed. "A Solamnic Knight, indeed! The
game of hide-and-seek isa an end, manling! Do you accept
my offer—" The massive jaws worked into a smile again.
"—or shall we see what other arrangement can be made?

"What do you want?"

Theleviathan's ears perked up. "Ahhh! He does speek! It
has been, by my estimate, nearly three hundred years since
an intruder has dared to spesk to me directly for reasons
other than pleading! Even your voice pleases me after all
thid"

"I'm glad," Huma said. He could not think of anything
dseto sy.

The ensuing chuckle forced him to cover his ears. "A
brave one, manling! | like you. What do you say to my
offer?'

"l am willing to hear it."

"A truly brave one! Hear me, then, manling!" The grest
beast raised its head high. "I am Wyrmfather, first and
greatest of my dread lady's children, first toriseat her call! |
championed her cause against the hideous gods of light and
their cregping toadies, and ever emerged triumphant! So
great and fearful was my power that at last Kiri-Jolith him-
df was forced to fight me—and did so with dread, | tell
you!

"We fought for over a year. Mountains were born,
brought flat, and reborn. The land quaked with our strug-
gle, the seas whipped high. At last, | erred and Kiri-Jolith
defeated me. Victory was not enough, though! From the
shattered earth he drew this mountain about me, enclosing
me from thejoyous sky! | would, he said, remain a part of
this mountain. Even the dightest breeze would not reach
me. Only, he mocked, only one of his own brethren would
be able to release me! Only one such as he could set me
free!"

The blind eyes stared meaningfully at Huma, who was
beginning to understand what the dragon was leading to.

"For along time, | believed he meant one of his fellow
gods, and | raged androared. Then | cameto understandthe
trickery in hiswords. A god was not what hemeant. A war-



nor, straight and trueinthe path, could dowhat | could not,
and are not the Knights of Solamnia the sons of Paladine?
Does that not make them brethren in spirit to Kiri-Jolith?"

Huma stared at the gleaming sword buried deep in the
mound of jewels and coins. In him there was ayearning o
strong that he nearly ran to it. But suddenly the terrible vis-
age of Wyrmfather was again before him. The hot, sulfu-
rous breath stung the knight's eyes.

"Free me, Knight of Solamnia, and anything here is
yours! Even the mirror, which served me so well before the
darkness came!"

Themirror. Humalooked at it. If hecould learnits secrets
. . . His own bluster amazed him. "How does it work? |
might consider, then."

"Y ou must think of aplace you wish to go and then ask—
No! Reease mefirst!"

The very mountain trembled as Wyrmfather went into
another berserk rage.

The hammering began anew—Iouder, if at dl possible.

Wyrmfather raised its massive head and shrieked, "I will
not be cheated again!"

Huma ran for the sword. The maddened dragon lashed
out in anger. The massive jaws opened wide, and the long,
draping, forked tongue whipped out. Wyrmfather meant to
make a morsel out of the tiny human.

Humas hand dosad around the hilt of the sword. It
burned in his grip, even through his gauntlets. Despite the
pain, he pulled the sword free and held it high, moving
through sheer reflex and skill.

Wyrmfather's jaws closed down on Huma, swallowing
countless treasures in the process. For a moment, Huma
vanished into the maw of the titan.

With arock-shattering cry of pain, the ancient leviathan
spasmed. Gold, slver, statuary, jewels, and a badly bat-
tered Humafell from hisjaws. The knight hit one of the piles
below, sending shockwaves through his right arm.

Above, Wyrmfather shook its head back and forth, try-
ing to dislodge the sword it had forced into its own head. It
was afutile effort; the body was already reacting by reflex.
Thebrain of the dragon was dead, the green blade having



cut through al barriers protecting it. The dragon's actions
only served to drive the blade deeper.

Huma rose to his feet just as the massive head began its
final descent. Evenindeath, Wyrmfather could spell theend
of Huma. The knight scrambled.

Themassiveskull struck theground precipitoudly closeto
Huma. The knight—along with nearly aking's ransom in
valuables—was flung forward, hislast thoughts of Solam+
nia. His body struck the mirror—

—and landed in the muck and mire of a rain-soaked
wasteland.

His first frantic thoughts were for the sword. It had
remained jammed in the dying dragon'sjaws. Humahad to
retrieve it.

How? He surveyed his surroundings—and reded in
shock. Thiswas Solamnial Very near Vingaard Keep. Huma
sat up and put his face in his hands. He had discovered the
secret of the mirror. Now he was transported far from the
mountains—and his companions!

His right arm was numb and nearly usdess, but he felt no
broken bones. The temporary paralysis would go away
after afew hours. Both he and his armor were mud-covered.
He felt quickly at hiswaist, then gave a small sigh of relief;
he still had his own sword, puny as it seemed compared to
the wonderful surge of power he had felt when holding the
green blade. Ifonly . . .

A thought came to him.

It was difficult to tell direction, but by the few dtill-
recognizable landmarks, he was certain he was south of
Vingaard Keep. Had it been a brightly lit day, he knew he
could have glimpsed the mighty citadel.

Inﬁffectual ly wiping the mud from his face, Huma started
north.

Thehabitationshe passed would have provided little pro-
tection for awild animal, much less a human. The wood
frames were crumbling with rot. The thatched roofs could
only barely be caled that; there were too many holes and
too littlemateria to patch them with. The mud used to pack
the stonework together had become so damp that in many



places the wdls had fallen completely away.

The haunted looks he saw in the faces of the emaciated
survivors who peopled this poor excuse for a village sent
chills through his body. What, he wondered, was the Keep
doing about this situation? These people barely existed.
Their homeswerelittlemore than lean-tos, and some people
did not even havethat. Instead, they sat inthemireand rav-
aged earth, and stared at the devastation around them.

Heknew that the knighthood could not carefor them al,
but it still agonized him. Huma prayed that somehow he
would gain new transportation so that he could return to
themountainand, if it wasallowed, facethe challenges once
again. He aso worried about his two companions. Were
they looking for him?

Staring at the ruined land, Huma thought that the knight-
hood might have helped the people rebuild their villages,
patrol their forests, and possibly gather or grow their own
food. Instead, nothing,

Huma stopped walking for amoment, thinking about his
nearly blasphemous ideas. What would Rennard have said
if he had heard him? Huma smiled dightly. Probably very
little, he decided.

Severd villagers stepped out to gaze at Humawith avari-
ety of expressions—fear, respect, anger, and disgust. Five
men blocked his path. Huma blinked and waited. The five
did not step aside.

Their apparent leader was a tall, wide man with a foul
black beard, areceding hairline, asquashed nose, and more
than two hundred pounds of what had once been pure mus-
cle. He wore the typical mud-stained pants and much-
repaired tunic of a farmer. The clothing was quite
insufficient for the harsh weather. The man's beefy hand
gripped a smith's hammer.

"Throw down your sword, little man, and welll not hurt
you. It's your stuff we want, not you."

A thin, pasty-faced lad giggled nervously, next to the big
man. The boy was nearly bald, and he had dl the signs of a
plague survivor, including the touch of madness. The
remaining three were rather nondescript remnants of men,
faces and bodies that had wasted away long ago. None of



the five were true bandits. Huma prayed silently that he
would not be forced to raise a hand against them.

"Are you deaf?"

"l cannot surrender you my valuables or food, if that is
what you desire. | have very little."

"You have no choice" The big man swung his hammer
experimentally in Huma's direction with great precision. "I
thinks you're missin' the point. We take what we get."

The hammer snapped up and into a striking position.
Humads blade was out, yet he was loath to use it, even on
them. The choice was taken from him, though, for the brig-
and leader's hammer came screaming past Humasface, nar-
rowly missing.

Five forms converged on the sngle knight—or tried to.
Suddenly, Huma'sright foot caught an attacker in the stom-
ach. His free hand stunned the giggling lad, who thought to
dip under his guard with a rusty old shortsword. With the
flat of his blade, Huma brought the lad to the ground,
unconscious. With ease, he disarmed the watery-eyed old
man. Weaponless, that one retreated quickly from the fight,
leaving Huma free to take care of the two till standing, one
of them the apparent leader.

Despair suffused Huma as he redlized these last two were
not about to yield. The one remaining swordsman fought
from desperation, which added dangerous strength to his
otherwise unremarkable form. The brigand leader smiled
vicioudy as he advanced again and again.

With great sadness, Huma made his choice. Before the
startled eyes of the other villagers, the Knight of the Crown
broke through the swordsman's guard and thrust deep into
the chest. The man gurgled something and collapsed. Even
as his one opponent fell, Humawas beating back the |eader
with one stinging blow after another. The burly thug began
swinging wildly at the knight, and Humawaited. When the
opening came, asheknew itwould, asinglechop put anend
to the last of the desperate band.

Huma, his breath ragged, looked up at the spectators.
They showed no emotion. He could not guess whether they
were pleased or angered.

He looked around for the three survivors. Two were



unconscious, and the third had run off. They would be no
more trouble.

Disgusted, Huma wiped off his sword, sheathed it, and
stalked north once more. He was not even out of thevillage
before arguments flared as human vultures fought over the
meager belongings of the dead thieves.

When he had first stood before Vingaard Keep, home of
the knighthood since Vinas Solamnus had ordered its con-
struction dl those centuries ago, Huma had felt like a mote
before the palace of the gods.

The feeling lessened only ever o dightly.

Vingaard Kegp'swallsrose to a great height. Only afew
adversaries dared scde such walls. The walls surrounded
the citadel and were punctuated by dits for archers. The
only gap inthewallswaswhere the massiveiron gates stood
guard. They were as thick as Humas arm was long, and
they could stand the full force of a dragon charge. Each of
the gates was decorated with the three-part symbol of the
knighthood—the majestic kingfisher, with wings half-
extended, which grasped in its sharp claws a sword on
which arose was centered. Above its head was a crown.

After a long, wet wait, a sentry came in response to
Huma's hoarse shouts. He peered down at the bedraggled
figure clad in a mixture of Solamnic and Ergothian armor,
and shouted, "Who goes there? State your name and mis-
son!"

Huma removed his hemet. "I am Huma, Knight of the
Order of the Crown, returned from landsfar beyond. | must
speak to Lord Oswal, or even the Grand Master himself! It
isurgent!"

"The Grand Master?' Huma could not see the man's face
wdll, but the surprise in his tone was obvious. "Wait!"

Huma wondered at the strange reaction.

At last, the gates began to swing dowly open.

The same sentry who had questioned him stood by the
gate. At the guard's signa, Huma followed him into the
Keep. Those knights who had opened the gate wore expres-
sions matching that of Humas guide. The mystery deep-
ened.



The sentry, a young Knight of the Crown, pulled Huma
over to adark corner and out of the drizzle that had deve-
oped. "I know who you are, for Master Rennard spesks
highly of you in training, so | have taken this chance to
warn you before you make a dip.”

"Warn me? About what?"

"Only this morning—" The other knight looked around.
"—the Grand Master, Lord Trake, passed away, victim of
some foul, wasting diseese”

No! Huma nearly shouted. The Grand Master dead!
Trake had never cared for Huma—in fact, despised him as
did his son, Bennett—but Huma could not help fedling the
grief, aswould dl hisfellows at the death of the head of the
knighthood.

"I did not know. The peoplein thevillage seemed unessy,
but they did not—"

"They do not know!" the other knight hissed. "Lord
Oswd has decreed that no word shdl pass from the Keep
until a new Grand Master has been chosen! If word should
leak out that we are in such disarray, our last defenses will
crumble!”

Last defenses? Tdl me—"

"Garvin."

Tdl me, Garvin, what happened when the darkness
overcame our lines? Where do we stand now?' Huma
clutched at the arms of the other knight.

"Didn't you come through it?" Garvin eyed Huma curi-
oudy. "Thefront is no more than two days ride either east
or west. The warlord's Black Guard moves untouched
through the south. Most of our outpostsarecut of f. Weare
cut off."

"Is there no hope?"

Garvin stiffened. "We are Knights of Solamnia, Huma."

Huma nodded, knowing they would fight to the end,
regardless. His mind turned to the cavern, the chalenges,
and, mogtly, to the sword. He yearned for it now. In his
hand, it would cleave through the Queen's evil forces.
Solamniawould be victorious. Humamight even carvefor
himself some tiny kingdom—

He shook hishead violently, and Garvin frowned in puz-



Zlement. Humaforced the ungodly thoughts from his mind.
The sword was not Paadine'slegacy to the knighthood. For
al its majesty and power, something about it sickened
Humaeven as heyearned for it. Not that it mattered; he had
logt everything when he had fallen through the mirror. It
washopeless.

No! He straightened and gave Garvin an apologetic amile
for his odd actions. There was ill time if he could make
someone listen.

"Garvin, where might | find Lord Oswd?'

"Now?' The other knight stared at the darkened sky from
theshdter. "Itispast supper, | know that. Hewouldbeinhis
quarters. He is preparing for the Knightly Council tomor-
row night."

‘They are going to wait until tomorrow night before
choosing anew Grand Master? The Queen's servants could
be at our gates tonight! The dragons at the very least!"

Garvin nodded. "So Lord Oswd said, but the Council
will be the Council."

"l must speak with him now, then."

Huma hurried out into the rain.

It had never redlly rained like this since the war's begin-
ning, Lord Oswa decided. In the past, it had always been
nothing more than amist. Now, it wasalmost as if therain
could wash it all away.

The High Warrior started from his daydreaming. He was
becoming senile, he decided, to be thinking of rain when the
fate of the knighthood and of the world might rest on get-
ting the dunderheads of the Council to speed up their deci-
sononwhowouldbeGrand Magter. Hehad ruined hisown
chances by admitting to his indecision at the rout. It had
been only a momentary lapse, shock at the sudden turn in
events and the redlization that they could not fight this
attack. The losses had been costly.

Oswad's nephew Bennett was maneuvering his own fac-
tion. He always remained within the bounds of the Oath
and the Measure, but he was ambitious and would try to
manipul atethedecison. Logicaly, one of thethree heads of
theOrdersshould bethelate Grand M aster'ssuccessor. But



Bennett believed he should follow his father. Trake had
aways desired that. Only Oswa stood in hisway, now.

"Lord Oswd?"

He looked up to see Rennard watching him intently. The
pae knight stood next to the only other chair in Oswd's
room.

Rennard. Despite his cold exterior, the High Warrior had
amost as much regard for Rennard as he did for Huma
Only—Huma had been lost in the debacle. Huma appar-
ently had stood fast in the end.

"What isit, Rennard?'

"You'vedtill not formulated your plans. | think it might be
wise—"

There was a commoation outside as the two guards sta-
tioned at his chamber doors argued with someone. The
newcomer was insistent, and there was something familiar
about hisvoice.

"Rennard, what—?"

The pale knight had opened the door and—the elder
knight could scarcdly believe it—now gaped open-mouthed
at a bedraggled knight struggling with the two guards. It
took only seconds for Lord Oswal to recognize the new-
comer, and then he, too, was staring in surprise and delight.

"Huma!"

The sentries immediately stopped struggling as they
noted the tone of their superior. Rennard recovered aso
and, typically, smply sad, "Let him by."

Released, Huma burst into the room. "My Lord Oswdl,
Rennard—"

"At attention, Huma," the gaunt knight interrupted.

Humaimmediately stiffened. Rennard turned to the High
Warrior, who nodded. To the guards, Rennard said,
"Resume your posts; that is the High Warrior's orders”

Once the door was closed, Lord Oswal stared at thetrem-
bling knight. Humahad something to say and wanted to say
it before it burst from his head, it seemed.

"At ease, Huma. Come and sit down. Tdl us about the
miracle that alows you to return from the deed."

Huma knelt before the elder knight. Relieved at ladt, the
story spilled from him in a torrent.



Lord Oswa and Rennard listened intently as each part of
Humas tale unfolded. The quest of Magius—the chase of
the Black Guard—the ever-present dreadwolves—the
mountains, thecavern, thedragon, thesword... Hadit not
been Huma who spoke, neither of the knights would have
believed aword. Asit was, they truly believed.

The great clang of metal upon metal, so much like the
sounds of the Kegp's own forge, interested Lord Oswa
most. He asked Huma his opinion of the noise.

"A workplace of the gods. There is no other way to
describe it. If it is not Reorx who shapes the metal some-
where within that mountain ... | can add nothing more,
savethat | feel | must go back," Humasaid, adding, "If Pda
dine wills it."

"Wdl." It was dl the High Warrior could say at first. Ren-
nard smply nodded.

Lord Oswal thought for a moment. "This sword sounds
fascinating. Could it—?"

Huma interjected immediately. "I fear it is lost to us.
Wyrmfather acts as its tomb."

His tone was cautious. He wanted them to forget the
sword, not only because of hiswariness of it, but because of
the temptation Huma felt to grip the blade and widld it.

The High Warrior took hiswords at face value. "I'll trust
to your judgment." He looked from Huma to Rennard and
then back again. "It seems to me that we cannot let this mat-
ter sit for very long. Timeisrunning out for al of us”

Nervous enthusiasm in control, Huma quickly spoke. "I
need only transportation. A horse—are the dragons about?
One of them, maybe?"

TheHigh Warrior frowned. "Thereis nothing | can do for
you anyway, Huma. Not at present. If | send you off on
some wild quest, | lose the chance of keeping the knight-
hood from the hands of those more interested in power and
esteem than the Oath and the Measure. You will have to
wait until a new Grand Master is chosen."

Humalooked perplexed. "But, surely you—"

"I have been found wanting. It may be another."

"But—" Huma could not believe his misson was to be
delayed—possibly denied—for such a petty reason.



"l bdieve | can win my case, Huma. I'm sorry, but you
will haveto wait. Rennard, heisone of yours. Seeto it that
heiscleaned up, fed, and alowed to deep. I'll want to seea
clearer head on his shoulders come the morrow."

"Yes, milord." Rennard put a friendly but firm hand on
Huma's shoulders. Theyounger knight stood up reluctantly.

They parted slently. Huma's depression deepened. Not
only was his quest threatened, but so was the life of aman
who had been the cdlosest thing to afather he had ever had.
No one but Lord Oswa could lead the knights in this time.
Bennett, for dl his prowess, lacked experience. Even Huma
knew that. The Knights of Solamnia needed strong |eader-
ship, leadership that only Lord Oswal could provide, Huma
believed. Without Oswd, the knighthood would splinter.

Without the High Warrior in command, Huma suddenly
redlized, he could never return to the mountain.



Chapter 18

The raiN did Not Iet up that Night. Exbausted as he
was, Huma could not deep. Like Lord Oswa, he saw some
significance in the sudden change from perpetual cloud cov-
er to the incessant rain that so affected nerves as time

He heard horses trotting past. Even in the dead of night,
there was always activity. Some men dept, othersworked.
Vingaard Keep would never be caught off-guard.

A returning patrol, he decided. The sounds dwindled of f
inthe direction of the stables. Humawondered what news,
if any, they would bring. Had the lines backed up even far-
ther? Would the knights soon be able to view the front from
the Keep itself? How long before the pincer finally closed
upon the cradle of the knighthood?



Huma stood up dowly, so as not to disturb those around
him in the common quarters shared by Knights of the
Crown. The building was essentialy one great room with
row upon row of hard, flat beds and small storage areasfor
each occupant. Asthe knights dept in shifts, the room was
never full. Also, many were away from the Keep for one
reason or another. Only the higher-ranking knights had
guarters of their own.

A breath of fresh air, he decided, would do him good.
With careful steps, he maneuvered around his fellows and
eventually made hisway to the door.

The air was cool and the wind alittle more brisk than he
had imagined. He breathed in deeply, thankful for the
moment when he could briefly relax from all the sorrows
and confusion. Huma prayed that al would go well tomor-
row.

He blinked. His eyes began to play tricks on him, and he
was sure for a brief moment that a dark figure had moved
near Lord Oswal'schambers, just behind thetwo guards. He
considered a erting someone, but neither guard seemed dis-
turbed, and when he looked again there was no sign of the
supposed intruder. Huma had no desire to bring ridicule
upon himself. Not now. He stared out into the night and,
after a few minutes, retired. Seep came more swiftly this
time.

The next day passed far too quickly. It had been Huma's
intention to steer clear of the other knights, at least until the
guestion of leadership was resolved. Too much had hap-
pened to him, and he did not trust himself to remain neutral
on the subject. What he said, heknew, would be areflection
on Lord Oswal, who had aways stood by him. Even Ren-
nard might be affected.

Yet Lord Oswa summoned Huma just two hours before
the Knightly Council was to meet. The Knight of the Rose
who brought the message eyed Huma with great curiosity,
but, loya ashewasto the High Warrior, he asked ho ques-
tions.

As Humawas crossing to Lord Oswal's quarters, he was
confronted by the very figure he had intended to avoid.



"They told meyou were dive. | had my doubts, though,
until 1 saw you just now."

Bennett wasclad in formal attire, including apurple cloak
bearing the standard of both the knighthood and his fami-
ly's personal holdings. A black sash ran diagonally across
his breastplate. Even now, with therain till lightly falling
and the true night almost upon them, he seemed to gleam.
Regardless of al dsg Bennett was his father's son. The
hawklike features were a copy of the elder knight.

"My gpologies, Lord Bennett." The family holdings had
been ruled equally by Oswal and Trake until the latter's rise
to Grand Master. Now, as Trake's heir, Bennett held that
title with his uncle. As Oswa had no heirs of his own, the
holdingswould someday be under the rule of only one man.
"I had meant to offer my sympathies sooner—"

"Do not play mefor afool, goatherder,” Bennett rejoined.
"Y ou have stayed away from me because we have ever been
enemies. | ill do not believe you belong among us, but my
own good heart has made your ouster al but impossible
now. Littledid | know when | praised you—posthumously,
| thought—that you would return.”

Huma's entire body felt taut, but hewould not alow him-
«f to be provoked by Bennett. He was sure much of the
anger in the son of the late Grand Master was due to his
father's untimely death.

"l have never been your enemy, milord. Rather, | have
aways admired you, despite your protest over my sdec-
tion." Bennett's face actually evidenced mild surprise as
Humaspoke. "Y our bearing, your skill, your ability to com-
mand under the most adverse conditions—you are what |
griveto be, what | may never be. | only ask for the opportu-
nity to do my duty."

Bennett's mouth clamped shut. He stared at Humabriefly,
then muttered, "Perhaps”

"Perhgps?' Huma raised an eyebrow. "What do you
mean?"

The newest Lord of Baxtrey, though, had already turned
away. All Huma could do was watch him vanish into the
midst of the Keep.

Huma proceeded to meet with Lord Oswal.



Rennard was there. Huma interrupted them as they
ingpected amap. L ord Oswa waspointing to aspot near the
north. They looked up as Humawas admitted, and the High
Warrior smiled thinly. Rennard merely nodded.

Lord Oswal rolled up the map. "Were you away from the
Crown's general quarters?"

"No. | had the misfortune of confronting your nephew,
milord."

The elder knight shook his head. He was looking much
more drained than he had thenight before. "Yes Pay himno
mind, Huma. He is unsettled by the fact that you've seem-
ingly come back from the deed."

"He till hates what | am."

"Then heis afool,” Rennard suddenly interjected. "You
have proved to be ten times the knight he is"

"l thank you, though | do not believe that."

"Then you are also afool."

Lord Oswad interrupted. 'The last thing we need is to
fight among oursdves.” The High Warrior put ahand to his
forehead, nearly knocking over alit candle in the process.
Huma reached for him, but Oswa waved him away. “I'm
fine. Didn't seem to get enough deep last night, though. A
bad night for insomnia, | should think."

"Will you be able to go through with the Council mest-
ing?" asked Rennard.

"What choice have |? Perhapsit's only my personal opin-
ion, but if my nephew—who | must point out thinks heis
doing what is best—has any control over the next Grand
Master, we will be plunged into disagter.”

Theintensity of the High Warrior's opinion of his nephew
surprised Huma. He had known they did not get dong, but
this. . . "Why s0?'

"Bennett, like many of us, istoo caught up in the legends
of the knighthood. He is the kind of leader who will have
every able knight in Vingaard Keep attacking in one mas-
sve, heroic charge that will end in the death of dl."

"Would he?' Humastonewas doubtful. Even againgt the
darkness, Bennett appeared calculating and in full com-
mand of his senses.

"Hewould. Y ou never see Bennett in acommand meeting;



heis the one for lighting strikes or waves of destruction,
never solid, long-term strategies. Since Trake's death, |
think he is even more determined to do something
momentous—to honor hisfather's memory."

"Huma may have trouble believing that, but | have
known Bennett longer. | would concur,” added Rennard.

Lord Oswa looked up at Huma. "Ancther thing. He
would never believe your story of enchanted swords,
imprisoned dragons, and god-created challenges that hold
the key tovictory. | do. Cdl it faith in Paladine, but | do.

The dder knight leaned forward suddenly, holding a
hand againgt his head.

"Redt. | need some redt,” muttered Oswal.

"Hdp me with him, Huma."

Together, thetwo knightsled the High Warrior to hisbed.
Asthey helped him liedown, Lord Oswa took hold of Ren-
nard. "You must seeto it that | am awake in time for the
Council. Isthat understood?”

The pale face turned toward Huma and then back to the
HighWarrior. With the samelack of emotion he dwaysdis-
played, Rennard said, "Of course. Y ou know | will."

"Good." Lord Oswa was adegp dmost immediately after
that. The two knights stepped away quietly. When they
were backed up by the door, Rennard turned to Huma.

"Hewants you at the Council meeting.”

"What about him?' Huma feared for Oswd's health.

"Hell be there. I've promised to take care of him." Ren-
nard actually smiled dightly. "I have everything in hand.
Youll se"

Huma made sure that he was one of thefirst to arrive.

Not al Knightly Councilswere open to the population of
the Keep. Most consisted only of the ruling knights and any
persons involved with some portion of the agenda. There
was a0 a set pattern to events, steps that were followed
under normal circumstances. It was the feeling of the ruling
body, though, that sdecting a replacement for the Grand
Master was something al should be involved with and,
while not everyone could fit into the chamber, the knight-
hood as a whole would be well represented.



The masters of the Orders of the Crown and the Sword
weredready seated. Arak Hawkeyetugged at histiny goat-
ee and stared rather arrogantly a his counterpart of the
Sword. Huma did not recognize the man next to Lord
Hawkeye. It was not the same knight who had commanded
the Order of the Sword these past four years. The former
commander had died in thewar to the east, and his replace-
ment had been chosen on the battlefield out of necessity.
The knight's angular face reminded Huma of an idedlized
statue more than a man. His mustache was long and
trimmed narrow, his eyes nearly invisble under a thick,
shaggy brow. When Bennett entered, it was clear who was
thetrueruling power intheOrder of the Sword, for theoth-
e stiffened.

Eventualy, the chamber wasfilled and the waiting began.
Only two people of consequence were missing, Rennard
and Lord Oswal. The Knightly Council waited patiently,
members constantly conferring with one another during
that time. At last, Bennett stalked imperioudly over to Lord
Hawkeye and spoke sharply in an undertone. Hawkeye
responded inkind, and the argument raged for severa min-
utes. Regrettably, they werenot speaking loud enoughto be
understood, and Huma could only guess at what might have
passed between them.

Just then, Rennard rushed in, out of breath. There was
intense gtrain on his face, and the image of the normally
placid knight in such ahigh emotiona state was enough to
cause more than one person to rise in expectation of bad
news.

Rennard whispered quickly to Lord Hawkeye. Bennett
and the other Councilorslistenedin asbest they could. Ben-
nett's face turned white, and he gripped the nearest chair
tightly. Arak Hawkeye stood up to face the suddenly anx-
ious crowd.

"Thismeeting is postponed until further notice. | regret to
inform those assembled that Lord Oswal of Baxtrey, High
Warrior and magter of the Order of the Rose, has been
stricken ill—by the same disease that claimed the Grand
Magter."

"A quarantine has been imposed on the Keep. Lord



Oswd is not expected to live through the night."

$ Rennard was ill shaking.

A"l came to wake him as he requested and found him
unconscious and shivering in hisbed, despite being covered
by two or three blankets. | administered what aid | knew
and then fetched a deric."

Huma had never seen him in such a state. It wasamost as
if the pale knight was reliving his own brush with the
plague.

"What did the cleric do?'

"Little. The disease baffles him. Another gift from the
Queen, | suppose, damn her existence."

"Is there nothing that can be done?' Huma suddenly felt
weak. Lord Oswa was his mentor, his friend, the closest
thing to his father. He must not die!

"We can only wait and pray." Was there a hint of bitter
mockery in Rennard's voice? Huma could not really blame
him. He himsdlf felt so powerless. The Dragonqueen, Cry-
nus, and the renegade mage Galan Dracos must belaughing
at their fate, he supposed.

"Huma." Rennard laid a hand on his shoulder. The pale
face was dtill strained. How much Rennard had cared for
Oswad! "Get some deep.”

They were in the outer chamber of the Kegp's Temple of
Paladine, where the High Warrior had been carried in the
hopes that the gods might influence Lord Oswal's recovery.
At present, the clerics treating the elder knight were in a
quandary. One moment they would believe they had beaten
the disease, the next moment it would come back, stronger
than before. Time was running out. Lord Oswd's body
could not stand many more severe swings in health.

Rennard smiled faintly. "I promise you, | will aert you
should there be any change.”

Despite his good intentions, Huma suddenly felt deepy,
amost as if the mere mention of it had made him recognize
that fact. He nodded to Rennard and stood up.

"You will wake me"

"l promised Lord Oswal that,” Rennard replied bitterly.

As Huma departed, he could ill hear Bennett's voice



coming from the side chamber where the clerics conferred.
Bennett seemed to care for his uncle amost as much as he
cared for hisfather. At news of the High Warrior's sickness,
it had been Bennett's voicethat had prevented the panic and
organized the temporary quarantine and the shifting of the
ailing noble to the temple. Now, the Knight of the Sword
divided his time between praying for his uncle and arguing
with clerics, whom he thought were reacting too dowly to
the crisis.

What of thewar? It was asif forgotten by thosewho dois
tered themselves within the walls of the Keep. The thought
nagged Huma dl the way to his cot.

Hewoke abruptly, hismind startlingly clear. Lord Oswd
was his first thought, and Huma immediately assumed the
worst. Others dept on, far more used to the daily loss of
precious life, it seemed to him.

Huma dipped out into the night and peered around. In
the dim torchlight, he could make out sentries keeping vigi-
lant watch on the wadls while others patrolled the court-
yard. Guards till stood before the doorway leading to the
High Warrior's abode. That was agood sign.

Unable to degp, Huma decided to return to the temple.
That Rennard had not come for him did not surprise him;
the pale knight evidently meant to keep vigil through the
entire crigs, if at al possible.

The rain had 4ill not let up, and the courtyard was turn-
ing into abowl of muck.

Thetempleof Paladine seemed oddly dark ashenearediit.
No one sood guard, which did not surprisshim. But ashe
made hisway up the steps and was about to knock uponthe
temple doors, he noticed that onewas dightly gjar. Pushing
it open, hediscovered themain corridor aso dark. That, he
knew, was not as it should be. Here there should have been
asentry or at leest aderic.

Suddenly Huma found himself before one of the Knights
of the Rose whose duty it was to act as honor guard and—
for this criss—guardian for theill High Warrior. The knight
stood at the doorway, looking quite stern, and Huma
amogt hailed him until heredlized that the man would not



bestanding in darknessunlesstherewasavery good reason.
Stepping cautiously, Huma made hisway acrossthe marble
floor and did not stop until he was face-to-face with the
guard.

The Knight of the Rose stared back, but did not see.

Huma held a hand before the other's face. He could fed
and hear the man's breathing, but it was the breathing of
onedeep in deep. Humadared dap the knight lightly on the
cheek. The guard did not tir.

L eaning closer, Humainspected the open eyes. They were
glazed. He had seen men like thisbefore, menwho had been
drugged for one reason or another. Huma suspected the
Knight of the Rose would remember nothing about hislapse
of duty. He dso suspected something similar had happened
to therest of the templ€'sinhabitants—including Rennard.

With aprayer to Paladine, Humadrew his sword. Hefol-
lowed the darkened halls until he came to the place where
Rennard had sat, only to discover that the gaunt knight was
gone. The doorway to theroomwhere Lord Oswd lay rest-
ing asowaspartially open, and Humadiscovered two more
guards in the same comatose condition.

Huma feared the worst. Rennard and Lord Oswva had
both been overwhelmed, he decided quickly.

With measured steps, Huma dowly opened the door to
Lord Oswd's chamber. The darkness disoriented him for
only asecond, then histrained senseslocated the even dark-
er blur—Lord Oswa standing by the makeshift bed.

Sanding? Huma blinked and alowed his eyes to adjust.
No, it was not the High Warrior. Oswd was, indeed, lying
on the bed. What then? A shadow?

Huma stepped forward and the darkness seemed to shift.
He blinked. The figure—or what he had thought was a
figure—was no longer there. With some trepidation, Huma
moved forward until he was standing next to the till form
of Lord Oswal. Hewas relieved to hear the regular bresth-
ing of the High Warrior.

Huma's f oot bumped against something. He peered down
and found himsdf gtaring at the inert body of one of the
clerics. The cleric dept as the guards had dept, his eyes
glazed and wide. Huma shook him hard in an attempt to



wake him, but the man did not even dir.

Hefdlt, rather than heard, the darkness tir behind him.
He hesitated and that hesitation might have nearly cost him
his own life, for something metallic struck his breestplate
andwould have cut degp into histhroat if he had moved any
dower.

Cursing himself, Huma parried another viciousjab by a
tiny, twisted blade. He had hisfirst glance at his attacker, a
figure in flowing darkness from which two red, glaring eyes
peered. The figure threw the blade at his head, forcing
Humato duck. Even asHuma dodged the weapon, the spec-
ter brought forth a smdl pouch and raised it.

The knight scuttled back quickly. There was no denying
what he faced now. The actions, the appearance—he was
surprised he had not recognized the intruder immediately—
were those of a cultist of Morgion, Lord of Disease and
Decay. One of the vermin had made hisway into Vingaard
Keep—and had o far succeeded in killing one, and possibly
two, of the most important figures in the knighthood.

The ragged figure hesitated before throwing the contents
of the pouch.

Huma leaped forward, his broadsword up and before
him. The flat of the blade dammed into the pouch, which
burst, but not before the sword's momentum pushed much
of it back at the hooded intruder. Huma stumbled back,
avoiding the deadly shower that rained on the other.

The assassin coughed and hacked as dust flew into his
face. He stumbled back, but Huma dared not step forward.
The cultist fell toward a pew and then, dowly, pulled him-
f back up again.

"If you think—" the voice was rough and strained, but
familiar "—to kill me with my own tools, know that Mor-
gion protects hisown. Besdes, | only wished to put you to
deep. Now you leave me no choice."

It was dl Huma could do to keep from dropping his
sword asthe hooded figure's throat cleared itself of dust and
hisidentity wasreveded. Humatook adesperate step back,
even as the cultist pulled out a broadsword hidden in his
robe.

"The knife point would have nicked you, and again you



would have dept. | fear, though, that thisisdl | have left
now." Theblade came up, itspoint directed at Huma's neck.

Huma could not bring himsdf to fight. It could not be
happening like this. It could not be true. Thiswas someter-
rible nightmare from which he would awaken!

The assassin laughed quietly. The sword lowered dightly.
The laugh ssemed to echo through Huma's mind, mocking
everything he had ever believed in.

"l had tried to protect you from this. | am sorry, Huma."

And though Huma could not spesk the words at first,
they pounded in his head, cried in his heart.

Why, Rennard?



Chapter 19

“Have you NoOthING fo sayP” ReNNard asked. “We
havetime. All degp here. Thewadlsarethick. They will not
hear our swords. Yes. | think we havetime™

"In Pdadine's name, Rennard. Why?"

Huma could dmost see the face, despite the hood and
darkness. He could dmost fed the bitterness as Rennard
sooke.

"When | lay dying of plague dl thoseyearsago, | pleaded
with Paadine, with Mishakal, with al the gods of that
house for release. They did nothing. | lingered, wasting
away. My visage shocks many now; it would have horrified
them even more had they seen it then. | had contracted the
Scarlet Plague, you s

The Scarlet Plague. Of dl the forms unleashed over the



years, the Scarlet Plague had been the worst. The knight-
hood had been forced to burn whole villages when the
greatest healers could not keep the disease under control.
The victims wasted away, but each day was agony and
many killed themselves long before the disease had the
chance. The name came from the redness of the skin as the
victim eventually burned up from the sickness. It was a
frightening thing, il talked of in whispers.

"Then when | was sure the agony would finaly kill me, |
was visited—not by the gods | had pleaded to, but by the
one god willing to take away my pain, for aprice" The
point of the blade rose again. "Morgion. Only he cared to
answer my prayers, though | had never looked to him. He
was willing to take my pain from me, make me whole if |
would become his. It was no difficult decison, Huma. |
accepted immediately and gladly.”

Huma prayed for something—Lord Oswa stirring,
knights coming to investigate the darkness, something—but
all remained quiet. How long had Rennard planned? How
long had he waited for this moment?

Huma heard more than saw the blade coming at him.
That other knight moved confidently inthedark. Y et Huma
managed again and again to counter each strike, though he
knew that Rennard's skill in persond combat was consid-
ered second to none. Especialy now, when hefaced aHuma
who aso fought within himself.

Then, as suddenly as he had attacked, Rennard ceased.
He chuckled quietly. "Very good. Much likeyour father."

"My father?"

They had worked their way farther from the doors,
toward where the clerics stood when they offered ceremo-
nies. Rennard pulled back his hood, and even in the dark
Huma could make out the pale, drawn skin. "Father. Oh
yes. That waswhy | protected you, you know. Themark of
Morgion, even on an unsuspecting person, isasign that that
oneis not to be harmed by any who serve Morgion."

Huma remembered the words of the cultistsin theruins.
They had seen the mark and had argued about it. Skularis
had not known the reason for its existence.

"What a sentimental fool | am," Rennard continued, "for



wanting to save my kin."

Kin? Huma shook his head in growing horror.

"Y ou areso very muchlike my brother was, Huma. Durac
was his name—Durac, Lord of Eldor, aland overrun soon
after he and | joined the knighthood. Nothing remains of
Eldor today, saveafew pitiful ruins. Just aswell. Unlike the
Baxtrey domains, where Oswa and Trake ruled jointly, |
would have inherited nothing. As eldest son, your father
inherited."

"Stop ill" Huma swung violently at the man who had
Petraé/ed al he believed in. A man who had once been a

riend.

Rennard defended himself eadly. After severd moments,
they parted again.

"l belonged to Morgion long before our father sent us as
squires to Vingaard Keep. From the first, | tried to protect
Durac. He was family, after all. The others who followed
Morgion might not understandthat, so | planted within him
the same invisible mark that protected you from them. It
proved to be afutile gesture. Y our father died in battle only
ayear after becoming aknight. He stayed back with a hand-
ful of others to block a passage through the eastern moun-
tains in Hylo—the only passage that would alow the
Queen'sforcesto attack from therear. Therest of usrodeto
warn themain army. Therewas nothing | could do. Ironic,
isit not? | wanted to tell him the truth about me at that last
moment, but of course | could not. Little did | know at that
time that he had left a wife and son."

Huma quivered, part of him yearning to hear the story,
part of him repulsed.

"Youmust ask Lord Oswa about Durac sometime—when
you meet him on the other sdel" Rennard charged Huma,
catching the anguished knight off guard. They struggled
together, and Huma found himsdf staring into a face half-
twisted by madness. Gone was the emationless facade that
he had aways wondered about, the mask behind which
Rennard had hidden his treachery. Huma succeeded in
pushing the other knight away.

"What was her name, nephew? Karina? | saw her only
once, years later, when | finally located the village he had



frequented before his death. She was a beautiful woman—
wheat-colored hair, elfin face, slim—a woman full of life. |
thought of wooing her, but then | saw you—Durac al over
again, though only alad—and knew that she would shun
thehorror that | was. | wasafool to think of anything other
than my promise to my truelord." Rennard's sword cleaved
theair asit camedown at Huma. Theyounger knight rolled
to the side and into a squatting position.

"Youkilled her, didn't you?' Humas voice was cold and
lifeless as he finally relived the days of his mother's fatal ill-
ness, which had seemed to come from nowhere.

"Y ou should thank me. | thought of you. | wanted you to
be the knight Durac should have been. | believed | could
keep you unaware of the truth." Rennard smiled obscenely.

"The dream. | had a dream about your foul god."

"I thought | might draw you to my side, make you acom-
rade and spare us this"

"What by the platinum dragon goes on here?"

Both combatants froze as light streamed into the room.
Bennett stood in the doorway, flanked by two of hisfellows
from the Order of the Sword. A quick glance showed Ren-
nard's realization of his mistake; Bennett must have retired
on hisown or at least have departed, and Rennard had had
no chanceto treat him ashe had treated dl those unsuspect-
ingothers.

"Rennard? Huma?' Whatever his faults, the son of the
late Grand Master was not dow. He took in the scene, saw
the tattered cloak and hood that covered Rennard's armor,
and knew what the knight represented.

Bennett pulled out his sword and pointed at thetraitor. "I
want him!"

"How quickly theveneer of dignity vanishesin the face of
petty emotions,” Rennard comment wryly. Without another
word, hetook asavage swing at Huma—who dodged—and
then Rennard bolted over the pews.

"He has nowhere to go!" Bennett's resemblance to abird
of prey was even more obvious now. His eyes were wide
and burned intensely, yet they caught every movement,
studied al angles. His movements were fluid, calculated.
Bennett was a hawk about to dive uponits prey. He stalked



Rennard now.

But Rennard stepped into the shadows of the wall—and
did through. Humareached thewalls before the others and
felt the spot. He did not think that Rennard had used sor-
cery to get away, as Magius had done once. No, it might-
yesl Huma's fingers found a dight indentation, and the wall
suddenly gaped open to swallow him. Behind him, he could
hear Bennett shouting for the other two to follow, thenthe
wall closed once more. Huma had no time to wait for them.

Where did Rennard hope to go?

The elder knight's rapid footsteps were barely audible,
moving upstairs. What did Rennard hope to find up there?

This was not an ancient, hidden stairway as Huma first
suspected; he passed two windows on hisway up to the next
level.

The stairway ended at a trapdoor in the ceiling. Cau-
tiously, he reached up and, with hisblade ready in his other
hand, pushed it open. Wind and rain rushed to meet him.

The attack he expected did not occur.

Footsteps behind him aerted him to the presence of Ben-
nett and his two companions. Huma did not want them to
be the ones to face Rennard. That was reserved for himself.

» Sowly, Huma stepped up and out, into therain.

The roof was empty. Therewasno place to hide, no place
to flee to. The knight walked to the nearest ledge and peered
over. Knightswere beginning to gather below; Bennett had
sounded the dert.

The first of Bennett's two companions lifted himsdf out
onto the roof. "Where is he? Did you catch him?*

Huma shook his head. Where was Rennard? The new-
comers aso combed the roof, but they could not discover a
trace. Rennard had ssimply vanished.

Bennett refused to believe this. Knights searched dl the
nearby buildings and, when that failed to turn up anything,
searched the rest of the Keep aswell. Rennard's belongings
were gathered and inspected, but they offered few clues.

The clerics had rushed to Lord Oswd's Sde the moment
they learned of the attack. To their amazement, he appeared
to berecovering. Asonederic explained to Huma, Bennett,
and the otherswho had assembled, Lord Oswa'sbody was



throwing off effects of the dose that Rennard had adminis-
tered earlier—thus the assassin hoped to effect a second
dose before the High Warrior had recovered.

Astheknights dispersed, some to continue the search for
the traitor, some to their various duties, Huma felt a hand
on his shoulder. He started, hisfirst thought that Rennard
had come to finish him off. The figure behind him spoke.

"It's Bennett."

Huma turned dowly around, and the two faced one
another. Oswd's nephew seemed to befighting severa emo-
tionsal at once, for his face registered traces of embarrass-
ment, anger, and confusion. At last, he reached out a hand.

"My gratitude for al you've done.

Uncertain asto how to react, Humasimply took the hand
in his own and shook it. "l failed to capture your father's
killer."

Bennett forced his face into immobility. Humaknew that
the other knight was very uncomfortable. "You unmasked
him. Y ou saved my uncle. Even—evenfought that paletrai-
tor to a standstill, something | never could have done"

The hawk-faced knight saluted briefly and departed.
Huma watched him disappear, a brief smile playing on his
lips before he, too, turned and left, hoping to find some
trace of Rennard.

It came as no surprise, two days later, that Lord Oswa
became the new Grand Master. He had remained isolated
before that decision, with only the Council members speak-
ing with him. All possible opposition by Bennett had van-
ished; in fact, the new Grand Master's nephew was
petitioning to step up to the Order of the Rose. There was
every likelihood that hewould be recommended. It wasaso
likely that he would be wearing the trappings of High War-
rior himsdf before long.

Huma struggled to get through those two days. When he
was at last granted an audience with Lord Oswva, Huma
shook vighly. To him, the Grand Master wasafigure amost
asrevered as Pdadine, for hewas, after dl, theliving sym-
bol of the Triumvirate's desires.

AsHumaknelt in supplication, an odd sound reached his



earsand he dared to look up. Flanked by animpressive hon-
or guard consisting of veterans from al three Orders, the
Grand Master was sitting on his throne and chuckling.

"Get up, Huma. You don't have to stand on ceremony
with me. Not now."

Huma rose and came closer. "Grand Master—"

A sigh. "If you must be formal, makeit Lord Oswad. | do
not have the pretensions of my brother—not y&."

"Lord Oswal, before | start, tell me of Durac of Eldor.”

"Durac? I've known two or three. Eldor . . . I'm not
Sure—"

"Please. Y ou know which one. Rennard'sbrother. My—
father."

The new Grand Master, stared open-mouthed. "Father?
Durac? Then, Rennard—"

"My unde" Huma forced the unsavory word from his
mouth.

"Pdading!” Lord Oswa's voice was little more than a
whisper. "Huma, | am sorry."

"Sr. My father?"

The Grand Master wiped something from his eye. "I'm
sorry, Huma. 1 wish | could tell you everything, but | hon-
estly don't remember much. Durac was a good knight,
although alittle overenthusiastic. Hewas abrilliant, amost
natural fighter, picking up skillsaseasily as| might pick upa
knife. | remember that he spent much of histimewest, but |
never knew it was because he had a family. | do remember,
though," Oswa said, rubbing his chin, "him shouting to us
asweleft him and the others to hold the pass. Now | redlize
what he meant. When he said 'watch over them,' | thought
he meant the men. What a fool! He meant his family, and
only Rennard really knew."

There waslittle more the Grand Master could add, which
disappointed Huma, though he did not show it. It was
Oswal who broke the uneasy silence by saying, "You have
my permission to start out for Ergoth and your mountains.
How many knights will you need to accompany you?"

"None."

"None?' The Grand Master leaned forward, his hands
gripping the throne tightly. "As you yourself mentioned,



thisis a matter of the utmost importance. | want to ensure
your success. Paladinehhas seenfit to give usthischance, but
I will not let you take unnecessary risks"

"What Paladine seeks must be from me done” Huma
replied. "I feel that now. | cannot explain how | know. It
simply feels right.”

Oswd sighed and leaned back. "You say that with great
conviction. My head tells me that you are wrong, but my
heart listensto you. | think, in thismatter, | will gowithmy
heart, for that is where belief begins”

‘Thank you, milord."

Lord Oswd stood. Humafollowed suit. The Grand Mas-
ter clasped Huma on the shoulders. "Regardiess of your
birth and who your parents were, | shal aways consider
youmy son."

They held one another briefly, then Oswd broke away.
"Go on. Get out before I become even more a sentimental
fool than | am"

Few knights were around the courtyard when Huma
chose to leave. He had wanted it that way. It would make
the departure easier, at least for him. A part of him felt asif
he were running out, that he should remain in Vingaard
Keep until Rennard was found and punished. Yet Huma no
longer wanted any part in the other's capture. He had
known the gaunt knight far too long to simply forget al
those past times, when the two had been friends.

Onefigure he did note. Bennett, standing on the parapet
and scanning the Keep. The Grand Master's nephew was
gtill searching for his father's murderer. The search through
Rennard's belongings had uncovered ancient plans for the
Keep that had been thought lost forever. They included two
passages within the temple that not even the clerics knew
about.

The dour Bennett turned from gazing out at the lands sur-
rounding Vingaard and noted Huma. He nodded dowly
and then turned away. That was dl.

Huma's path took him through another half-dead village.
He had been riding for an hour. Twice, Huma had met



patrolling knights, and each time he had brought them upto
date on the futile search going on in Vingaard Keep for the
traitorous Rennard.

The inhabitants of this particular village eyed the lone
knight differently than those Huma had passed in other
places. Therewas atension in their very movements, agreat
sense of fear, asif they expected to see the Dragonqueen her-
«df swoop out of the sky at any moment. Sowly, they
began to mill around Huma and his horse.

The warhorse dowed nervoudly, its nostrils flaring asiit
stared at possible enemies. Huma pulled tight on the reins,
re-exerting mastery over the beast. He did not want to have
the lives of innocent commonfolk on his hands.

It soon proved impossible for the horse to proceed, 0
concentrated had the small crowd become. The villagers
enveloped animal and rider in awave of human fear. Huma
began picking up muttered questions, deding with the
events in the Keep.

A grimy, bony claw touched hisright leg. A rasping voice
asked, "Is it true? Has the Grand Master been murdered?
Are we no longer safe?"

"l heard that the Council wantsto surrender!” cried out a
voice that the knight could not locate.

That last statement increased the anxiety of the villagers.
They crowded even closer, oblivious to the danger they
faced from the hooves of the trained steed. Huma tried to
wave them back.

"Stand aside! Let me through! If you don't, the horse
might hurt you!"

"Hes fleeing!" cried the same voice. "The knights are
lost!"

"Were dl log!" ghrilled an old woman. She fainted and
was lost in the press of bodies.

"You can't leave ud"

"You'retryin' to saveyour own skin!"

"Get back!" Faces filled with anger and confusion moved
through Humas vision. Hands clawed at him. The horse,
spooked, reared. Thosedosest to the animd'sfront cameto
their senses and turned to escape. But those who had been
behind them continued to move forward.



An elderly man fell. The knight succeeded in caming his
mount and then sought to clear apath so that he could help
theoldman.

"Hes betrayed us al! He struck the elder down! Take
him!"

Ragged, gaunt figures surged on Huma. He pulled out his
sword and threatened them with it. The villagers backed
away but were by no means ready to give up—not when
they feared the Knights of Solamnia were abandoning them
to the tenderness of the Dragonqueen.

This time, Huma spotted the ingtigator, a figure clad in
the garments of a simple farmer, standing off to the side.
Theman madeno moveto run when heredlized hehad been
seen. Instead, he drew a broadsword and revealed once
more the face of evil.

Humadirected the horse through the crowd, forcing peo-
ple back with his sword and thanking Paladine that no one
hadyet daredhimto strike. Hereined the teed to astop less
than six feet from the figure.

"Bennett ill thinks you might be in the Keep."

Rennard smiled briefly. "I was until Lord Oswd's
appointment became official. Then| came hereto givethem
thenews"

Huma leaped off his mount, never taking his eyes from
his uncle nor sheathing the sword. "To put fear in their
hearts, you mean. To break down trust, make us fight
among oursdves."

"Itis—my calling. But not just these. Villagesdl over this
area. I've not dept since yesterday."

"They finally found your secret passages”

) "I know. | eft the maps on purpose. | had no more need of
them."

"Thisisinsane, unde"

"Uncle. Aword | never thought youwould use. Yes, it is
insane. The whole world isinsane. | gtrive to make it less
0" Rennard pointed at the villagers, speaking quietly
enough that they would not hear him. "Thefear will spread.
They will march on the Keep in their desperation, and the
knighthood will be forced to drive them away, with at least
some loss of life, | believe. The great Knights of Solamnia



will suffer both the notoriety of their actions and a terrible
blow to morale. | need not go on."

"This has dl been planned.”

"Of course. | could have killed the entire Council, but
that only would have strengthened the knighthood's
resolve. That iswhy | have traveled the near lands, in dis-
guise, gtirring the pot." Rennard straightened and the sword
swung dowly back and forth. "My only remaining duty is
you, Huma. | knew you would choose this route. | cannot
alow you to return to this—cavern. It may be amadnesson
your part, but | think not. | cannot risk being wrong about
something like that."

His sword came up swinging. Humaimmediately blocked
the thrust. The villagers stepped away as the two knights
fought, but the peopl€e's horribly expectant looks showed
Huma that they were waiting to see one of the knights die,
0 completely had they become Rennard's pawns.

The gaunt knight swung and gave Huma an opening.
Rennard's skill alowed him to parry much of the blow, but
Huma's blade still dipped under and struck a glancing blow
on the other'sright sde. The blade clanged off a solid sur-
face beneath Rennard's tunic, however, and a cunning smile
flashed briefly acrossthe pale knight'sfeatures. Beneath the
cloth, he still wore his armor.

Their blades clashed time and time again asthey struggled
through the rain-soaked village. The human wall that sur-
rounded them bent and twisted, but never revealed a gap.
Huma wondered what would happen to him even if he
defeated Rennard. The villagers might very well fall on him.

"Very good!" hissed Rennard. "I trained you well!"

"Wl enough." Huma said no more. He knew he needed
to save every ounce of strength, for Rennard was living of f
his madness and fighting with daunting power and ferocity.

Huma dipped in the mud just as Rennard's blade flashed
past his throat. The traitor fell forward, and Huma caught
him sharply in the leg. Rennard did not scream, though his
leg was awash in blood dmogt immediately. He hobbled
away from Huma.

They turned to face one another again. Humawas on the
verge of exhaustion, while Rennard was becoming faint



from the terrible wound across the front of his right leg.
Humas blade had just missed the muscles and tendons that
would have cost Rennard the limb.

"Surrender, Rennard. Y ou will be treated fairly; | swear
it."

Thepaleknight looked moredrawn than normal. "1 think
not. A traitor such as mysdf, who has killed one Grand
Master and amost another, could hardly expect fair treat-
ment from the knighthood."

Huma knew that his strength would return the longer
they talked, while Rennard's would only continue to seep
away. Even now, it was difficult for the other to stand.

"Come, nephew. Let usfinish this" With amazing stam-
ina, Rennard charged Huma, attacking with a variety of
moves. Huma stood his ground and dlowly began to move
on the offensive. Rennard's face became blurred as al was
reflex, and the lessons—ironically, Rennard's lessons—
allowed Huma to counter each and every move.

A thrust broke through Rennard's defenses. It caught him
inhissword arm and the traitor almost dropped hisweapon
astheinjured limb jerked uncontrollably for amoment. He
was left wide open, and Huma's blade came within an inch
of his face.

They were both caked with mud now. Rennard had lost
the madness that had possessed him, and he now seemed to
redize that he had al but lost. Humawas better than he; his
eyes knew it even if his face reveded no emotion. Now, it
was al Rennard could do to prevent the killing blow.

Huma broke through his uncle's guard again, and Ren-
nard suddenly wavered on two badly bleeding legs.

He collapsed to his knees.

That broke the spell. Huma blinked, looking down at
Rennard, whose life fluids were mixing with the muck. A
look of disgust spread across Humas face.

"It's over, Rennard. | won't kill you. It would serve no
purpose” o

Rennard tried to stand. On one knee, he waited, his
sword at shoulder level, ready to defend.

" will not go back, Huma. I will not suffer the mockery of
atria."



Huma lowered his sword. "Let me help you. You werea
good knight. One of the best."

The laugh that Rennard responded with became a hack-
ing cough. The cultist barely kept from toppling over. "Do
you not understand? I've never been a knight1 Since that
day, my life has been in the hands of another god, and | have
faled even him. Look at mel" Rennard smiled feebly and
Huma was shocked to see that his former companion's pal-
lid skin was dowly turning scarlet. "My reward for failure. |
never truly have been cured, I've merely lived day by day."

"Rennard. A patrol will be by. They can locate adeic.”

"No deric will touch me"

Whatever spdl or nightmare the former knight had cast
upon thevillagewasgone, for now the people were scream-
ing and crying at the sight of this, one of the worst plagues.
Within seconds, the two armored figures stood aone.

"Rennard—"

It had become a strain for the other knight even to speak.
The plague was coursing through his body.

"Don't come near me, Huma. It spreads through touch.”
Rennard was smiling. "Ther€ll be nothing left when it fin-
ishes. They'll be lucky if they find more than a shdl.”

Where was a patrol? Huma scanned the horizon in frus-
tration.

"For whatever it is worth, nephew,” sputtered the dying
figure, "I hope you find what you are looking for. Perhaps
there dill isachance"

There! Huma spotted distant figures on horseback. They
were moving too dowly, though. Much too dowly.

"Huma. . "

The young knight looked down. Rennard's face twisted
with pain. "Pray to Paladine, Rennard! The patrol is near-
ing thisvillage. When | explain—"

"Thereisnothingto explain, savethat they must burnmy
body where | lie" Rennard straightened and gripped the hilt
of his broadsword with both hands, to steady it.

With a goeed that belied his sckness, Rennard ran the
edge of hisblade across his throat.

"No!" Only theredlization that hewould carry the plague
prevented Huma from wrenching the sword from the rag-



gedfigure. It wastoo late already. No cleric could bind such
awound in time,

Rennard's limp hand released the sword, which fell and
buried itself in the mud only a moment before Rennard's
lifeless form did the same. Huma dropped his own weapon
and fell to his knees.

"No." His voice was less than a whisper. Huma put his
face in his hands and let his battered emotions run their
course. Faintly, he heard the clattering sound of many
horses, and then all was silent.



Chapter 20

Silence.

The intermingled cries of the oncoming horses and the
terrified villagers who believed that the worst of plagues
had been released in their midst, the tumult of hoofbeats—
even thewind—all turned to silence.

The slence was interrupted by the distant beating of
metal against metal.

Sowly, unbdievingly, Huma raised his head from his
hands and stared wide-eyed at the world around him. The
weary lands outside of Vingaard Keep, the entire outdoors,
for that matter, were gone.

What stood before him now was the mirror—the same
mirror that he had fallen through days ago. Now, al it
revedled was the disheveled form of a worn knight who



looked scarcely dive.

Hewasback in Wyrmfather's cavern.

Had it truly happened? It seemed unlikely at first. More
conceivable that it had been anillusion. But Huma till felt
the pains that had been inflicted on him in that so-cdled
dream. A nightmare, then. One very rea nightmare. For
Rennard was indeed dead.

Huma leaned back and removed his gauntlets. He rubbed
his eyes and stared at the cursed mirror.

He was both angered and relieved—angry at feeling likea
puppet, relieved that he was going to be permitted to con-
tinue on hisquest and perhaps reunitewith Kaz and Magius.

Where had they been dl this time?

Huma continued to stare at the mirror. The shock of Ren-
nard's betrayal and death was till with him. Rennard was
dead and Humawould pray for him, but the knighthood—
no, al of Ansalon—still had a chance, if what Huma had
been told was truthful—that somewhere in these mountains
wasthe key to victory.

His reflection stared back at him from the mirror, and
Huma's mind finally registered what he was seeing.

He stumbled forward quickly. Huma had momentarily
forgotten what had taken place in this chamber, what had
happened to him. He had, as difficult it was to conceive,
amost forgotten Wyrmfather.

If time passed here as it had at Vingaard Keep, the huge
form should be ripe. Carrion-eaters of al shapes and sizes
should have established their territories. But neither was
true.

The gigantic head and neck lay exactly where they had
falen, true, but Wyrmfather's gigantic bulk had turned to
metal, metal of the purest nature, morebrilliant than silver.
At the same time, it resembled that other metal more than
any other. He ran his hands over it, feeling the smoothness
and marveling at how great a quantity there must be. For
lack of a better name, he caled it dragonsilver.

He stumbled awkwardly around the great mass, hisinter-
est suddenly magnetized by the object that had destroyed
Wyrmfather. Somewhere within its massive jaws, the huge
corpse concedled the sword that had spoken to Huma. He



wassureit had called to him, just ashewas sure that hehad
to haveit. If Humagained nothing else from thisexperience,
he wanted the sword.

The head of the dead titan was twisted upside down, and
Huma discovered that the lower jaw rested firmly atop the
upper. That meant that the sword was buried within atre-
mendous mass of pure metal, with no way to retrieve it.
Angered, Huma banged his hand against the snout of the
creature; the shock brought his senses back, and he briefly
vr\f'ondered at his obsesson with the ancient blade. Best if

e-

He kicked something with his foot. It made a metdlic
sound, and Humalooked down to ssethevery object hehad
been seeking. With a startled cry, he fell to his knees and
practically cradled theweapon. It wasto behis. Thiswasa
sign.

From the moment his hands touched it, the blade had
begunto glow again. Humabasked happily inthat glow, for
it soothed him and made him forget the terrible events of the
past few days. Reluctantly, he sheathed the sword and
crawled on top of the great beast. Wyrmfather's doping
neck proved to be an excdlent ramp from which Huma
could climb to one of the upper tunnels that dotted the
cavern and seek the mysterious smith. That was, he
believed, hislogica destination.

Neither the endless mounds of gold nor the gleaming
caches of jewery interested him, now that he had the
sword. Themirror gill intrigued him, but he could not carry
it with him through the cavern. He consoled himself with
the thought that he could return for it if he succeeded.

With a proper blade in his hands for once, Huma was
soon fedling rested and confident as he strode up the amaz-
ingly long neck of Wyrmfather.

Thetunnelsimmediately abovewere naturally lit, though
not to the degree that the lower ones had been. Gazing
down one, Huma could see no difference between it and the
passages he had traversed origindly. Dark shadows were
everywhere. Emboldened, now that he hdd aweapon wor-
thy of him, Huma stepped off the neck of the petrified
Wyrmfather and entered the closest tunnel.



He became impatient as time dragged and he found only
more corridors. Where were the challenges? Wyrmfather
had been one, but Huma knew there must be two others.
Stll, he thought, they could not possibly compare to his
brush with the huge beast. Perhaps having faced Wyrm-
father was test enough.

One hand stroked the pommel of the sword. Maybethere
was no actual need for whatever eselay within this moun-
tain. The sword aone wasworth an army, and Huma con-
trolled the sword.

His impatience grew as he continued to follow what
seemed like endless tunnels. All Huma wanted to do now
was leave. Challenges no longer concerned him. The blade
was dl he needed. What could the cavern offer that would
better a weapon of such power and perfection?

The thought of aflank under his command occurred sud-
denly to him. After dl Huma had accomplished, Lord
Oswd surdy would reward him. Not only had he brought
back aweapon of great value, but he had exposed Rennard
and saved the dder knight's life.

A major command position had aways been Humals
dream. From there, it could not be long before he would
command an entire army.

A smile began to spread across his face.

"Step no further.”

At first, Humahad not noticed the figure standing before
him. Clad in along, flowing cloak of gray, the figure blend-
ed in well with his surroundings, especialy with the
shadows now dominating. The figure's face was gray, as
were his teeth and tongue. The only noticeable change from
the previous encounter with the gray man was that he was
not smiling in the least thistime.

"You again!" Huma was happy to see the odd mage—if
mage he was—because he now could boast to someone oth-
er than himsdlf. "I have beaten your chdlenges, eedily! I've
come to clam my prize—not that it ssems s important

"Certainly. Leave your sword where you are and wak
forward."

"My sword?' Thegray man might have askedfor hisarm.



"Your sword. | dways assumed the acoudticsin herewere
fairly good. Am | wrong, then?' At the moment, the mage's
face was as unreadable as Rennard's had always been.

"Why?' Humadid not care for this suspiciousmove. The
gray man was a servant of the Dragonqueen after dl. It
mu§)t be that the gods now feared Huma's power—and why
not”

"That thing thereis not alowed within these chambers. It
should not be alowed anywhere."

"This?" The knight held aoft the magnificent sword,
admiring the way it glowed so strongly. He had thought it
well-made before, but the radiance of its fully awakened
beauty was something to behold. Give it up? Humawould
fight first!

"That 'wonderful' blade you bear is known as the Sword
of Tears. It's ardic from the Age of Dreams. Through it,
Takhisis seduced the ogre race, twisted them from beauty,
until dl but ahandful strayed from the path. It issaid to be
the weapon with which the champion of darkness will chal-
lenge light on that final battle before the last day. It is pure
evil, and should be banished. If there is any true choice™

"Yourewrong. Thisisthekey to our victory. Look at it!"

The gray man shaded his eyes. "I have. Many times. Its
wicked travesty of illumination dill irritates after al these
centuries.”

Huma lowered the blade, but only so he could point it
toward the man barring hisway. "Isit that? Or are you one
who shunsthelight in genera? | think it isyou who are the

"If you could only see your face."

"My face?' Huma laughed arrogantly. "The Sword of
Tears, you say. Could it actualy be caled that because of
the tears that the Dragonqueen will shed when at last faced
with a power stronger than she?"

The gray man's face screwed into an expresson of dis
gust. "I see the horrid blade has not lost any of its charm.”

Holding his sword possessvely, Huma folded his arms.
"I've listened to your little tirade long enough. Will you let
me pass now?'

The guardian brought his staff up to eye level. "Not with



theswvord.”

Huma only smiled and thrust the sword into the rocky
wadl to hisleft. The blade sank in asif the tunnel were made
of curdled milk rather than stone, and the weapon flared
with emerdd light. With similar ease, the knight drew it
out. The blade looked unscratched, while that portion of
thewall had lost its natural glow.

The gray man only curled his lip and said mockingly,
"You had better strike it again. It may have somefight left in
it"

Huma glared at him. "Y our last chance. Will you yidd?'

"Not unless the sword is forfeited.”

"Then | shal dice apath through your body."

"If you can-

The knight raised the Sword of Tears, which seemed to
glow more brilliantly—as if in anticipation—and stepped
forward. The gray man stepped out of his defensive position
and—threw his staff on the tunnel floor. Huma stood there,
arm raised, momentarily stunned.

"Have you surrendered, then?

The hooded figure shook his head. "If you would con-
tinue, you must strike me down."

Srike him down! a voice shouted in Humas mind. The
green glow of the Sword of Tears dominated the tunnel
now. Srike him down! the voice repeated.

"Thisis—" Huma struggled to complete the thought. The
voice became insistent. Strike him down and gain your
prize!

"—wrong!"

"Give up the sword, Huma. Only then will you be free"

"No!" The word issued from the knight's mouth, but it
was not he who had spoken. Instead, the source seemed to
have been thebladeitsalf, which now caused Humasarmto
rise as if he were intending to smote the gray mage.

"No!" Thistime, it was Humawho spoke. He collgpsed
against the side of the passageway and regarded with sud-
den disgust and horror the thing he held in hishand, despite
the brilliance that caused even the gray man to turn away.

Take me! Wield me! | was meant to glory in blood! | was
meant to rend the world for my mistress!



"No!" The denia came more firmly now as the shock in
Humas eyes gave way to anger. He had torn free from the
malevolent artifact's spell. The blade had asked the impos-
sible of him—to purposefully strike down one who neither
deserved it nor sought to defend himself. Huma had not
been able to do 0 with Rennard, and he could not do so
now with the dun-colored guardian.

Power surged from the sword, and Huma screamed. The
shockwaves threw the knight to the floor. It felt as if every
fiber of hisbody were being torn apart. He could see only
green, could fedl only the pain, and could hear only the
incessant command of the Sword of Tears as it sought to
overcome hiswill.

"Humal" Another voice, familiar, sought to assert its
influence on him. He took the lifeline and concentrated.

"You must be willing to part from it—totally—or the
demon sword will have your body and soul!"

Totdly? Huma struggled against the pain. He saw now
that the Sword of Tears worked only for its own wily pur-
poses and would never truly be anyone's servant. That real-
ization gave Huma the willpower he had lacked.

"I deny you!" He held the sword at arm's length, sickened
by it. "l will haveno part of you and, therefore, you haveno
power over mel"

The pain diminished and Huma pressed his advantage.
Sowly, he forced the outside presence from his head, revil-
ing it, confident now that it had no true power. The pres-
ence seemed to shrink back from his determination, and the
emerald brilliance diminished dramatically.

Master, it cdled. You aretruly master.

It cowed before his mind. Huma's confidence grew, until
athought flashed through his head. Now that he had defeat-
ed it, could he not use it safely?

No! Huma pushed the thought away. Sweet dripped from
his forehead. His skin had gone white.

Huma threw the demonic blade wildly across the corri-
dor. Ashedid, hethought he heard, or felt, amaddened cry.
The sword clattered against the opposite wall and dropped
to the ground. The glow had al but vanished.

"Never," Huma panted. He leaned againgt the wdll, his



hands on hisknees. "Not for al the power in theworld."

Sow footsteps indicated the near presence of the gray
man. A strong hand fell on Humals shoulder. "There is no
more reason to fear. The Sword of Tears is nothing. No
more than smoke in the wind. See?"

Huma looked up. The demon sword was wavering and
beginning to fade, to sink through the stone to nothingness.
Within seconds, there was no trace of its physica form or
the sinister presence within.

"Whereisit?'

"Hopefully, back where it belongs. The thing hasamind
of itsown, but you know that. | think I've put it in aplace
where it will take some doing for it to break free"

The knight looked up. "Y ou saved me—and my soul."

"I?' Thegray manlooked dightly amused. "I did nothing
but make afew friendly suggestions. It was you who had to
facethered battle. Y ou persevered, though."

"What happens now?' Huma stood dowly. His body
ached. His head ached. He did not think he was capable of
anything just yet. Huma sumped against the wall.

"Now?' The gray man sounded amused. Huma could not
see what was 0 funny. "Now . . . you step through and
damyour prize. Y ou have defeated dl three chdlenges”

"Defeated—" The knight shook his head sadly. "You're
mistaken. | barely escgped with my life, much lessmy soul.”

"Youlive. Yes. Thatisthepurposeof everything. Tostrive
for life, for purpose”

"Wyrmfather. The Sword of Tears. That makes only two
chdlenges. Unless—" The truth struck Humaforcefully.

Thegray man smiledasad, gray smile. "Y our trip through
the mirror was no accident. A dark stain had spread itsdlf
deep within the fabric of the knighthood, and who better to
cleanse theknighthood of that foulness than one of its own?
Most, | think, would have been pleased to day Rennard
without permitting him a chance to surrender. Y ou wanted
to save him, even then. That—the passion for life—iswhat
theknighthood truly strivesfor, aboveall ds"

Huma straightened, stared at the seemingly endless tun-
nel behind the gray man, and then turned back to the hood-
ed figure.



"Areyou Pdadine?’

The gray mage smiled mischievoudy and tapped the side
of hisnose. "I could say | am, but | won't. Let usjust say that
the bal ance between good and evil must be maintained and|
am one of those chosen to see to it—much like yourself,
though | fear my part is smdl compared to your own." He
gave Huma no opportunity to reply. "It is time you went
through thislast tunnel and claimed your reward. As| said
?e_fﬁre, you must go weaponless. Weaponless, save your
ath."

AsHumastared, the gray man raised a hand, which hed
two daggers, gingerly, by the tips. Huma reached ingtinc-
tively to his own belt, but his daggers were gone. They
belonged to the gray man now, only the gray man was
gone, too. Only the gaping tunnel stood before Huma.

He took a step toward the darkened passageway.

Huma said two prayers—one to Paladine and the second
to Gilean, Lord of Neutrality—and waked into the dark-
ness

Huma could not judge time, but he was sure that he had
been walking for along period when the first echoes of the
hammer reached him. They seemed neither far nor nesr,
and theintensity never changed. It wasnot asit hadbeenin
thegreat chamber, wherethetowering, maddenedleviathan
had shrieked out at such torment. Rather, the familiar
sounds of a smith at work put the knight at ease as he
recaled a point in his training where he was taught the
basics of thetrade. All knights had some knowledge of the
craft, for eech might be called upon to mend armor or shoea
horse. A good smith, as the knighthood dictated, could do
virtually anything with an anvil, a hammer, and fire-red
metal.

Whoever worked at the anvil had to be a mighty man,
Huma decided, for thefall of the hammer went on with such
regular rhythm and for such agresat length of time that most
menwould havefallen to their kneesby now. At that, who
said it must be aman? Might it not be Reorx himself? Here,
gﬁle(;jew, wasaplace of godsand power. Anything mightlie



Then, when he had not noticed it somehow, Humafound
himsdf standing in the massive armory.

Countless implements of war and peace hung, stood or
lay fromwall towall, asfar ashe could seeinthedimlight,
and evenfromthe ceiling high above. A scklewhoseblade,
if straightened, wouldbe at |eest thelength of Huma'sbodly.
Swords of dl shapes and Szes, some curved, some straight,
somethin, and some heavy. Jeweled and plain. One-handed
andtwo-handed.

Here he saw even more suits of armor than in the cham-
bers below. The suits ranged from the most primitive
breastplates to the latest full armor as worn by the
Ergothian emperor. Shiddshung above the suits, represent-
ing every crest ever created, including that of the Knights of
Solamnia

Therewas 0 much more, and Humalonged to see dl of
it. He felt asif he had stepped into the lost tomb of some
great warrior. Y et thiswasno logt resting place of the deed,
for theweaponry and artifacts here were devoid of dust or
any sgn of age. Each piece he inspected might have been
made only yesterday, so sharp were the edges and smooth
werethe sdes. No rust infected the armor; the wooden han-
dleof the sickle had not rotted. Humaknew, however, that
these creations were even older than the chambers below,
that before al dse in this mountain maze, this set of cham-
bers had been first. He could not say how he knew, just that
heknew.

Thefall of the hammer had become apattern in his ears,
and he did not notice at first when it stopped. When he did,
he had dready wandered midway through the armory, his
gazeflickering back and forth. Huma paused then, momen-
tarily unsure. 1t was at that moment that he saw the flicker
of light from ahead and heard the unknown smith resume
hiswork. Only two massive doors barred hisway.

Huma reached forward to knock upon one of the doors,
even asit swung open. The dight movement was accompa:
nied by atremendous squeak, and it amazed the knight that
the hammer kept falling as if its wielder had heard nothing
or did not care.

It was a smithy of godlike proportions. A huge tank of



water that could only befor cooling theproduct. A massve
forge where—Huma had to squint—shadowy figures
stoked the furnace with might and gusto.

The hammering ceased with finality. He wrenched his
eyes from the sun-hot forge and turned.

The anvil stood as high as Huma's waist and would have
weighed half a dozen times his weight in full armor. The
soot-coveredfigure that sood besideit, atwo-handed ham-
mer held eedily in one hand and raised high above hishead,
turned to study the newcomer. The figures at the forge
cead their activity, as did two others near the anvil. The
smith lowered his arm and stepped forward. Humas eyes
did not go immediately to the face but were riveted instead
by that arm. It was metal, a metd that gleamed like the
materid that Wyrmfather had become.

Then Huma looked into the face of the smith. Like the
body, it was soot-covered, but Huma could s that the
smith claimed no one race ashisown, for the featureswerea
blend of elf, human, dwarf, and something... unidentifia-
ble.

The gamith studied him from head to toe and, in a voice
surprisingly quiet, asked, "Have you come at last for the
Dragonlance?'



©
[

Chapter 21

HuMa Gave the IOWeRING SMith a CONFUSED JOOK aND
sad, "Thewhat?'

"The Dragonlance. Areyou at last the one?' The dwar-
ven features pinched together in outright anxiousness. The
gmith's eyes narrowed as he waited for a response and his
thin, even mouth was no more than a flat line across his
mostly human face. That "other" gave him afrightening yet
handsome appearance that was not common to any of the
other three races.

"I havefaced the challenges, or so | am told. That iswhat
the gray man sad.”

"The gray man sad it, did he? Even ancient Wyrm-
father?' The hulking figure did not wait for a response.
"Yes | supposeyoudid, for hehasbeenrather quiet of late.



It seems S0 strangenot to hear hisrantings and ravings any-
more. | cannot recall a day when he was s quiet. | shall
have to adjust, | suppose." He shrugged.

"Have | answered your question to your satisfaction?'
Though Huma's confidence had not yet recovered, hisdig-
nity had. He did not want to appear overwhelmed.

"Indeed you have," the smith whispered, more to himsdlf
than to the knight. "Indeed you have."

The smith let out a strong, hearty laugh. "Great Reorx!
Never did | think to see the day! At last, someone will be
able to properly appreciate my handiwork. Do you know
fh%v long it has been since I've spoken to someone quali-

ied?'

"What about them?' Huma pointed at the spectral figures
behind the smith. They seemed unoffended.

"Them? They are my assistants. They have to like my
work. They would not understand the true use of the
Dragonlance as a knight would. Paladine, I've waited 0
long!" The huge man's voice echoed through the chambers.

"I forget mysdf." The smith's voice faded abruptly, and
his face became dour. Huma noted that the other's mood
changes were as abrupt as his features were unique. "l am
Duncan Ironweaver, master smith, armorer, and student of
Reorx himself. | have waited far longer than | wish to
remember for your coming. For many ayear, | worried that
you might never sat foot near here, but | should have known
better." Duncan Ironweaver reached out a hand to Huma,
who took it without thinking and found himself grasping
warm metal.

The smith noticed him staring at the device and grinned.
"Wyrmfather himself took my arm years ago, when | wasa
foolish young man. Though it pained me, | have never
regretted its loss. This works so much better that | have
often wondered what it might be to have an entire forged
body." He seemed to consider thisfor severa secondsbefore
realizing he had drifted from his subject. "Of course, with-
out the silver arm, | would lack the strength and resistance
necessary to forge the great dragonsilver into afinely craft-
ed Dragonlance."

Again, the Dragonlance. "What isthe Dragonlance? If it



iswhat | have comefor, can | seit?'

Ironweaver blinked. "I've not shownyou?' Heput ahand
to his head, unheedful of the soot spread on both. "Of
coursenot! My mind isaddled. Comethen. Follow me, and
we shall gaze together on awonder that encompasses more
than my smple skills and your daring."

The smith turned and wound a path into the darkest
depths of the chamber. The four shadowy assistants made
way for their master and the knight. The helpers seemed to
melt into the darkness itsdf by the time Huma was near
enough, and the only things he could glimpse were four
pairs of eyesthat seemed to stare straight through him.

Severd yards ahead of him, Ironweaver was whistling a
tune that vaguely resembled a Solamnic marching song.
That made Huma relax a little, though he did wonder just
what connection the smith had with the Knights of Solam-
nia and how far back it went. By this point, the knight
would not have been surprised if he had awakened back at
Vingaard Keep and discovered that all of this was a dream.

They came to another door, and the huge smith stopped
and turned to Huma. "Beyond that door, only you will go. |
have much work to get back to. Another will lead you back
to the outside world and your friends."

Friends? How did Duncan Ironweaver know about Kaz
and Magius? "And the Dragonlance?"

"You will know it when you seeit, my little friend."

"Where do—7" Huma started to ask something dse but
stopped abruptly when he found himsdf talking to air. He
quickly turned back in the direction they had come, but the
smithy itself was no longer visible. Only darkness. Huma
took afew tentative stepsin that direction and then retreat-
ed in disgust as hisface came in contact with a spider's web
of incredible Sze and thickness.

He spat the foul substance from his mouth and examined
theweb. It wasold, the culmination of generationsand gen-
erations. Dugt lay thick on its surface. Here and there, it
connected to rusting implements, swords, old metawork-
ing equipment—thingsforgotten by their creators and users
since long before Huma had been born.

But he had just come that way.



An uneasy thought intruded; what spider would need a
web 0 great?

His eyes ill on the web, Huma reached a hand out
toward the door. The handle, along, jagged onerusted with
age, would cooperate only after a struggle. At last the door
opened, unleashing a cloud of dust. Slowly, and with great
reverence, Humastepped into theroom of the Dragonlance.

He saw a charging stalion, armored in purest platinum
and snorting fire as it raced the winds. He saw the rider
then, a knight bold and reedy, the great lance poised to
strike. The knight aso was clad in platinum, and the crest
on hishedmet was that of amajestic dragon. On his chest he
wore a breastplate with the symbol of the Triumvirate: the
Crown, the Sword, and the Rose.

Within the visor that covered the face was light, brilliant
and life-giving, and Huma knew that here was Paadine.

The great charger suddenly leaped into the air, and mas-
sve wings sprouted from its sides. Its head elongated, and
its neck twisted and grew, but it lost none of its majesty or
beauty. From a platinum-clad steed it became a platinum
dragon, and together knight and companion drove the
darkness before them with the ad of the lance ... the
Dragonlance. It shonewith alife, a purpose of its own, and
the darkness fell before it. Born of the world and the heav-
ens, it was the true power, the true good.

The darkness destroyed, the dragon landed before Huma,
who could only fall to his knees. The knight released the
Dragonlance from its harness and held it toward the mortal
figure below him. With some hesitation, Huma dowly rose
and stepped forward. He reached out and took the lance by
its shaft. Then the dragon and its rider were gone, leaving
Huma aone with the wondrous gift.

He hdld it high and cried out in joy.

Sweat drenched him. Nearly al energy had been drained
from his body, but Huma did not mind, for it was the
exhaustion felt after the joyous exhilaration of achieving
one's dreams. There would never be another rapture likeit
in his life, he knew.



He lay on the floor of the room, bathed in white, pure
light. Risng to his knees, Huma gazed at the light and was
awed.

Above him, life-size, stood the dragon. Its eyes gazed
down upon the mortal, and it seemed to havejust landed. It
had been formed from pure platinum and sculpted by an
artisan whose skills must have rivaled the gods. The wings
were outspread, stretching far across the room, and Huma
was amazed that the metal could stand the strain. Each scale
of the dragon, from the largest to the smallest, had been
finely wrought in detail. Had it breathed, Humawould not
have been surprised, it was 0 lifelike.

Therider, too, might have beenready to leap off his com-
panion of the skies, so redl did he appear. Like the dragon,
his gaze seemed to be on Huma, though it was difficult to
tell; thevisor was down. The armor was as accuratein eve-
ry detail as the dragon's skin, and Huma could see every
joint, every link, and even the detail of the scrollwork on
thebreastplate.

What had lit up the room was the Dragonlance.

Long, deek, narrow, the lance would have stood almost
threetimestheknight'sheight. Thetip seemed to taper off to
apoint so sharp that nothing would bar its path. Behind the
head, nearly two feet from the tip, sharp barbs arose on
each dde, assuring that any strike would be codtly to the
foe.

The back end of the lance ended with an elaborate shidd
guard formed into the fearsome visage of an attacking
dragon with the shaft emerging like ariver of flame from the
leviathan's maw. Behind the guard, the platinum knight's
arm steadied the lance for battle.

Huma felt unworthy to take the Dragonlance from the
knight, so perfect was it. Neverthdess, he sgeded himsdf
and moved to it, climbing to undo it from the harness that
held it in place on the saddle. The post of the harness piv-
oted, allowing Huma some flexibility, but he was unsure
how to remove the metallic knight'shand from the weapon.
As he touched the fingers, they seemed to loosen of their
own regard and the lance nearly fell into Huma's waiting
ams.



The Dragonlance was heavy, aswas to be expected, but
Huma did not care about that now. He was overwhelmed
that this had come to him, the least of knights. That Pda
dineshould so blesshimwasamiracleinitself and, when he
had brought the lance to earth, he went to his knees and
gave thanks. The Dragonlance seemed to glow even
brighter.

When at |ast hisinitia awe had passed, he noted the other
lances that decorated the walls around him. That he had
somehow missed them perplexed him, but he gave thanks
that again Paadine had foreseen things, for one lance cer-
tainly would not be enough. He counted twenty total, nine-
teen like his own and one smaler one that was no less
brilliant and must, he decided, be for footsoldiers.

One by one, he removed the lances from their resting
places, taking each into hishandswith reverence. Herewere
tools with which Krynn could be rid of the Dragonqueen;
there should be no end of volunteers.

Oddly, there seemed to be no other exit than the doorway
he had come through earlier. Humawondered how hewas
going to get the lances out of the mountain and back to
Solamnia. Had he come this far to fail because of an
obstruction so relatively minor?

Gazing around the chamber, his eyes fell upon the figure
of the mounted knight. It waslooking slightly off to the side
and upward—as if it sought something near one of thefar
corners of the celing. So intense was the image that Huma
could not help but turn and look the same direction.

He saw nothing at first. Then, Huma spied the nearly
invisible outline of a trap door. Hurrying over to investi-
gate, the knight discovered hand and footholds in the wall
below the trap door. They were only indentations, impos-
shleto make out unless one stood directly in front of them.

Huma turned and stared anxioudly at the lances he had
gathered together. He hated leaving them here, but he knew
that he reguired assistance if he was to get even one of them
out of this chamber. He needed Kaz and Magius.

Gingerly, he began his climb. It was not as difficult ashe
had expected and he was soon near the ceiling. Opening the
door, however, proved to be difficult, for Humawas forced



to lean back precariously in order to push properly. The
muscles strained in the hand that held him back from a
deadly plunge. Huma had been forced to remove his gaunt-
letsfor abetter grip and now was paying for that asthe skin
dowly tore from his fingertips.

When the door wasfinally open, helet out asigh of relief.
Whoever had designed this had purposely made it difficult
for reasons Huma doubted he could ever guess. Still, what
mattered was that the way out was now open.

He reached up and felt a cool breeze dance through his
fingers. Moving his hand around he discovered that some-
thing soft, perhaps snow, covered the ground. Gripping the
sdes of the hole, Huma pulled himself upward.

Itwasdaylight. No rain. No cloud cover. Thesunlit the
mountainside, and Huma hung there, suspended halfway in
the ground, as he drank in the view. How long had it been
since he had really seen the sun? Huma could no longer
remember. It was a magnificent sight and a sign, perhaps,
that the tide had turned at last.

A thin layer of snow did indeed cover the ground. There
were no tracks in the snow around him, s he was alone
unless something flew above him. The skies were clear,
though. Clear and blue. He had forgotten the heavens were
blue.

Huma pulled himsdlf from the unseen hole and then took
careto study thesite. Theknight located alarge rock nearby
and placed it near the hole as amarker.

"I 'hoped you would succeed; | prayed you would suc-
ceed. Had you not, | don't know what | would have done"

"Gwyneth!" The name burst from his lips even as he
whirled.

Shewas clad in asimple cloak of slver hue, her hair flut-
tering. The young woman who had seen to his recovery in
the tent looked nothing like this stately—priestess? What
was her part in al this?

"I have indeed succeeded, Gwyneth! Below our very feet
lay the wegpons that will rid this world of the Dragon-
queen!”

She smiled at his enthusiasm and stepped forward. Her
feet seemed to barely touch the snowy ground, and Huma



noted then that she left no trace of any path. *e

"Tel me about it."

He tried to, how hetried to, but the words that tumbled
from his mouth were too weak, too complicated, too Smple
for what hewastrying to describe. It al sounded so improb-
able as he related his quest to Gwyneth. Had he redly
undergone dl that? How had the ancient terror caled
Wyrmfather been turned into a gleaming metal artifact sev-
eral timesthe sze of the knight? Had thevision in the cham-
ber of the Dragonlance been real or the product of hisown
delusion?

Gwynethtook it dl in, her faceimpassve savefor anuni-
dentifiablelook in her eyesas she observed Huma. When he
was finished, she nodded sagely and said, "From the
moment | first saw you, | saw greatness. | saw in you what
s many others before you did not have. You truly care
about the folk of Krynn. That is where the others have
failed. They cared, but it was little compared to their per-
sonal ambitions.”

Humatook her by the arms and held her. "Will you van-
ish now, like the gray man and the smith?"

"I will, for atime. You must locate your companions.
When you return, another will be waiting for you. One
whom you have met and who will be of aid in the coming

Sll

"And Kaz and Magius?"

"Near." She amiled. "I am surprised that they have toler-
ated one another thislong."

"I must find them," Humadecided suddenly. Therewasso
much to be done. He hated to leave Gwyneth, even though
they would meet again. Wouldn't they?

An uneasy look came into her eyes, and she squirmed free
from his grasp. The smile was 4ill in place, but it grew
wesker, more of a mask or defense. "Your friends are that
way." Shepointedtotheeast. "Y ou had best goto them now.
They are becoming anxious for you."

She turned from him and stepped quickly and lightly
away. Humaamost followed, but he cared enough for her
to respect her wishesin thismatter. That he might never sse
her again tore at him, but he let her go and turned his back.



Eastward, Huma made his way through the soft snow.
The cloud cover, he noticed, had not dispersed. It merely
avoided this pesk.

He had waked for no more than ten minutes when he
heard the voice. There was no mistaking it. It was Kaz,
angered. The knight's pace picked up. Only one person
would anger the minotaur so.

"If only | had done what | had desired and ended your
miserable existence there and then. Y ou have no honor, no
conscience.” The minotaur stood tall. His fists emphasized
eech point as he battered the air asiif it were the object of his
reprimand.

Magius sat with odd quietude on alarge rock, hishead in
his hands, unmoving, as the minotaur continued to berate
him. Huma tensed as he stepped toward the pair.

It was Magius who sensed his approach. The mage'sface
was pade and drawn, his hair radiating wildly about his
head. His eyeshad sunken in. They widened asheraised his
head, and his numbed mind finally recognized the figure of
hisonly friend.

"Humal"

"What?' Kaz jumped at the sudden shout. He saw the
direction of themagic-user's gaze and turned. The blood-red
look in his eyesvanished, and atoothy grin appeared on his
bovine face. The anger of a moment before was temporarily
forgotten. "Huma"

As the minotaur stepped forward, Magius seemed to curl
into himself. The mage stared pitifully in Huma's direction,
but made no move to join Kaz in greeting their lost com-
rade.

The minotaur amost crushed Humain a bear hug. Kaz
looked down at him, smiling dl the time, then suddenly lift-
ed the hapless knight off the ground and spun him around.
Humafelt like an infant in the hands of the huge man-beedt.

"Where have you been? | sought you out, but could not
find the path you had taken. | searched again and again call-
ing to you, but only thewind and that infernal cry respond-
ed. Sarg—Godsd! | finaly thought you were deed." He put
Humadown. Kaz turned on Magius, who stepped back asif
gruck. "When | told that onewhat had happened, hefairly



shouted with glee at firg."

"WHAT?' Huma gazed over at Magius. His childhood
friend would not look at him.

Kaz thrust afinger at the knight. "Do you know why you
were S0 important to him? It wasnot your friendship. It was
not your skills. His mad vision had convinced him that there
was indeed a gift from Paladine somewhere here but that he
would dieif hetried to claim it. So he intended to send you
in his place. You would have taken the attack that would
havekilled him! Y our life was expendable!" The angry war-
rior laughed coldly. "Can you believe it? He claimed a
knight in sun-drenched armor and bearing alance of incred-
ible power would run him through; did you ever hear such
nonsense?

"When he thought you were dead, he believed the vision
had been dtered forever. He was confident that he would
amost immediately find thisgreat secret and liveto useitin
your memory and his glory.”

Kaz paused to catch his breath, and Huma chose that
moment to step around the minotaur and confront Magius.
The mage looked up at him, amost fearfully, and moved
back a step. Huma reached out a hand, but Magius refused
to take it.

The minotaur came up behind Huma. "When we found
no path or cavern, he started to fall apart. | could have nev-
er believed this one could have a conscience. | suppose |
helped, for | reminded him every hour of every day about
what he had done. How you had talked of him as a good
friend."

Humaleaned down. Hisvoicewassoft. "Magius. Thereis
nothing to befearful of. | do not hate you for what you did.
That was not you; it was never you."

The shadow of the minotaur covered them both. Magius
turned away.

"What are you saying, Huma?" the minotaur demanded.
"This one betrayed you, had planned on betraying you
since before you and | met. All for some utter, sensdess
madness!”

"You weren't there!” Huma snapped. "I've heard tales of
how red the Tests are. Sometimes they exigt only in the



mind; sometimes they are completely and terribly existent.
In either case, the magic-user who isbeing tested can die”

"Magius" Huma whispered to his conscience-stricken
friend. The spellcagter ssemed to be on the edge of collgpse.
It must have seemed that the knight's ghost had come back
to haunt the one who had betrayed him. "Magius. Forget
thevision. You were right about the mountain. I've found
what we were seerching for!"

The mage's eyeswidened and narrowed, then he began to
cam down. "You found it?'

"I did. | faced the chalengesin the mountain and passed."

"What's that you're talking about?' roared Kaz. "What
challenges?'

Huma briefly described what had taken place within the
mountain. The story of Wyrmfather brought a strange light
to the eyes of Magius, who, stuttering, confessed he had
made a study of the design of the statuette years before,
only to come up with nothing more than afew scraps of leg-
end. Thetreachery of Rennard shook both listeners. Magius
had grown up with Huma and often had wondered about
theknight'sfather.

"By my ancestors twenty-five generations back! Would
that | had been there when you fought the father of al
dragons. Such a battle, and | missed it!" The minotaur
shook his head.

The knight grimaced. "It was more a battle for survival
than anything else. Luck had much to do with it."

"l think not. | do not see luck as a factor in these chal-
lenges. How many would have taken such action? How
many would have run or stood trembling before the
dragon? Many minotaurs would have thought it folly."

Magius tugged at Huma's arm, amost as a small child
might do. "The Dragonlance? Y ou haveit with you? | have
to seeit!”

A solid, dawed fist materidized before the spellcaster's
face. "Youll see nothing!"

Huma dared the minctaur's wrath by pushing the fist
down. Kaz glared at Huma, then forced himsalf under con-
trol.

"That iswhat | need your help for now," Humatold them



both. "Another person may be waiting to ad us, but I'l
need your help to pull the lancesfrom the chamber. All but
onle are more than twice your height, Kaz. It will be diffi-
cult.”

"We shdl do it, though, and this vermin here will hep."

Magius paled, but he stood his ground. "I will do every
bit as much work as you—most likely more."

The wind whipped the minotaur's mane around his face,
giving him a particularly wild look. "That remains to be

"Enough!" Huma shouted. Hewould drag the lances out
himself if need be. "If you are coming, do 0, or stay here
and let the snows eventually cover you!™

He stalked avay. A moment later, the other two followed
quickly and without comment.

Hehad marked the spot aswell ashecould. Therock was
where he had left it and he stepped over it and reached
down. Kaz and Magius looked on in curiosity, especidly
when Huma's hand found only hard earth and not the hole
that should have been there.

"What's the matter?* Kaz asked.

"I can't find it! | can'tfind it!"

The others fell to their knees and began searching the
ground.

"There is no need to search further,” a voice suddenly
said. "The Dragonlances are safe and ready for their journey
out into theworld."

The voice came from above them. A great wind buffeted
the trio, forcing them to step back. The voice gpologized
and the great wings dowed as the mgjestic dragon cameto
stop on anearby outcropping.

"I heard the summons,” said the same silver dragon who
had given aid to Huma and Kaz, what seemed so0 long ago.
‘The lances are ready, awaiting us in a safe place” She
gazed—fondly?—at theknight. "The next step in their jour-
ney, Huma, isup to you."
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Chapter 22

‘Sou? GwynNeth seNt fOR you?”

The slver dragon’'s head bobbed in acknowledgment.
"Thiswasthearea of my birth, long ago. | fill come here; it
ispart of my duty, part of my destiny to stand watch here,
waiting for the day the Dragonlanceswill be revesaled to the
world."

"How did you fare againgt the darkness?' Huma asked.
He remembered the dragons as they waited for the magicd
blackness to envelop them. At that time, he had wondered
whether they would live or die.

"Wewere vanquished.” Therewasvery human bitterness
in her voice. "It was more than just the work of the rene-
gades. We could fed the presence of the Black Robes,
though they werereluctant to beinvolved, for some reason,



and something else. Something so malevolent that two of
our number died there and then, merely because of its pres-
ence. We suspected and by the time we had lost, we knew."
She hesitated. "Takhisis has cometo Krynn itsdlf.”

They were al stunned. The minotaur's mouth worked,
but no sound emerged. Magius was shaking his head again
and again, asif he could deny it. Humajust stood there, the
stony look on his face masking well the fear and anguish he
felt. The Dragonqueen on Krynn—hope, it would appear,
was lost.

Orwasit? Immediately, Humaremembered the vision of
the platinum knight who had vanquished the darkness with
the glory of the lance.

He cut off any comments by stating flatly, "This means
nothing. We have the Dragonlances. Hope remains.”

Kaz shook his head while Magius simply absorbed every
word. The dragon looked on in satisfaction. She seemed
quite pleased with Huma's reactions.

The wind was beginning to pick up, and neither Huma
nor his companions had any intention of staying on the
mountain any longer than necessary. They needed food and
rest.

Huma asked the slver dragon, "Where are the lances?'

"They arefar down below with your horses. | could carry
them dl, perhaps, but it would leave me barely able to
maneuver, much less keep al oft. It would bebest if | remain
unhindered should we be attacked en route.”

A thought occurred to Huma. The knight turned to his
companions. "Kaz and Magius, you will take the horses. |
would like to trust the two of you to work together. Is that
possible?!

Kaz glowered at the mage, who, having been relieved of
hisguilt, wasrapidly returning to hisformer arrogance and
thus returned the glarewith equal didike. They wouldwork
together, though, because this goa far transcended their
pettiness. Satisfied, Huma continued.

‘There was a saddle on the dragon statue in the chamber
of the lances" he told the dragon. "It enabled the rider to
maintain control of his weapon. | would like to create a
makeshift version of that saddle. Then, if you permit, | can



ride upon your back, a Dragonlance ready should we be
attacked."

She raised her head and seemed to consder. Findly, the
slver dragon nodded. "An excellent thought. | must tell you
that when | first arrived in the mountains, | ran across one
of the dreadwolves of Galan Dracos and immediately dew
it, but rest assured that Galan Dracos will send his lackey,
the warlord Crynus, to deal with you." She extended her
lengthy talons. "l would not didike a second confrontation
with that obscenity caled Charr. Too many of my kind have
fallen to that black dragon and his warlord companion.”

That said, the slver dragon spread her wings, rose into
theair asbriefly and gently as possible, and then dropped to
apoint low enough so that she was amost eye level with the
trio. "Climb aboard. | can take the three of you to the lanc-
es. Beprepared for many turns, however. Thewindscan be
fierce in the mountains.”

When they were securely upon her back, the leviathan
spread her wings again and launched hersdlf into the sky. At
firgt, the trio saw the earth far below rushing up to meet
them, then it seemed to be pulled back, as the silver dragon
rose higher until she was able to maintain a proper baance.

Huma gtared at the peak they wereleaving. So much had
happened there that he would never fully understand. He
had not even climbed to the top, as he had first thought. At
least a full quarter of the mighty giant still loomed above
them.

Bdow lay the cloud-enshrouded world. As they entered
the misty ceiling over Ansalon, Huma shuddered and
prayed that, despite hisvictoriesin themountain, hewasup
to the chalenges ahead.

"There" The dlver dragon indicated a spot on the south-
ern base of the mountain. Humalooked down and saw the
horsesand awagon. The slver dragon had planned well for
the difficult journey.

Only when they were on the ground did Kaz argue. "Y ou
cannot expect horses such as these to pull a wagon! They
have not been trained for such labor. They are beasts of war,
not burden."



h"They will do what they can," replied the majestic levia
than.

Huma, meanwhile, wasfast at work on hisown idea. He
had removed the saddle from his mount. With the aid of a
dagger borrowed from Kaz—his own dtill lay somewhere
within the mountain—nhe cut the saddle on each side so that
it would fit more comfortably on the dragon's back, which
was much wider than that of any horse. Asthe strapswould
not reach around the midsection of a dragon, Huma was
forced to employ rope. Fortunately, the skin of a dragon
was much stronger and harder than that of ahorse, 0 the
coarse bonds would not irritate or hamper her.

There was little Huma could do about the post on which
the lance should have pivoted. The most he could really do
was carve away part of the pommel so that the lance could
at least rest in something. Then, he strapped the
Dragonlance securely to that side and tested it. Humafound
he had some movement to his left, but his right had little.
Satisfied that it would work, Huma removed the lance and
presented the silver dragon with what he had created. She
looked at it questioningly, then accepted its design.

"Thesaddle| saw," the knight explained, "was very much
akinto ahorsessaddle. It isawider saddle Since it must be
worn by adragon. Essentidly, thetrue differenceliesinthe
post on which the Dragonlance sits. The one on the dragon
statue pivoted as| removed thelance. | cannot do that with-
out more equi pment and moretime. Therefore, shavingthe
pommé to fit the handle of the Dragonlance was the only
choice" Huma frowned at his handiwork. "I did very little
actudly.”

"Thiswill do," replied the winged creature.

While Huma was at work on the saddle, Magius investi-
gated the wagon. He did not particularly care for the
thought of dragging the lances by cart dl the way back to
Vingaard Keep—provided the Solamnic citadd was dill
standing—and hevocdized hisdoubtsto thosearound him.

Thereisno need for dl this. | cantransport thelancesin
virtualy no time" The magic-user raised his hands and
began to mutter.

Huma dropped the saddle as he redized what was hap-



pening. "Magius, no!"

It wastoo late. The mage completed his spell—and noth-
ing happened, except that the Dragonlances seemed to
gleam alittle more brightly. Magius looked at the cart and
then at his hands, asif the latter were somehow responsible
for hisfailure.

Kaz let out abellowing laugh.

"Don't ever do that again!" Huma practically shouted.
"You are fortunate; the Dragonlances are impervious to
your magic. There's no telling what might have happened if
you had tried a more powerful spell.”

The saddle was secured to the dragon shortly thereafter.
It fit—barely. The cuts Humahad madeinto the sides of the
saddle let it flatten out. The ropes were tight, but did not
bind the dragon uncomfortably. When that was finished,
the knight separated the original lance from the others and,
with Kaz's help, tied it loosely to the left Sde of the saddl€'s
pommel.

It was decided that Magius would drive the wagon and
Kaz would ride along as escort on the remaining horse.
Above them, Huma and the dragon would act as scout and
protector.

Huma paused before mounting the dragon, and he stared
at the peak. "Gwyneth? What of her?"

The silver dragon turned her head and peered at himwith
great interest. "You carefor her?”

Though admittedly not the best judge of his own emo-
tions, Humafinally nodded. "Though it's been a short time,
| fed | have never known someoneaswell. Isshe not coming
with us?"

The dragon opened her massive jaws to spesk, paused,
and then visibly changed her mind about whatever she had
planned to say. "There are things that she must do. Itispos
sible you will see her again when you least expect it."

It was not what Huma had wanted to hear, but the
knighthood needed these lances, there was no moretimeto
waste.

"We may come across some of my kin on the way," the
dragon commented. "If so, we could transport everything in
theair and save much time"



Huma secured himself. He checked the Dragonlance. It
felt right in his hand. "Let us be off."

A lone figure astride a massive warhorse awaited them
when they departed the chain of mountains. From the dis-
tance, it wasimpossible to make out whether thiswasfriend
or foe, and so Huma, on the back of the silver dragon and
high above his other companions, moved on ahead, low
and swift, to investigate. Midway there, he saw the figure
raise a hand and shout a greeting. Recognition came to
Huma a moment |ater.

Buoron watched wide-eyed as the dragon landed before
him. He saw the knight sitting high atop the back of the
giant creature, the gleaming lance poised for use.

"Huma?'

"Buoron.” Huma did not dismount. "Why are you ill
here? Has something happened to the outpost?"

The bearded knight shook his head. "No ... | felt that
someone should wait here, just in case"

Thefaith of the other knight touched Huma. "l appreciate
your perseverance, my friend. We are on our way back to
Solamnia. | fear we have little time to stop at the outpost,
but we will have to do S0 in order to gather supplies.”

‘Thereisno need." Buoron indicated severd large, heavy
sacksattached to hissaddle. "I haveenough herefor four for
aweek. The horses can graze; there is plenty of good land.
Water is dso no problem. | can show you a number of
dreams”

Humasguinted. "You speek asif you are going with us. |
appreciate the thought, but we could not ask that of you."

Buoron smiled dightly. "I have received permission from
Taggin to return withyou to Solamnia. Hefeelsthat areport
should be made of activities at the central command and to
seif thereisanything Grand Master Trake would have of
LG"

Trakeisdead. Oswal is now Grand Mager."

"When did this happen?"

Huma opened his mouth to spesk and then paused. He
dill had not quite convinced himsdlf that it was al true. "I
will explain later. If you are free to join us, | doubt if my



comradeswill have any complaint.”

The other knight made a face. "The minotaur—and the
mage?'

"Both are helping.”

Kaz and Magius arrived at that point. Huma turned to
them and broke the news that his fellow knight would be
joining them. The minotaur greeted him as a fellow warrior
while Magius seemed to regard him as a necessary adjunct.

They madelittle more distance that day. Though thewar-
horses performed excellently as substitute draft animals,
they grew weary as the day lengthened. Eventualy, Huma
and the silver dragon landed ahead to supervise acamp for
thegroup.

Later, as they settled down, Huma raised his head in
aarm at a sound from the distance. It wasfaint, quite faint,
but unmistakable. He caught hold of Buoron and asked,
‘Tdl me, are there many wolves in this region?'

Buoron shrugged. "Enough. Other than oursdlves, there
really is not much in the way of civilization—at least aswe
know it. | daresay the dves would differ with me on that
question. Why?*

Huma shook his head wearily. "No reason. Just nerves."

With Kaz and Buoron riding on each side of the wagon,
the group started off again the next day. The slver dragon
rose high in the air. For the time being, though, Buoron,
more familiar with this territory, would guide them.

They reached the forested regions, and Huma tensed.
From above, it was often impossible to ssewhat lay beneath
the treetops. Worse, because of the weapons, his compan-
ions below would have to gtick to whatever trails existed in
thewoods.

So intent was Huma on maintaining visual contact with
his companions that he neglected his own safety. The silver
dragon, too, only barely saw the streak from above.

Huma clung to the saddle as foot-long claws barely
missed pulling him from the back of his great companion.

A shriek, fierce, threatening, and deadly, rent the air. A
large red dragon filled Humas view momentarily before his
own silver one dove even closer to the treetops. Huma
glanced up quickly. There were two dragons, both crimson



red.

The dilver dragon did not hesitate when Huma shouted
commands. She turned around and lifted hersdf as swiftly
as possible toward the two attackers. Huma steadied the
Dragonlance.

Both beasts had riders, and the knight's mind briefly reg-
istered that they wore the ebony of the Black Guard. Then
the two red dragons were arcing toward them, and al
thoughts of anything ese vanished.

Huma tapped the left shoulder of the silver dragon and
she immediately swerved to take on the red in the lead.

The thrust of the lance went through the terrible crimson
beast 0 quickly, so suddenly, that the silver dragon was
amost dragged to earth with it when she could not pull
away fast enough. The rider of the dead leviathan was able
to take one swing at Humain that brief time, then struggled
heplesdy as the lance was extracted, and man and dragon
plummeted toward the forest below.

The second dragon, above the brief battle, dove and
attempted to wrench both rider and lance from the back of
the slver dragon. The dilver dragon, aready backing up,
increased her velocity. Thered beast, instead of landing on
its intended victim, came to a confused hdt only a few
lengths in front of its opponents.

The red's rider shouted something. The enemy dragon
tried to continue its descent, but it hesitated a moment too
long. Unfortunately, thelance succeeded only in penetrating
the outer hide. The silver dragon, though, raked the left
wing of her evil counterpart as she passed over.

The guardsman on the red dragon's back turned and
swung at the slver dragon with a broadsword, striking a
lucky blow acrossher snout. The sword had cut deeply. The
Black Guard was not 0 defensaless as either Huma or his
dragon had believed.

The red waobbled away, the damage to his wing severe
But it turned in a swift, jagged arc and came charging back.

At that moment, two more dragons broke through the
cloud cover. One was red; the other was huge, bigger than
the reds—and was cod black.

The black shrieked angrily—not at Huma and his com-



panion, but at thewounded red dragon. The red ignored the
cdl, 0 intent was it on avenging itself.

To the surprise of dl, the black dragon—it was indeed
Charr, Huma could finally see—unleashed a fearsome blast
of liquid. The rider of the red turned just in time to see it
coming.

The liquid engulfed both rider and dragon. They became
one single burning mass, and Huma gasped. Acid. Charr's
own desirefor vengeancewas so great that he destroyed the
two. Hewanted the silver dragon, and the knight who rode
her, for the wounds they had inflicted on him and his mas-
ter, Crynus. Theremnants of thered dragon and rider plum-
meted earthward.

The sdlered and itsrider remained in the background as
Charr and the tall figure astride him, the warlord Crynus,
sought the two who had humiliated them earlier. Thistime,
Humaknew, the battlewould not end until one or the other
wasdead.

Huma chanced a look downward. As he feared, dark,
armor-clad figures dotted some of the more open spacesin
thewoods. More of the Black Guard. He could see no sign
of thewagon or hiscompanions and prayed they could hold
their own. Huma aready had more than he could handle.

Asif marking those thoughts, Charr dove at them.

"Beready, Huma," thedilver dragon caled. "If | can, there
are a couple of tricks that 1 can make use of, but the
Dragonlance is our best hope of defeating this obscenity
once and for dl."

Thetwo dragonsbattled for superiority. Higher and high-
er they rose, neither gaining an advantage. Humafelt the sl-
ver dragon shudder as she drew a deep breath. Was she
tiring? he wondered. Charr, senang this, ssemed almost to
gmilein triumph.

Humas companion suddenly unleashed a cone-shaped
mist that enveloped the front portion of Charr. The black
froze in mid-flight and began to fall earthward.

"Humal" thedlver dragon cried hoarsdly. "I did not strike
him directly, and he is terribly strong-willed. We must
attack before he recovers from the paradysis”

Even as she spoke, she dowed to dive. Humagripped the



saddle with one hand, the Dragonlance with the other, and
the neck of his companion with both legs. Had he not ridden
before and faced so many trials since then, he was certain
that he would have blacked out long before now.

Asthey dove, Humawatched the black sowly returnto
life. Charr was aready dowing his descent. Astride him,
Crynus ranted and waved his battle ax and pointed at the
knight and slver dragon above them. Charr's head turned
dowly upward. This time the two dragons came together
and fought to the maximum.

The Dragonlance pinned the sinister dragon by its shoul-
der. Blood dripped freely from that wound.

Asthetwo massive headsthrust at one another, timeand
time again, the riders drew near enough to strike. Huma,
hampered by the weight of the lance, could not draw his
sword. Crynus swung his two-headed battle ax, barely
missing the top of Huma's helmet.

Both dragons had become splashed with blood, and it
was difficult to decide who had suffered more. The necks of
both bore dozens of cuts, bites, and gashes The black
dragon had been raked in the front but had managed to dice
apart some of the lower membrane on the silver onesright
wing.

The shoulder wound and the earlier wound to his wing
werebeginningto tdl on Charr. Hesank alittle, and thesil-
ver dragon succeeded in giving the side of his neck a nasty
st of gashes. Once more the Dragonlance dug into Charr's
shoulder.

In desperation, the black inhaled sharply, and Huma,
afraid that his companion did not notice it, kicked her
sharply inthe sides. Whether because of hiswarning or not,
her snout came down hard on Charr's own, clamping the
dark dragon's mouth shut. The acidic blast that Charr had
been ready to exhalefound itself stopped and reversed. The
black shivered and shook, suffocating and burning at the
sametime.

The frenzy of his wounding sent his claws jabbing deep
into thetorso of the silver dragon. Charr stopped flying, as
his entire system reded from the acid and the loss of oxygen.
All four combatants found themsdves faling.



"My wings will dow us, but we still will strike with great
severity!" the slver dragon shouted. "If | can, | will shift 0
asto act as acushion for you."

Crynus, meanwhile, seemed unconcerned with the fall.
Even now, he struggled to reach Huma or the silver dragon.
Thewind prevented him from doing too much, and in anger
or madness, the warlord unhooked himsdf from the safety
of the saddle—and promptly was sucked away from therest
of thegroup.

Hedid not even scream.

Huma stared at the vanishing figure, unable to believe the
insanity of the black-armored warlord.

The trees rushed up toward them. Charr's grip suddenly
became limp, and the silver dragon at last was able to
release herself.

By then, it was too late. They dropped into the treetops
with a tremendous crash.



Chapter 23

When HuMa awoke, he felt bruiseb OVER €VERy iNch
of hisbody, but otherwise he seemed unharmed.

He stood up and gazed at the wholesde destruction. The
force of two such tremendous masses as the dragons had
been enough to level much of the timber in the immediate
area.

Chair'sinert form lay to one Side, its neck snapped. The
hideous face ill had a toothy, upside-down smile. The
deadly claws pointed usdesdy into the air.

There was no sign of the silver dragon, even though at
least some of the blood came from her. She must have
moved under her own power, but to where?

Where, aso, were his companions? Huma could hear no
sounds and was disoriented as to what direction they must



bein.

The Dragonlance and saddle lay nearby, where he sup-
posed the slver dragon had fallen. The Dragonlance ill
oleamed brightly, and Humafelt alittle better just to seeit.
Atleast oneenemy rider and onered dragon remai ned—but
where were they?

Hecould not very well carry thelance on his shoulders; it
was more than twice hisheight. Hisonly real optionwasto
drag it. He looped some rope around the shield, tied it
together, and then pulled it over his head and one arm. In
hisfree arm, he held his sword, which had managed to sur-
vive the fall.

Dragging proved awkward, and Humawas barely awvay
from the scene of destruction before he caught the lance on
an upturned tree root. The knight put down his sword and
began to work the very lengthy wegpon around. It came
loose suddenly, and Huma fell againgt a tree trunk. Every
bruise in his body screamed, and more than a minute
elapsed before he was able to St up and coordinate his
thoughts. Thefirst thing he did wasto reach for hisblade. It
proved to be an excellent decision.

The heavy ax struck thetree exactly at theleve wherehis
neck had been.

Huma tumbled forward as he grabbed his sword and
attempted to untangle himself. To his surprise, no other
attack was forthcoming. Insteed, his attacker boomed forth
with laughter.

"You can haveal thetimeyou need, Knight of Solamnial
It won't do you abit of good.

Humathrew the rope down. He tightened his grip on the
sword. Helooked up to study his adversary—and shook his
head, not believing what he saw. It had to be a trick!

Warlord Crynuswas casudly removing hisbattle ax from
the tree trunk he had nearly severed. Hisplain ebony armor
was dented and dirty in many places, but the warlord
seemed in perfect health otherwise. His face remained hid-
den behind hisvisor, but his eyes glowed frost blue.

The tall, ominous figure should have been dead.

Crynustook astep forward. His deep voice hissed. "l am
<0 pleased you survived, Huma of the Order of the Crown.



You were lucky that day when we first met in the sky over
that no-man'sland. By rights, | would've cleaved your head
from your body. That accidental victory of yours never
should have happened, and | have remembered ever snce”

One of the warlord's heavy boots came down on the limb
of afalen tree and snapped it neatly. "I am the greatest of
her infernal majesty'scommanders. Shewould havelost the
war long ago if it had not been for me”

"l have heard different," Huma dared to say. "Some say
the greatest is Galan Dracos."

Crynus gave the double-bladed ax a practice swing. "He
has his uses, but | distrust his loydty." The warlord paused
and went on in a different tack. "Your thrust in that first,
short encounter was a lucky one. As | said, that never
should have happened."”

"Why not?"

"See for yourself, if you are fortunate enough.” The war-
lord charged Huma.

Huma ducked the first swing, and the ax bit into yet
another tree. With incredible strength, the warlord turned
the pull into a second attack, forcing the knight back asthe
ax suddenly came singing back over his head.

This time, Huma found an opening and thrust, but his
am was of f, and the weapon deflected of f the commander's
breastplate. Crynus laughed and renewed his vicious
assault. Huma stumbled back and back as he sought to
escape the continuing onslaught.

The ax missad Huma again by only inches. This time,
though, the warlord had miscalculated, and the shaft of the
ax struck hard against the side of a tree, bouncing out of
Crynuss hands. Daring everything, Huma lunged. This
time, therewasno mistaking the accuracy of histhrust. The
sword came up and caught Crynus in the unprotected por-
tion of his neck. Huma's blade did not stop until it reached
the back of the warlord's helmet.

Theblack-clad figure stumbled away, attempting to wrest
the sword from his opponent as he did so. The warlord
stumbled, dropped his ax, and tripped. On his hands and
knees, he gave adeath rattle.

Then, the warlord's maddening sound reverted to some-



thing more familiar—and chilling. While Huma watched,
spellbound, Crynus dowly lifted himsdf to his feet, turned
toward Huma, and smiled.

The mortal wound across the warlord's neck was little
more than a scar. He seemed—proud.

"I cannot die, Knight of Solamnia. | will hed instantly. |
am, as | sad, the greatest commander my lady has. My
death would be a terrible blow to her. Thus | demanded of
Galan Dracos this protection. At first, his attempt was only
partially successful—almost to my eternal regret. Thus our
foreshortened battle. My menwould havetakenyou, but |
wanted you for mysdf and they would not dare go against
my wishes. | wanted you for what you had amost done."

The battle ax came at Huma again. The knight was fully
on the defensive now, for how does one day an opponent
who hedls instantly? Crynus had the strength of many and
gamina to match.

Thewarlord laughed at Humas efforts to dodge him and
stay alive. Crynus was being openly careless, allowing his
swings to gowild, taunting the knight with hisimmortality.

"I had expected more of afight from you, young knight.
Y oudisappointme”

Huma backed into a tree. Crynus screamed as he swung
the ax. The deadly blade narrowly missed Huma as the
knight doveat thewarlord. Behind him, the ax cut deepinto
thetree. Thetwo collapsed into aheap and struggled. It was
evident to Humathat he did not have the strength to match
the warlord. Crynus pushed the knight away and tried to
strangle him, but Huma kicked with his knee and threw his
adversary off-balance. Both scrambled to their feet and
faced one another. Huma 4ill had his sword. The warlord
wasweaponless.

"What are you waiting for?"' the ebony-armored com-
mander gloated. "Run me through. 1 will 4ill kill you with
my hands.”

Humactried to gdl while hismind raced for idess. "How
is it your army functions without you? Aren't you afraid
they will blunder?’

Crynus laughed shortly. "Dracos is a competent com-
mander. Besides, the time has comewhen my leadership can



be spared. It is simply a matter of mopping up those who
remain around Vingaard Keep. | leave such minor detailsto
my staff."

Thebattleax lay only ashort distance away. Humatook a
step toward the weapon. If only he could get the ax.

Crynus screamed and threw himself on Humals blade.
The knight released his hold and leaped for the battle ax.
The warlord's movements dowed as he attempted to pull
the sword from hisbody. Huma picked up the battle ax and
turned back to hisopponent. Seemingly inno pain, thewar-
lord began extricating the blade from his body.

Humaraised the ax. Crynus turned toward him.

The cut was clean and the helmeted head of the warlord
went flying. The warlord's body dumped to its knees.
rI;_|umathrew down the battle ax with distaste. Thiswasnot

IS way.

The headless corpse rose to its feet again. All color
drained from Huma's face.

With definite precision, the hands of the decapitated cree
ture removed the broadsword and tossed it away. Huma
could see the wound healing itself. Even the armor, like a
second skin, seded itself. Humawaited for the thing to turn
to him, but it was asif he had never existed, for the headless
body began to walk off, toward where the warlord's head
had flown.

Huma could run, he knew, but thewarlord would follow,
never tiring.

"SARGAS"

The cry came from the direction of the undead Crynus.
Huma scooped up his sword. He knew of only one who
would give such an oath.

If Kaz were around, the otherswere likely to be nearby.
And the Dragonlance—

Of course!

Huma broke through the foliage. There was Kaz adtride
his horse, the minotaur's mouth agape. The others were
nowhere to be seen. The minotaur's eyes stretched wide as
the body of Crynus neared the disembodied head, which
wobbled and tipped asiif it ill functioned.

"Kaz! It must not reach the head!"



The minotaur urged his horse forward—at the abomina
tion that cdled itself Crynus.

The warhorse charged forward until it was within six feet
of theheadless Crynus, then abruptly cameto ahalt, shriek-
ing. Kaz wasted no time. Hejumped off the panicked steed
and raced the body for the head.

Huma, meanwhile, had returned to the Dragonlance. The
knight picked up the shaft.

"Huuummmmeaaal"

Kaz burst through thefoliage, nearly impaling himsdf on
the Dragonlance. In his right hand he held a gridy prize,
which till vibrated with ghastly life. Behind the minotaur
came the sounds of something thrashing toward them with
great purpose.

"Dropit!" Humaindicated thehead. "Over there! Quick-
Iy!"
yThe minotaur tossed the head in front of the tip of the
Dragonlance just as a gauntleted hand came into sight.

The headless body froze and then dove to the sde before
they could impale it.

"It knows!" said the minotaur with a snort.

Worseyet, asthebody rosg, it held out one hand, clutch-
ing the fallen and forgotten battle ax.

"Thisismadness" Kaz muttered.

"WHAT isgoing on here?' cried anew voice.

Both Humaand K az looked up asthe silver dragon hover-
ed above them. She gppeared drawn, and one of her fore-
legs hung limply, but much power till resided within her.

She turned her gaze from the two and stared at the horri-
ble creature. "Is that—?"

The body reached for its head.

"Pdading” the dlver dragon uttered in shock. She
inhaed sharply even as Crynus put down the battle ax and
picked up his head. The arms of the monstrosity wererais-
ing the head high even as she unleashed a torrent of flame.

Dragonflame engulfed the warlord. The body waobbled,
sank to its knees, and both head and trunk vanished in the
purifying flame. Within seconds, no sign of the unliving
Crynus could be seen within the miniature inferno.

The dlver dragon landed in the dearing and readied her-



odf for a second strike. "That should be the end of that
thing," shesaid.

"Wait!" Kaz cried. Herushed to the fire and picked up the
battle ax, which had escaped the blast. He tossed the ax into
the fire—then raced away as the weapon exploded. Bits of
metal and wood scattered through the forest. Kaz cursed as
atiny piece of meta struck him on the shoulder.

"Sar—Gods! | cannot leave you aone at any time,
Huma!" The two rose and dusted themselves off. The silver
dragon, meanwhile, blew out the fire with a cold blast that
left ice clinging to the nearest trees.

"l didn't know you could do that,” Huma said to her.

Her shoulders dumped from exhaustion. "The chill and
the paralysis are among our normal abilities. The flame-
the flame is possible for any dragon save the cowardly, ice-
dwelling white, but it requires much of us—and | am afraid|
overexerted mysdlf. | must res.”

Huma nodded understanding, then glanced around.
"Kaz! Where are Buoron and Magius? Where are the
Dragonlances?*

"Where | left them, | suppose. When we saw the dragons
fall in the distance, | volunteered to go ahead and seeif you
were ill dive”

"Thenyou didn't SEE them?'

"Who?"'

"We must get to them, fast!" Huma turned to the silver
dragon, but the great beast was dumped on the ground.
Between the multiple wounds received from Charr, the fal
from which she had cushioned Huma, and the tremendous
final effort she had expended on the rampaging Crynus, she
had reached her limit.

"Can we leave you here?' he asked.

Shining eyes opened and regarded him. "1 will bedl right.
I'm sorry | can be of no assigtance.”

Kaz retrieved hishorse, thelargest of their mounts. Once
Humawas secure, Kaz urged the animal onward.

They could hear the clash of armswell before they neared
the spot where Kaz had left the others. Huma had assumed
that what he had seen from above was an out-and-out



attack. Inthis, hewaswrong. The Black Guard came upon
Magius and Buoron from an ambush.

A bright light flashed before them, and Huma saw an
ebony-armored figure go flying against atree. It was not too
late. Both Magius and Buoron till lived, still fought.

Huma did not wait for the horse to dow, but rather did
off and rolled to a crouch. Kaz removed his own battle ax
and, with a cry, charged into the fray.

Magius crouched on the wagon, keeping most of the
attackersat bay with short-lived spells. Buoron stood onthe
ground behind the wagon, fighting off those guardsmen
who had encircled the mage. The enemy was drawing tight-
e.

Huma picked off his first opponent and charged into the
next. Astheir blades clashed, Huma heard the howl. It was
very near, and there was no mistaking it this time. A
dreadwolf.

It legped up onto the back of the wagon. Buoron saw it
first, but that brave knight could only shout; he was already
engaged with two other foes. Magius, paeand drawn, turn-
ed to face the creature. The mage shouted and unleashed a
spdll, but it sputtered and evanesced before it reached its tar-
get. Magius had reached his limit.

This time, the dreadwolf—or rather Galan Dracos, since
hiswas the mind that controlled the unliving creatures—did
laugh. Huma succeeded in disposing of his guardsman
adversary and tried to reach the wagon. He was cut off by
two more ebony-armored guardsmen and could only glance
helplesdy as the burning eyes of the creature brightened and
the renegade unleashed a spell of his own. Huma did not see
what happened next, but when the wagon came into his
view again, Magius was standing unharmed. The
Dragonlances had in some way protected him from Dracoss
foul power. The dreadwolf cringed back. Dracos had not
expected this setback.

Then Huma was pressed back and Kaz was pulled from
hishorse. Therewasaflash of light and atal, circular open-
ing materialized in the air itself. It was a portal, the knight
redized, a gate large enough to drive a wagon through.
Huma struggled against the two warriors who blocked his



path, and they gave quarter.

A guardsman legped up behind Magius, and the spdlicast-
er turned just in time. The hapless attacker crashed to the
ground. The dreadwolf was nowhere to be seen.

One of Huma's opponents made a fatal mistake and paid
for it. The other fought with desperation. More guardsmen
were swarming around the wagon. Buoron seemed to have
vanished.

Two more black figures jumped on the wagon and this
time Magius was not quick enough. One caught his arms
and held him back while the other sought the reins. Other
warriors began retreating through the portal, their destina-
tion most likely Galan Dracoss citadel.

Another guardsman joined the other two on the wagon.
Huma finally dew his last adversary and charged toward
the wagon. A white abomination blocked his path briefly,
but it appeared more intent on retreating through the porta
than anything dse. It did not even glance in the knight's
direction.

Though the wagon was only yards from the porta, the
driver hesitated as the portal seemed to blink in and out of
existence. The horses fought him for control. One guards-
man legped off the cart as Huma reached it. At the same
time, Magius succeeded in breaking the hold of his captor
and pushed his hand in the man'svisored face. A small burst
threw the guardsman back, but it was only enough to stun
him. Magius half-collapsed, the final effort exhausting him.
He had no more power and little strength. He crawled for-
ward and tried towrap hisarm around thedriver'sneck. He
succeeded in halting the progress of the wagon, but both
men fell from the vehicle.

One of thefew remaining guardsmen shouted something,
and then they were all retreating toward the gate.

The horses, unsettled by al the commotion, again began
tomove. Humagrabbed thereins. Thehorsesprotested, but
Huma began to shout commands to them. Kaz, daring eve-
rything, stood before the steeds and took hold of the brid-
les With strength no human could match, he held the
horses firm. They struggled a little more, then finally gave
in to his control. Huma sumped down on the driver's seet



and nodded thankfully at the minotaur.

The portal vanished.

A groan camefrom behind the wagon. Huma jumped up,
sword ready, only to feel a sting of pain from hisleft leg. He
looked down to see a long gash that a broadsword must
have opened during the fighting.

Kaz reached the groaning figure first. It was Buoron,
lying half-underneath the wagon. His left arm was covered
with blood, and there was a gash across hisface. The blood
from the facial wound had momentarily blinded him.

"Areyou hurt severely?' asked Huma.

"My eyes gting and | fear no one will ever use me as a
sculptor's model, but the only true painisin my arm. | am
thankful it was not my sword arm. | fear it will be usdessfor
sometime." Even asBuoron spoke, Kaz was already at work
on the knight'swounds. The minotaur himself was covered
with countless minor wounds, but he seemed unconcerned
with his own welfare.

Huma nodded and limped dowly to the front of the wag-
on. He peered over the far sde and then froze.

Magiusl Where was the spellcaster? Ignoring his pain,
Huma leaped out of the wagon and searched the dead. All
wore the black of Takhisis and her commanders. The few
who had suffered at the power of the mage were easy to
identify. Of Magius himself there was no sign.

Near the woods, Huma spotted a small rod lying among
the scattered remains of the attackers. He walked over and
picked it up.

The rod quivered, and Huma almost dropped it out of
surprise. The surprise turned to fascination as the rod
expanded, growing and growing until it was taller than
Huma. It was the staff of Magius. The spellcaster was never
without the staff.

It had been lying directly beneath where the portal had
been.

Magiuswas in the hands of Galan Dracos.



- Chapler 24

“We bo NOt RNOW if he has iNDeed beeN 1aken, HuMa,
and even if he is a prisoner of Galan Dracos, it would be
impossiblefor usto rescue him. They must have himin the
citadel of the renegade, himsdlf," Kaz pointed out for the
hundredth time.

"Our best hopeisto ddiver the Dragonlancesto Vingaard
Keep and the Grand Master, Huma," Buoron added.

Humanodded. They wereboth correct, heknew, but his
inability to protect Magius, whom he had known nearly all
his life, gnawed at him.

Buoron, the wounded arm in a ding, drove the wagon
now. Huma sat with the lances, watching the trio's back-
side. The dlver dragon had volunteered to seek out the
assistance of her kin, and Huma had approved the idea



With Crynus destroyed and his guardsmen in disarray, the
trio should be safe for the time being. In actuality, apart of
Huma dmost desired a second accounting.

The next few days passed without incident as the com-
panions traveled toward Solamnia and Vingaard Keep.
There were times when Huma would wake to what he was
s#rewere the cries of the dreedwolves, but nothing came of
these.

In dl thistime, the silver dragon did not return. No one
cared to conjecture on this, athough dl three assumed it
had something to do with the steadily advancing hordes of
the Dragonqueen. Huma recalled the words of Crynus—
that the Knights of Solamnia had been virtually defeated
andthat Vingaard soonwould fall. Asmuch as hewished to
bdieve otherwise, Huma tasted too much truth in those
Statements.

By thistime, they were far to the northwest of Caergoth.
Humarecalled Lord Guy Avondale and prayed they would
pass this region without confronting the Ergothian com-
mander. After Humas abrupt departure, he was not sure
how Avondale would welcome him. Nor was Huma confi-
dent as to what the Ergothians would do once they saw the
Dragonlances. They might very well confiscate them.

Thetriowas making good time, al things considered, but
it was 4ill not fast enough for Huma. The evil of Takhids
was enveloping everything, and Huma felt impotent.

They crossed plains now. That would continue for much
of the journey. While it made their going easier, it aso pro-
vided them with little cover.

At midday, only two daysfrom theborder, they sighted a
huge patrol, too far away to be identified. But it was plain
the patrol had seenthetrio aswell, for the soldiers shiftedin
their direction and their pace quickened.

Kaz removed hisbattle ax. Humaleaped from the back of
thewagon and unshesthed hisblade. Buoronremainedwith
thewagon, but he pulled out his sword and waited for the
approach of the patrol.

The bearded knight was the first to identify them. Turning
toHuma, he said, "Ergothians. Part of their northern army,



| would ssy."

There was no way to outrun them. How would
Ergothians act when confronted with an ax-wielding mino-
taur and two knights from an order responsiblein great part
for the decay of the once-mighty Ergothian Empire?

The commander of the patrol raised his hand as the group
neared thetrio. A broad, amost fat man with asmall beard
and thin gray hair, he studied each of them in turn, hisgaze
lingering on Kaz, who, despite his nature, tried his best to
look unthreatening. In Huma's opinion, the minotaur failed
completely.

First, the Ergothian addressed Buoron. "Y ou arefromone
of the outposts in the south, are you not?"

"I am." Both knights stiffened. This commander was a
keen observer.

"Your companion knight is not?"

Huma answered. "Lord, | am Knight Huma of the Order
of the Crown."

"l =" said the Ergothian with about asmuch interest asif
he had been told that there was grass growing on the plains.
He pointed at Kaz. "And that? Where did that come from?
I've heard rumors . .

“l," the minotaur announced proudly, "am Kaz. | have
rebelled from my former masters and am now companion to
Huma, most noble and brave of knights."

That might have brought a few smiles to the faces of the
Ergothians if they had not seen the dark look on the face of
Kaz and knew he meant every word of it.

"l am adso aminotaur, not a'that.™

"I s&" The commander shifted his girth in the saddle and
turned to Huma. "I am Faran and though we have never
met, | and my men are presently attached to an acquaint-
ance of yours, Lord Guy Avondde.”

Huma could not help but flinch.

"I seeyou remember him. | have been asked to escort you
to him, and | will not take 'no' for an answer."

Huma looked at his two companions. The patrol out-
numbered them and included more than afew archers. To
resst would be foolish. As long as they lived, there was
hope. "We will gladly accept your escort."



Faran smirked. "l thought you might." Hewaved hishand
and the patrol split, one half flanking each side of the wag-
on. There would be no escape. "We have a day's journey
ahead of us, 0 | recommend we waste no more vauable
time"

"I must admit to being greatly surprised a your sudden
absence that night, Huma," Lord Guy Avondale was saying
the next day.

The three of them sat, alone, before the chief commander
inhistent.

"I have explained those circumstances."

"Yes, you have" Lord Avondale put down hisgoblet. The
trio had been offered wine as well, but none of them had
accepted. "l should have known better, | grant that, but
when we discovered that nest of pestilence, | was more than
happy to accept the mage's assigance.”

Kaz, his patience wearing thin, stood up fiercdy. "We
have been sitting herefor the past three hours, two of which
were wasted waiting for you, commander. For the past
hour, you have spoken of nothing but fal se pleasantries and
news so old—how much longer are we to put up with this?
Areyou goingtolet uspassinto Solamniawith thelances?'

Two guards came rushing in, but the commander waved
them off. They did not leave the tent, Huma noticed.

The Ergothian put down his goblet. "For the past three
hours, and dl of last night, | have been debating in my mind
astowhat to do about you and thoseweapons. In answer to
your last question, yes, you may pass through with thelanc-
es. For what reasonwould | turn them over to the emperor?
He would merely mount them on some palace wall as the
latest of his trophies, despite what they could do for all of
Anson."

Huma and Avondal e locked gazes. "Other than afew die-
hards, most of usarerealistic enough to admit thetruth. Itis
no longer the emperor we truly fight for, although perhaps
that once might have been the case. We are fighting for
Ergoth, our homeland, and our families. That is what mat-
tersinthelong run. Emperorscome and go, but it isthe peo-
ple who sustain. We lost sight of that at some point, and a



good portion of the empire decided they could do better
without us—but you know that, of course."

"Then," Humasaid camly, "if what you say is true, why
are we being held here?"

"Youarenot. Wearewaiting."

"Waiting for what?"

A horn signaled the approach of someone or something.
Guy Avondale rose and smiled knowingly. "I think that is
them now. Come with me, please”

They stood and followed the Ergothian commander.
They were trailed by the two guards.

When they had entered the camp, the first thing Huma
had noticed was the vast, open plain situated before the tent
of the commander. He had wondered at its purpose then,
even as he had wondered until now how Avondale had
known where they were and that they were coming at all.
Now the knight understood.

Thefirst to land was the slver dragon herself. She seemed
fully hedled and, in fact, greeted Huma with such enthusi-
asm that he was overwhelmed.

"I apologizefor the delay, Huma, but it proved more diffi-
Crl],llt than | thought to locate assistance. But | have found
them!"

Two more slver dragons landed, one female and one
male. They were introduced as the silver dragon's siblings,
and both greeted and gazed at Huma with such seriousness
-it was as if they were inspecting him. Huma returned their
greeting with some unease.

The final newcomer was a bronze-colored dragon, dight-
ly smaller than all the rest. What he lacked in size, though,
he more than made up for in muscle and speed. He had,
from humans, acquired the nickname of Bolt, which he
wore proudly. Here at last, Huma decided, was a kindred
spirit for Kaz.

"Four or five lances between us will be no difficulty,"
Huma's silver dragon explained.

"The saddle—" Huma began.

"I have had someone working on that,” interjected Avon-
dale. "We have four saddles, which should suffice. | assure
you that they will be more than capable of withstanding the



rigors ahead.”

"They had better be" Kaz muttered.

"You sadfour," Humasaid. "Wehave only three, without
Magius. "Unless you think—"

"I do not!" The Ergothian commander looked Huma
straightintheeye. "Inthename of Paladineand dl of Ansa
lon, I forbid you from going and throwing yourself at the
renegadein afutileattempt to rescuethe mage! Y ou yourself
have spoken of how much the Dragonlances mean to the
future of dl of us. If you throw your life away, you are con-
demning us to the Dragonqueen's dark dreams!"

Inwardly, Huma felt shame at the rdief that flowed
through him upon hearing Avondal€'s words. Part of him
desperately wanted to rescue his companion, while another
part of him yearned for his own safety. Huma was torn.

"Who is to be our fourth member, then?"

“lam."

"You?' Kaz snorted in derison. "Have dl the world's
commandersgonemad?'

Lord Avondale replied coldly. "Faran is more than capa-
bleof steppinginto my role. Despitehisdidike of Solamnia,
heisa practica man. He will not do anything to upset the
situation. 1 would trust no one more.”

"What would your emperor say?' asked Buoron, silent
until now.

"What the emperor would say, he may tell meif | survive.
Asl told you, | am fighting for Ergoth. | would never for-
give mysdlf if | placed another'slifein such danger, though |
am sure many would volunteer. Someone must go with
you, to represent Ergoth to your Grand Master, and it may
aswel be me”

Huma agreed, abeit with great reluctance. They werein
Avonda€'s hands at present; there really was no choice—
and he would be a good man to have on ongs side, Huma
decided.

It was agreed that Huma would again ride the slver
dragon, while Buoron and Avondale would take the youn-
ger male and female, respectively. Thisleft Kaz with the val-
atile Bolt. As Huma had suspected, the minotaur and the
bronze dragon took to one ancther liketwo old soldiers. His



only fear was that the two might take it on themsalves to
charge on ahead, and he voiced this opinion to the slver
dragon.

She chuckled. "Bolt and Kaz do indeed make a trouble-
some pair, but the dragon at least knows better—I think. |
shdl warn him once we are in the ar."

"Make sureit'sunderstood that thewarning isfor both of
them."

"There will be no doubts."

They had wanted to leave without fanfare, but Faran
would not hear of it. The second-in-command had an honor
guard waiting to see them off.

Bolt, especidly, was intrigued by the Dragonlance.
Already a terror in the skies—according to himself—he
claimed he now had the perfect edge with the lance and Kaz
in the saddle. The slver dragons dl looked on in poorly
masked amusement, although Humas did admit shortly
thereafter that the bronze dragon's words were not bluster.
He was indeed a formidable opponent.

The dragons rose into the sky one at atime, with Huma
and his mount the first, Kaz and Bolt last. The sun was
aready well into the sky, but with the dragons bearing
them, they would cover avast distance that day in any case.

By the time night had triumphed, they had long passed
the border into Solamnia. One thing they had not thought
of dowed them, though. The drizzle that had started in
Ergoth was a downpour at this point, and al four riders
were soaked. The dragons seemed unaffected, especially the
bronze, who seemed to enjoy the shafts of lightning that
amog skewered them twice. At Humasurging, they finally
landed for the night in the hope that the morning would
bring better conditions. The dragons formed a protective
sguare around them and the four set up the two tents Avon-
dale had thought to bring dong. The tents kept the rain
from them and Huma's only regret wasthat the true smell of
awet minotaur became very obvious as the night aged.

In the morning, Kaz had the same comment about him.

Theraindid not cease, but it did lighten. Theriders cov-



ered themselveswith their cloaks or in thefew blanketsthey
had brought. Thanksto the dragons, they would bewithin
the vicinity of Vingaard Keep in two days. Had they not
been burdened by the extralances, it would have taken even
less time.

Still, their journey was by no means over, for now they
were to face the Dragonqueen's forces. Dracos had a stran-
glehold on the heart of Solamnia, for he had finally cut off
northern and southern routes into and out of Vingaard,
effectively creating awall that encircled the Keep. Supplies
were becoming scarce. Control of the sky was till a ques-
tion, but moralewas having its effect even on the dragons of
light. The only thing that had kept them going, the silver
dragon revealed, was the rumor of the Dragonlance.

The male slver was in the lead when they felt the first
probe in their direction. A presence was nearby, reaching
out with magic to detect outsiders. The probe was no more
than a momentary contact with their minds, but it was
enough to send the entire group into an abrupt halt.

"Back!" cried the male.

The four leviathans whirled and retreated some distance
back along their route. They conferred as they flew.

"What was it we felt?' Huma's femal e asked.

"A mind—not a dragon's mind, but a powerful human
mind. Undisciplined, too. This one was never a student of
the Orders of Magic."

"Not a cleric?'

Themale shook hismassivehead. "No, definitely amage.
A renegade.”

Huma looked around nervoudy. "Surdy, he is not a
threat to youl"

"Physically, no, Huma." It washisown silver dragonwho
replied. "But he would have no trouble warning others of
our presence—if he hasn't already—and those others may
beathreat. His sole purpose is to watch the skies”

"Let metake him!" Bolt shouted.

"What would you do," the young female silver asked,
"that could possibly prevent him from sending out a mes-
sage before you strike?'

The bronze dragon clamped his mouth shut.



"I think," the slver male commented, "that an opening
has been left for us. Heis, after dl, only human. | will fly to
alevel much higher than we normally fly. Once there, it is
possible that | can discover whether his range of power can
extend that high. | must risk our discovery to be sure" He
added, "If my companion has no objections . . "

Buoron shook his head, athough he gripped the saddle
pommel tightly.

"What of the rest of you?"

There was no argument from the others. Taking that asa
positive response, the male spirded once and then turned
skyward. As Buoron held on, the slver male began to soar
higher and higher and higher until he was lost in the cloud
cover. Several minutes passed while the others waited anx-
ioudy. Then Huma spotted a form breaking through the
clouds.

Buoron was rather pae, but otherwise seemed none the
worse. Hisdragon seemed elated. "I was correct. Sotypica
of many earthbound minds; his search extends only to the
cloud cover. Asfar as heis concerned, anything above that
does not exig."

"I could've thought of that!" complained Bolt.

"You did not, and neither did 1" commented Humas
dragon. "Now that | heer it, it anazes me. | had forgotten
how closed-minded some humans are. Still, he may yet
cometo that redlization by accident, so we had better move
quickly."

The others followed Huma and his companion skyward,
soaring up until they burst into the cloud cover, the mists,
and then broke through to the other side. From there, they
estimated their present position from Vingaard Keep and
continued their journey.

The dragons flew on through the night while their riders
dept. Huma awoke to the sound of Kaz arguing with the
great reptilian creatures about the need for them to land
before every muscle in his body stiffened, war or no war.
Thedragonsthemselveswerevisibly tired and ready to land
in order to get anew fix ontheir positions.

Firg Bolt, then the others spirded swiftly downward.



The bronze dragon disappeared into the slky, white ses,
followed quickly by the other slver female. Huma and the
silver dragon followed next.

The cool mist surrounded him, and he could not even see
the dragon's head. A harsh, grating crashing came from
below them and Huma's first thoughts were that they were
entering into a tremendous storm. Then, suddenly, they
were out of the cloudcover—

—and into chaos.

They had assumed, incorrectly, that they had crossed
beyond the enemy forces. Huma's mind spun with horrible
nightmares as he redized how tightly the Keep was sur-
rounded. Fighting raged everywhere.

Men and ogres were clashing furiously with one another.
InHumas eyes, it seemed asif theland below was swarming
with the dead and dying. Both sides were advancing and
retreating at the same time, depending upon where he
looked. It was chaos. Dragons of Takhisis continually dove
down, assaulting both the ravaged lines of the knights and
any of their ogre dlieswho were unfortunate enough to be
too near. There were dragons of gold, slver, bronze, and
copper, but they always seemed outnumbered. Worse yet,
there prevailed a sense of malevolent power al about that
the courage of the good dragons could not seem to counter.
Even up here, away from the battle, Huma could feel dis
couragement and surrender building up within his soul.

"Takhiss is here)" Humas companion muttered to him.
"She is here on Krynn, feeding our cousins with her power,
chilling the minds of her enemies. | did not think she could
retain o much of her power on the mortal plain. It isas if
she were before us herself.”

It wastrue. The Dragonqueen's presencewas overwhel m-
ing. Huma shivered from a cold that threatened to numb his
mind more than his body. How did one fight a goddess?

"Up ahead, Huma. Can you seeit?"

His gaze followed the direction her head pointed and,
after wiping his eyes more than once, he identified the tiny
object on the horizon.

"Vingaard Keep!" Kaz shouted from ahead of them. By
now, they dl could see it—and the battle that seemed to



cover every inch of ground dl the way to itswals.

Lord Avondale cried out and pointed to their right. A
gold dragon battled two reds. The combat wasfierce, and
al three bore wounds. When it became obvious that the
gold dragon was beginning to lose, Bolt waited no longer.
Vr:/it? Kaz readying his Dragonlance, the two charged into
the fray.

Suddenly, there were dragons everywhere, most of them
foes. All thoughts of food and rest vanished. There were
only the claws and the teeth, the cries and the screams, the
blood and the pain.

And the Dragonlances.

The dark dragons here knew nothing of the lances, per-
haps because Dracos had not wanted them to fear. They
soon learned that fear, however, as one after another per-
ished on the points of lances which, when pulled free, were
unstained and unscratched, and glowed with abrillianceall
their own.

The children of Takhisis soon began to turn and flee from
that brilliance, for they marked it easily asthe sgn of Pda
dine and they had no power against him. Others, farther
off, noted the frenzy with which their brethren fled the bat-
tle and assumed then that the day was lost. The fleeing of
the first dragons soon became a wave of confusion in the
sky as more and more retreated in uncomprehending panic.

Freed from battling their counterparts, the dragons of
Paladine added to the strength of the knighthood, and the
tide on the ground began to turn aswell. Firgt thewest, then
the eastern lines of the Dragonqueen's forces began to bend,
give, and then at last crumble. Without the aid of their
dragon dlies, the ogres and humans who fought for the
darkness lost courage, and many smply threw down their
wesapons and fled.

Eventually, thefighting died. That the skiesrumbled omi-
nously and lightning blasted the mountainsto the west dis-
turbed only a few. A victory of some kind had been
desperately needed, and it had been produced. No one at
the time knew how, but they gave thanks to Paladine and
his house for the miracle and then grimly waited to sse what
would happen next.



Wl past midday, four exhausted dragons landed in the
courtyard of Vingaard Kegp. On their backs they each bore
arider, all of whom aso were pale and exhausted. A silvery
glow encompassed the newcomers and eventually someone
realized it was the great lances that glowed so godlike, and
not the dragons and riders themselves.

By that time, though, the storieswere aready spreading.



Chapter 25

“They told me it was you, but 1 could Not believe it!
Not after the tales that have circulated.”

"Tdes?' Huma and his companions had climbed down
from the dragons—where they would have been swarmed
by knights and commonfolk alike if not for the quick think-
ing of Lord Grendal, who controlled the Keep's defenses.
Severd of thewell-trained veteranswho made up Grendal's
force were out and around the newcomers within the first
minute after the landing.

Lord Oswa, Grand Master, indicated Huma himself.
"You know what | speak of . The stories of your battlewith
the demon who seeded plague and dissension throughout
theland.”

"Rennard?"



"Rennard. Amazing how faulty their memories can be.
When he was revealed for what he was and you defeated
him there, they quickly forgot how much they wanted to
believe the rumors he spread. They blamed him as an evil
demon or cleric—I forget what exactly. Then, to top it dl
off, you supposedly vanish into thin air like Paladine him-
«f"

Huma's face turned dark crimson. "The part about my
vanishingistrue, but | assuremy lord that it wasnot by my
ownpower."

"Indeed." Lord Oswd's eyes strayed to the Dragonlances
and his body seemed to shake momentarily. "Are those,
then, what you have been seeking? What we have so desper-
ately needed?'

"Yes, milord. The Dragonlances. We would have been
here sooner, but we became caught up in the battle."

"l daresay. I've had men and dragons alike speak of how
theeight of you came from nowhere, dealing fear and death
to the Dragongueen's lackeys. Perhaps they are right; per-
haps you are Paladine in mortal guise cometo Krynn."

“Lord Oswa!"

The Grand Master chuckled. "I have not come around to
that way of thinking, Huma. Not yet." Despite his evident
desire to ingpect the lances, Oswa turned to the rest of
Humasband. "I know you, minotaur, and glad | amthat |
hadfaithinyou. Youliveup to dl thegood | have heard of
your kind. | thank you for your assgtance."

Kaz was oddly quiet. "I didwhat | wasrequired to do. |
have sworn an oath to Huma."

"Isthat al it was?' The Grand Master smiled and turned
to the others, starting with Lord Avondale. There was just
the hint of coolnessin the Grand Master's tone. "l welcome
you, Ergothian commander, asafellow knight. | do hot sup-
pose you have brought your army with you?"

"When we met that one time. Grand Master, | knew you
would someday hold your present position, but | hoped it
would mellow you before we had to face each other again."

Oswal accepted the veiled reprimand with a more genu-
inesmile. "Forgive meif | sometimesforget | am adso in the
presence of a cleric of Paadine”



Huma, Kaz, and Buoron looked at one another. While
they respected Lord Avondae, they would have never tak-
enhimfor acleric of Paladine. Then again, who wasto say
what a cleric had to look like so long as his belief and his
ways did not contradict the teachings?

"Youve let out my secret, but it's just as well. Perhaps
Huma now will understand why | wanted him to accompa:
ny me to Caergoth. When | noted the sign of Morgion on
such an obvioudly loyal knight, | worried that he might be
marked for some foul deed" Avondae turned back to
Huma and smiled.

The Grand Master turned from Avondale and regarded
Buoron with some amusement. With his great beard, the
knight from the southwest stood out. Buoron was shaking
in the presence of the Grand Magter.

"Youare..."

The knight blinked severd times before blurting out his
name. "Buoron, milord!™

"From one of our remote Ergothian outposts, | imagine"

"Yes milord." Buoronwaswhite.

"Good man." Lord Oswa patted him on the shoulder and
turned away. Buoron breathed a sigh of relief and gave a
sickly amile.

"Now, then, Huma" The Grand Master was dl serious-
ness. "If you would be so kind, | would like you and your
companionstojoinmein my quarters. | want to hear every-
thing."

"Yes milord, but the Dragonlances—"

"Will be handled with care and placed in a safe location
until we decide what can be done with them. Now come; |
suspect you all could do with something to drink. | know
after today's near-catastrophe, | could."

Humasreport was punctuated every now and then by the
thunder and lightning playing havocinthemountainsto the
west. Takhisisletting loose her rage on thosewho had failed
her, Kaz suggested, or perhaps Galan Dracos furious over
his followers failed attempts to seize the Dragonlances.

Lord Oswd tapped thetable ashe absorbed all Humahad
related. "Pdladine! | never would have believed it if it had



not been you—and to actually see them! Y ou make an old
man proud, Huma. Durac would have been proud, | know
that."

"Thank you, milord." That compliment meant more to
himthan dl others.

"Made from dragonsilver by a smith with one slver arm,
and bearing a god-forged hammer, aswell.”

Huma looked perplexed. "I made no mention of that."

The Grand Master smiled knowingly. "l am a student of
old lore, Huma, which is one reason | believed in you dl
aong. If thissmithisasyou described him, he must be bear-
ing ahammer that was forged by Reorx himself. | am thank-
ful that our ancient records are true after al and you have
lived to bring the weapon to us"

Something had been building up inside Huma and he
finally stood. "Milord, | beg of you. | appreciate al you
have been saying and | know there was much you had to
hear, but we now have the Dragonlances and | must ask of
you afavor. There are twenty lancesthat may be utilized in
the heavens. Give me but one lance and let me fly to the
domain of Galan Dracos and his dark mistress. | must free
Magiud"

"Knight Huma" The Grand Master's voice was tondless,
frighteningly akin to Rennard's. Lord Oswal stared at him
until Humasat. "One man or woman, be they companion,
lover, or blood kin, is not worth the lives of hundreds—and
| say that evenif | werethat one. Y ou may disagreewith me,
andthat isyour prerogative—in private. Wearefightingfor
the existence of dl Solamnia, of al Ansalon if not Krynn
itsdf. | cannot condone your idea."

"He was taken defending the lances” Humas bitterness
began to show.

"l understand that, Knight Huma, as | understand the
dangersto you that | think you do not. My answer remains
the same. Understood?’

Huma said nothing.

"Now, then, you have twenty-onelances, one of whichis
designed for afootsoldier, you sad."

Vs

Twenty lances are hardly sufficient. We were fortunate



this time, in that the dragons did not expect you, and your
sudden appearance threw them into confusion.”

"They fled with their tails between their legs" remarked
Kaz smugly.

"This time. When next they come—and do not believe
they will not—they will act with more cunning and more
confidence, and four lances, let aone twenty, will not pre-
val."

"You areclaming thefight islost aready. Thisisnot what
| expected to hear from the Grand Master of the Knights of
Solamnia," Lord Avondale commented.

The Grand Master ignored the look of disdain on the
Ergothian's face and kept his gaze fixed on Huma. "While
some may seethis asaccepting defeat, it isonly becausethey
have not bothered to wait and hear. What weneed to dois
clear the smithy of dl ese and create, as accurately as poss-
ble, lances as near in quality to the originals as we can.”

Guy Avondae's eyes narrowed, and a thin smile played
across hislips. Kaz and Buoron exchanged looks of puzzle-
Inquqj't' Humahesitated, then saw wherethe eder knight was

ing.

"A ploy! Were going to ensnare them with agreat bluff!"

Lord Oswa smiled, an edgein hisgaze. "A bluff. Exactly.
We dready have the setup for creating ordinary lances.
Now we shdl make as many faithful forgeries of the
Dragonlances as possible.”

"How long will al thistake?' asked Avondale. "Asyou
yoursdlf have indicated, it will not be long before they
return.”

"Metalworkingin most of itsformsisan art with us, com-
mander. It ispart of the secret of our success. Shoddy weap-
onry and protection make for shoddy armies—a
paraphrasing of something in the Measure. Given two days,
wewill have more than ahundred lances. They will be, asl
said, copies, forgeries of the true Dragonlances. The word
has no doubt spread as to the cause of the rout. When next
wefacethem, | hopeto have at least ahundred lances ready.
When the Dragons of Takhisis come, they will find them-
selvesfacing averitable cavalry charge. The element of sur-
prise will be ours. 1 am hoping that a hundred lances,



supposedly actual Dragonlances, will cause a new panic.
With the dragons at bay, our own forces will advance and
meet the ogres”

"This is more than a bluff. You intend to win,
Dragonlances or not. Itisaninteresting plan. Y ou havefaith
init?Truly?'

"As a cleric of Pdadine, you should know. Besides, it is
not so much the plan | have faith in asit isin my men. We
are, after dl, Knights of Solamnia.”

"Huma."

He had been walking adone, trying to sort out dl that was
happening. Magius, the Dragonlances, Galan Dracos,
Gwyneth—

"Huma?'

He whirled. Shewas there in the shadows of the stable.
Shewas clad in aflowing robe of silver-blue, her dim form
partialy reveded as she waked toward him. Huma could
only gape.

"Gwyneth?"

Shesmiled. "Y ou expect someone ds=?'

“"No!"

"l wanted to come to you earlier, but it wasn't possible.
There are—some things—I must sort out. | hope you don't
mind if | walk with you, though."

"No. Notatdl."

Gwyneth took his arm, and the two waked dowly
around the courtyard. It wasthefirst nearly clear night that
Huma could recall. There were even patches of actual sky,
asif the cloud cover at last were breaking up. Huma knew
better than to hope it would vanish. Only one thing would
bring that about: total defeat of the Dragongqueen.

It took him some time to build up the nerve, but at last
Huma asked, "How did you get here?'

She turned her face from him. "Please don't ask that now.
| promise I'll tell you soon.”

"Vey wdl. I'mjust glad to see you."

That made her turn back. "I'm glad of that. It makeseve-
rything worthwhile." Gwyneth's expression suddenly dark-
ened again. "l heard something about you wanting to go



after Magius by yoursdf."

"The Grand Master forbids it

"What will you do?'

"I obey the Grand Magter. It's my duty."

They were sllent after that. Gwyneth had rested one hand
on Huma's arm and, as they walked, he was astonished at
the strength in that hand. There was o much he did not
know about her, including her connection with the
Dragonlance. She must be a dleric, he decided, but of which
god hewas not sure.

Gwyneth suddenly stared ahead and stiffened. Humafol-
lowed her gaze and caught sight of an unfamiliar male of
approximately his own age. The man was dressed like a
villager—they had come straggling in to Vingaard Keep just
before thewar reached their homes—but his stance wasnot
like one of them. The face was fairly well hidden by
shadow, but Huma could have sworn that the eyes blazed.
After glancing at both of them, the stranger disappeared
around a corner.

"Whoisthat?' Humashandfell to the hilt of hissword. If
someone stalked Gwyneth . ..

"No one" shereplied, much too quickly. Gwyneth disen-
gaged hersdf from Humasarm. "I haveto leave now. I'll sse
you again later, | promise™

She turned the way they had come, and hurried away.
Huma thought to follow her, but she was out of sight almost
instantly. The knight blinked; he could not recal when or
where she had turned.

Reaction to the Dragonlances was not what Huma and
the others had expected.

He had offered to demonstrate the methods and uses of
the Dragonlance. To his amazement, only a handful of
knights came to see him. One of them revealed the reason
for the astonishing apathy among his brethren. Huma,
stunned, told the others what the knight had said and how
widespread those feelings were among the knighthood.

"The time for miracles is past. They will not accept the
magic of thelances, and who can blame them? We are ask-
ing them to risk their lives usdedy as far as they are con-



cerned. Those who ride with the true Dragonlances will

bear the brunt of the assault and then attempt to break

through and strike at the heart of evil, Galan Dracos and his
infernal mistress. But suicide is against the Oath and Mea

asure. And few have the true faith in Paladine where thisis

concerned. | was told a few believe | created the lances
myself. They want to know why they should risk their lives
30 needlessy when they could be here, with their comrades,

fighting a definite foe on more equa terms. Fighting

dragons is one thing; facing the Dragonqueen hersdf isfol-
ly. That message was relayed to me more than once™

Lord Oswadl roseat that point. "They'll risk it, cursethem!
They'reknights, not skulking thieves! I'll order them to take
thelances and use them!"

"And they'll die"" Avondale threw in.

"What's that?' The two commanders locked eyes.

"They'll die, Grand Master. With little or no faith, they'll
simply die. It's not a matter of whether the power of Pda
dine flows within the Dragonlances. The hand that guides
theweapon dso must believe or dsereactionswill bealittle
too dow, alittle off the mark. They must havefaith, aswe
do, or they will lose because they will see these lances as
they have seen al lances—objects that will bend, bresk, or
shatter on the hides of the dark dragons.”

"But a Dragonlance—"

The Ergothian cleric held up ahand for slence. "Wehave
twenty Dragonlances, correct?"'

"Flus the footman's lance" Huma quickly added.

"Twenty lances. All weneed aretwenty men. | think Pala-
dine is watching over us. If there are only twenty
Dragonlances, then there is a reason. If we are to obtain
more, Paadine will see that we do. If our faith is strong,
twenty lances or athousand, we will triumph.”

Lord Oswal looked at Huma. "Hes right.”

Humastudied those assembled in theroom. Kaz, Buoron,
and Avondale would follow him on this. He needed only
sixteen other men. "Let there just be the twenty, then.”

More than one eyebrow wasraised at that. Humadid not
wait for questions, ingtead plunging immediately into his
thoughts.



"Buoron, Kaz, milord Avondae. | know that you three
will join with me. You know the Dragonlance; you know
what it can do. If twenty lancesare d| that stand betweenus
and defeat by the Dark Queen, then we should thank Pda
dine we have even those and use them to the utmost."

"You should have been a cleric, Huma, for your faith is
stronger than any | have ever known." There was no mock-
ery in Lord Guy's tone.

Therewas aknock on the Grand Magter's chamber door,
and one of the Knights of the Rose who made up the ruling
knight's guard entered. "Grand Master, Knight Bennett
wishes to spesk with you."

"I summoned him from the Keep walls some time ago.
Where has he been?'

"Hedid not say, milord."

Lord Oswd glanced at Huma and then nodded dowly.
"Allow him to enter.”

"Milord." The guard spoke to someone in the hall and
then stood at attention. Bennett, looking more like his
father than Huma had ever seen him, stalked imperioudy
into the room. He saluted his uncle deferentially and
acknowledged the presence of the others politely, though he
stared long and hard at the Ergothian commander.

"What isit, Bennett?'

"Unc—Grand Master, | have been studying the
Dragonlances.”

The elder knight's expression darkened. "Who gave you
permission?’

Some of the imperiousnessvanished. "I did it of my own
accord. | could not help it, after you spoke to me of it fol-
lowing Huma's—his disappearance.”

Bennett looked at Huma as he talked, but the latter could
read nothing in the stiff, hawklike features.

"And?'

His nephew's eyes widened, the mask fell away, and both
Huma and Lord Oswal were astonished at the wonder that
spread over Bennett's face as he spoke. "They were smooth
to the touch—so smooth they must cut the air effortlesdly.
I've never seen apoint so sharp, nor a meta so bright—so
dive. I've heard that many doubt the authenticity of the



lances, but | cannot believe but thesewere sent to us by Pd-
adine, through his chosen champion.”

For the first time ever, Humafelt a degp respect emanat-
ing from the Grand Magter's nephew, and directed at Huma
himself.

Lord Oswa was no less surprised. Kaz snorted quietly in
derision, but thelook Bennett threw him caused himto stop
immediately.

"l want to be one of them, Grand Master. | counted but
twenty and | know not if wewill have any more, but | want
to be one of them. It iswhat | have trained for—to give
mysdf in sarvice to the Triumvirate and to Paladine. | will
face any test if needed to prove | am worthy." Bennett
exhaled and his shoulders slumped. He had bared himsdlf to
al present and now awaited judgment.

The Grand Master looked from Huma to Avondae and
then back to his nephew.

"Knight Bennett, you are, | see, the son of my brother—
my brother before the strain of leadership tore us apart. If
you can but remain asyou arenow, | seeinyouwhat many
have always believed—that you will be among the first and
best in our ranks" Bennett's shoulders stiffened in uncon-
ceded pride. Oswd continued, "If you would truly bewhat
weal strive to be, then | ask that you make your example
this knight here—" he pointed at a stunned Huma—"for he
is the embodiment of our teachings, whether or not he
believesit so himsdf."

"Am | then—"

"You are, and | chargeyou with a specid task. Find others
like yourself, from al three Orders and numbering fifteen
total, who are willing to believe in the strength and will of
Paladine and who will ride the skies with the Dragonlance
before them.”

Bennett nearly stumbled toward the door, then turned to
his uncle. Lord Oswa waved him off. The Knight of the
Rose departed with haste.

Bennett did exactly as hewastold. He sought volunteers
from dl three Orders and chose them based on merit and
belief, not whether they wereloya to him, ashewould have



done prior to hisfather's death. Among the volunteerswere
veterans and near-novices. Included by Bennett, surprising-
ly enough, werethreeknightswho lacked limbsor were per-
manently disabled, al from the war. Had this been
peacetime, Lord Oswal would have given thesemenworkin
the Keep, something to keep them active but away from
awkward situations. Now, though, every man who could
fight wasneeded. Menwho had lost aleg could till rideand
swing a sword. One usdess arm ill meant that the knight
could use his other. A Knight of Solamnia did not quit until
he was either triumphant or dlain. Had they diminated such
men from the ranks, the available forces in the Keep would
have been cut by nearly a quarter.

With the retreat of the Dragonqueen's forces from the
vicinity of the Keep, lines of supply reopened, albeit sporad-
icdly. Awaiting their first opportunity, knightsin the south-
ern reaches shipped food and raw materials. It was
dangerous going, for the ogres and dragons still harried the
routes, and some wagons never completed their journey.

The mountains to the west were ominously quiet, and
Huma found himsdlf staring at them, on and off. Magius
was dill out there, and Huma till felt the desire to attempt
some sort of rescue. Waiting in the Keep for whatever Galan
Dracos and his migtress plotted next irked him.

It might have been easer if Gwyneth had been with him,
but she had not returned since that one night. Huma had
taken to conversang with the silver dragon. They spoke only
when aone together, for the presence of the other dragons
guarding the Keep—and especidly the slver dragon's two
sblings, who watched Huma intently each time he came
around—embarrassed him.

Sheligened to hisevery word and answered his questions
with such intensity that it was often easy to forget he was
gpesking with a creature vastly larger and more ancient
than he. At the same time, she seemed filled with a sadness
that Huma was never able to identify. He pressed her only
once on it. When Huma had probed too far, the great
dragon had turned and moved away without another word.

Huma could not explain the reasoning behind the feeling
that had surged through him then, but he somehow knew



that the sadness which had become so much a part of the
leviathan was due to him.

He was careful never to bring up the point again, for fear
of what truth he might discover.

Three dayspassed, andthenit was asif the heavensthem-
sdves had erupted. Knights in the Keep pointed skyward,
and the murmuring began. Though they would deny fear,
many turned pae as they remembered the last time the sky
had looked like this.

Huma rushed to the battlements, Kaz and Buoron dose
behind him. Both Huma and the minotaur stared through
narrow eyes at the horror before them. Buoron, having
come from the southwest outpost, had not been present at
that time, but he studied the scene and then turned to his
fcompanions, seeing for the first time the looks on their

aces.

Turning palehimself, heasked, "What doesit mean? Why
isit so black?"

The rolling darkness, which had nearly lost the war for
the knighthood in that earlier battle, soread dowly toward
the outermost lines of defense. The winds around the Keep
were building to apitch.



Chalpten 26

“Che DraGoNIlaNces! We must fly Now!”

The otherswere gathering even as Humaand his compan-
ions entered the courtyard. Bennett looked to him asan aide
might look to his commander. Here, Humawas in charge.

The dragons were there, also. They had had trouble in
choosing who would join with the knights. Unlike the
humans, al the dragons volunteered. It was the silver
dragonwho finally chose, she being most closdaly associated
with the lances. Her choices were not questioned, for each
of the volunteers was picked on the basis of past perform-
ance and physica endurance. There were siver ones,
bronze ones—Bolt being the most vocad of these—and even
agold dragon.

More than enough saddles had been made and the well-



trained knights were aready finishing with that part of the
preparations. Someone dso had thought to secure the foot-
man's lance to the silver dragon Huma would be riding.

When al was ready, Huma turned to see everyone wait-
ing. Then hegrimaced, realizing that they were awaiting his
orders. Even Lord Avondale, who Humafelt was certainly a
more qualified flight leader, was deferring to him. Turning
forward and assuring himself that al was secure, Huma
kicked the slver dragon lightly and gave the signa to
depart.

What animpressive sight, he thought, as he momentarily
turned back to look. The twenty dragons made an arrow-
head formation with Huma at the point; Kaz and Bolt were
to hisleft, alittle farther back, and Buoron was to hisright.
He could not see Lord Avondale, who wasflying to therear.

His thought were broken by the visage of the slver

dragon as she turned to spesk to him. "Huma, 1 ..." He
looked ahead, expecting to see the Dragonqueen's children
breaking through the darkness. "Nothing. |—I merely

wished to say you may count on mein all things."

"I will always be thankful," he shouted, for the wind was
now o great that it roared in his ears, and he could not be
sure how well she heard him. She had aready turned away.

It became abattle merely to enter the curtain of blackness
that had been raised by the followers of Galan Dracos. The
winds were fierce. The riders were strapped down and the
Dragonlances were hooked to their mounts for safety.
Huma and the silver dragon were thefirst to enter and it was
asif therewere no Krynn. Sky and earth were gone. There
was only the knight, his dragon, and hislance. No, Huma
reaized. Therewasmore. Behind him, he could ssetheglow
of the other Dragonlances. At first, Humaworried that they
would shine like beacons to the forces of Takhisis. Then he
saw how thelances ate away at the darkness, destroying the
spell. It did not matter then whether they were seen or not.
The darkness ceased to be a threat.

"Were through!" the silver dragon shouted.

Theworld snapped back into existence. When Humahad
wandered on foot, it seemed such an incredible distance, an
endless darkness in which things not of this plane chittered



and slunk toward their unseeing prey. Now, it seemed like
nothing.

The enemy dragons were upon them.

The first came at Huma and the silver dragon as they
emerged again into the light. One lone rider and dragon
must have seemed easy prey for the red dragons, and the
two of them turned from their brethren to ded with Huma.
The other dragonriders began to emerge behind Huma,
though, and the easy prey became the deadly hunter. The
two overconfident redsfell swiftly, unable to break away in
time. Theothers, blue, black, and red, came more hesitant-
ly. It seemed to Huma that they attacked only for fear of
their own mistress, a fear greater than that of the
Dragonlances.

One of the twenty, Hdlerin, a newly appointed but
skilled Knight of the Crown, went down, burning from the
acidicblast of hisfoe. The other knights had accounted for
four of theenemy and therest of the dark dragonsturnedin
retreat, deciding to risk thewrath of their mistress.

Some knights wanted to chase after them, but Humasg-
naled against that idea by remaining on his present course.
Huma's target was the source of the shifting darkness.

Severd times, they faced ondaughts of creatures of the
ar. Therewere dragons of nearly every color. At one point,
they dashedwithlarge, birdlikecrestureswithleoninejaws
and three pairs of claws. Another dragonrider was logt to
horrorsthat only could have been the mad creations of Dra-
coshimsdf. Humawas particularly saddened by thisloss, a
scarred veteran of the Rose, named Marik Ogrebane. He
had been one of the disabled knights and wasthefirst to vol-
unteer. Now only eighteen remained. As they flew, Huma
memorized the place and circumstances of each death, hop-
ing to mark the bravery of these men in someway, later on,
in song or verse.

They were dose, Humaknew, dose to the source of the
spell. He could fed it.

"I oy something, Huma," said the Slver dragon.

"Where?'

"Down there to theright?

Hefollowed her gaze. There was nothing but ahill, bar-



ren but for afew bent and decaying trees, arranged amost
inapattern. It was certainly not what he was anticipating,
and he told the slver dragon so.

She smiled knowingly. "Look not with your eyes, Huma.
Look with thewisdom of Paladine. Haveyou ever seen trees
growing in the form of a pentagram?'

The knight looked again—and realized how precise the
pattern was. Ashe observed, the treesbegan to waver, asif
they were not red. They did not fade, but twisted into
brown-robed forms, like the mage who had attacked Huma
in the woods in what seemed such along time ago.

Now he saw them more precisaly. Nearly a dozen figures
squatted in the dirt, their heads down, their arms out-
stretched toward the center of the pentagram, where one of
their number stood with arms raised high.

"Shall we take them? They seem unaware," Kaz shouted
from the side. Bolt eagerly expressed similar sentiments.

"l want to take them dive if possble"

Kaz snorted. "If possible?"

Bolt plunged ahead—and barely missed being grievoudy
wounded as something rose and shattered the air currents,
as if lightning had emanated from the earth. Kaz and Bolt
circled for another try and this time, when the attack came.
Bolt easily dodged it. A crack of lightning split the heavens
and struck the hill. When the smoke cleared, asmal crater
marked where the figures had been.

Huma turned at the sound of laughter coming from the
slver dragon. Thushisnickname, Bolt. All bronze dragons
are capable of that trick, but only afew have such precison
as he has shown, and none are hisequd."

Their defenses shattered, the renegade mages were sud-
denly active. They rose as one and turned toward the new-
comers. Though Huma could not be surefrom thisdistance,
he thought their faces remarkably similar. They dl might
havebeen siblings. Then Humarealized what was so similar
about each figure. They acted asif under aspdl or with such
concentration that it had become etched in their faces and
movements. They were, in asense, onebeing and they were
pointing their hands toward Huma and the silver dragon.

"Dive" hecried, but shewasaready doing that. Theren-



egades tried to follow their progress, but the silver dragon

wove a complex tapestry of turns and dives. While the
mages concentrated on her, the other dragonriders moved

closer.

How long could the renegades keep up this defense and
dtill maintain the darkness? Huma wondered.

"Huma, beyond!"

Just over the hill, and marching steadily along, was the
ogrearmy. Theland was literaly crawling with ogres, their
human allies, goblins, and a few unidentifiables—
experiments of the mages, no doubt. Thingswith too many
arms, too many legs—even too many heads and trunks.

Thevery air ripped apart as hewatched, and Humahad a
glimpse of a place known to him only in nightmares and
prayer. It was only a glimpse, but of a blackness so over-
whelming, so ready to devour him, that he knew it could
only be the Abyss.

They had that much strength. They had opened arift in
the mortal plane—and it would swallow him! Huma shook
uncontrollably, and even the silver dragon wavered at that
sight. Therip seemed to widen, giving them no placeto run
or hide. It came closer—then the power keeping the rift
open crumbled as the renegades fell to the oncoming
dragons of light. The mages had reached their limitsin con-
centration; too many things were happening of too great
importance. As the dragons attacked, first one, then
another, then another, afew of the renegades stood to fight
and died on the spot; the rest scattered, the link between
them destroyed.

Behind them, the darkness dissipated. Things screeched
in horror at the light. They had been bred in the darkness,
perhaps even in the Abyss. Light to them was death. Their
forms could not exig without the darkness; they faded
away like dew, leaving no trace of their coming or going.

That would not, however, deter the massive force that
marched even now toward the hill where the mages had
scattered. The Dragonqueen's commanders, lacking the
imagination and daring of Crynus, were throwing al they
had into the first battle.

The dlver dragon turned to Huma again. "They are



frightened, Huma. Not of us, but of Galan Dracos and the
Dragonqueen, | think."

"What can we do?'

"YOU CAN DIE"

Behind him, Huma heard shouts and cries from the oth-
ers. Before him, afigure hovered in mid-air with arms fold-
ed, smiling smugly from beneath a brown hood. He was
tall, perhaps even taller than Huma, and dim, more like a
wall-trained knight than the mage he obvioudy was. Other
than his reptilian smile, the floating spellcagter's face was lit-
tlemore than a shadow.

"Galan Dracos" Huma whispered the name to himsdlf,
but it was apparent the mage understood, for he cocked his
head in acknowledgment of his identity.

"You are Huma. You look quite different when seen
through human eyes. The one failing of the dreadwolves.
One sess as they s

Huma could barely restrain himself from ordering the sI-
ver dragon to charge thefloating figure. Herewastheliving
embodiment of dl that was evil.

Galan Dracoswas smiling broadly. "Y ou arewasting your
time, good knight. True, those lances are an advantage over
the dragons, but you have—pardon, had—only twenty,
and there are far too many dragons. See for yoursdf." The
mage indicated the horizon behind him.

Huma squinted. A dark mass was coming up over the
horizon. At first he thought it to be another spel of dark-
ness. Then he saw that the mass was not one thing, but
many large, flying creatures.

Dragons. The children of Takhisis. Hundreds of them.

Galan Dracos was till smiling when Huma turned to
him. "With my dark lady'said, | have summoned themfrom
al over Krynn. Every last one. Black, red, white, green—all
the different dragons. They have been flying for days to
come here, and they have amost arrived.”

Twenty lances—eighteen now. Eighteen against hundreds
and hundreds of dragons. If only they had more lances ...

"If you surrender now, there might till be aplacefor you.
My mistress has been quite impressed with your ability to
survive. If you would bewilling to turn your talentsto her,



she would prove most—grateful." The renegade smiled.
"You've redly seen only her warrior persona. She has
other—talents—of equal wonder."

Below him, the silver dragon gave an uncharacteristic
hiss of fury, and Huma suddenly found himself closing in on
the mage. Oddly, Dracos only laughed as the great levia-
than legpt at him, jawswide, clawsforemost.

The jaws clamped harmlessy together.

"lllusion,” Huma muttered.

A mocking laugh seemed to hang in the air. The group
hovered uncertainly, awaiting instructions from Huma. He
continued to stare at the spot where the illusion of Gaan
Dracos had floated.

Unable to stand the waiting anymore, an unidentified
knight behind Huma cried, "Weve lost!"

"We have not logt until the last knight is dead, Derrick,"
Bennett shouted at the man. He whispered to the gold
dragon, who promptly moved him close enough so that he
could speak to Humawithout being overheard by the other
riders. "What do we do now?"

Bennett asking him for guidance? If the whole situation
had not been o tragic, Huma might have laughed. "Pull
back. Wemust warn the Keep. With so few lances, we ought
to circle Vingaard. Make the taking of it as costly atask as
possible.”

"You'e giving up?'

"Not at al. For now, the defense of the Keep remains our
best option." Huma turned to the others. "Back to Vin-
gaard!"

Huma tried to hide his own disappointment as they turn-
ed to flee the coming horde. The situation seemed hopeless.

Something bright glittered in his eyes then, and at first
Humathought it was the reflection of the sun. Only, he sud-
denly realized, there was no sun. What glittered in his eyes
was a light with no visible source.

As Huma's eyes focused on the tiny flickering light, it
seemed to beckon. It was not exactly light, more a greenish
glow. It reminded Huma of the glow emanating from the
Sword of Tears.

The glow seemed to flutter earthward, and Huma hes-



tated. Humadrew the silver dragon's attention to the glitter-
ing object.

"What do you make of it?'

"A messenger of some sort, but | suspect its maker wears
black. Ignoreit and alet usreturn before thingsworsen. 1—I
donot likeit here" Shewasacting strangely, Humareaized.
She had been quiet and amost sullen since her attack on
Dracos had failed. It had been Dracos's comment on hismis-
tressscharmsthat had set her off, Humarealized. But why?
Had the silver dragon been afraid that he would fall prey to
such afalse dream?

Humatook a deep breath—and shook his head. "Follow
the light down."

"Huma-"

"DO IT." He had never spoken to her like that, but he did
not think he could trust her reactions at this moment. The
decision would be his.

"Huma!" Kaz called from ahead of them. Huma shook his
head and pointed back toward the Keep, his face expres-
sionless. The minotaur muttered something to Bolt, then
turned to the others, to see what was happening. Kaz shout-
ed something. Regardless, the massive easterner would wait
with hisdragon while the knight investigated whatever held
his fascination.

With reluctance, the slver dragon began following the
greenish glow downward. When they had reached the base
of aparticular hill, the greenish glow twinkled abruptly out
of existence. The slver dragon landed, and Huma looked
around expectantly.

"l comein peace, Knight of Solamnia™ Thevoicewaslow
and grated on the ears. Its owner was the image of a short,
wiry man with an oversized head and narrow, weasd-like
features. Not a stitch of hair grew on his head.

Hewore ablack rabe.

"A trick! | told you!" The silver dragon reared up, ready
to defend Huma. The Black Robe cowered, though there
was no fear in his eyes. Huma shouted until his companion
quieted. He was becoming disturbed with her new restive-
ness.

"Hear me out,” grated the dark mage.



Huma stared sullenly at the Black Robe. "What do you
have to say? I've already spoken with your mager."

The magic-user made a face. "There you touch on the
point of this meeting. The renegade who has styled himself
our master. That carrion!”

"Y ou both serve the same mistress do you not?'

"Listen carefully, Knight of Solamnia, for I've no way of
knowing when the cur will notice my absence. We need
your agreement.”

"Mine?' Humablinked. A Black Robe seeking aid from
him?

"We know of you—through one who has worn many
robesin hislife and who even now wears another, in spirit if
not in body."

"Magiud" The knight leaped on the vague description.
"Where?"'

The spellcagter raised ahand to silence him. "No timefor
that. Listen. Weknow now that if the Dragonqueenisvicto-
rious, we will be no more to her than you are. Dracos has
already become her mortd voice, and his world will seem
one born from the Abyssitself. Y ou have seen his abomina-
tions. Would you like to see them made permanent? We
wish to join with you. Better to die fighting than to be for-
ever at her mercy—and shewill haveaspecial placefor both
our orders, mark me"

An offer of dliance . . . from a Black Robe? "How can |
possibly believe you, one of her creatures?”

The mage straightened. "My first and foremost loyalty is
to Nuitari, Dark Lord of Magic. We erred in believing we
served him when we chose to serve—I will not cal her his
mother—l et us say shewho had given birth to him. Nuitari,
though, cares for this world. That is why he, Lunitari,
and—" The spdlcagter hesitated at saying the name. "—
even Solinari of the Light abandoned the struggle for Krynn
and created the Orders of Sorcery as a separate entity, one
that should work for the betterment of magic in the world.
If Takhisisisvictorious, Krynnwill becomelittle more than
a cold rock among the stars. Our lord's dream will perish.
We cannot have that."

"What do you want?"



‘It isnot so much what we want aswhat we can give”

"Give?' The slver dragon, silent through much of this
exchange, narrowed her eyes and laughed sarcagticaly. "A
Black Robe gives nothing but misery and desth.”

"An unjust falsehood. However, in this case, any misery
and death we deal shall be aimed toward Dracosand hisrag-
tag band—»but we need an opening.”

"An opening? What do you mean?'

"l offer you this" The mage held out abony hand. In his
palm rested a tiny green sphere. "Unless you can get close
enough, youwill never seethe castle of Galan Dracos; it lies
on the edge between our plane and the Abyss. With this,
youwill be ableto locateit."

The slver dragon scoffed. "Isthere not the matter of your
former mistress, the Dragongqueen? Issheto step idly aside
while we charge the domain of her most trusted servant?

The spellcaster indicated the Dragonlance. "I'm told that
she has doubts about these., That she remains within the
confines of the castle, near the path to the Abyss, because
she fears the power of the Dragonlances.”

"Preposterous! Huma, | won't let you . . " The slver
dragon turned as she spoke and froze at thelook on hisface.
"Huma.. . . you cannot believe this"

The knight ignored her. "What will you do when we
strike, assuming we do?*

"Within the castle, the remainder of the Black Guard and
those renegades who willingly follow Dracos will be your
greatest threat. Weshall deal with them. If possible, weshal
strive to turn away the dragons as well.”

"Madnesd"

A shadow loomed above. All threelooked up to sseKaz
and Bolt hovering. The minotaur was shouting.

"Be quick! | see dragons scouting ahead.”

The mage quickly turned back to Huma. "By Nuitari, |
swear that my name is Gunther and that you may trust me.
Take it!"

The Black Robe had sworn by hislord. For the followers
of Nuitari, the penalties for breaking oaths were ofttimes
fatal. Huma reached down and accepted the smal green
sphere.



"We are with you." The mage vanished abruptly. Huma
kicked his mount gently. She spread her wings and began
rising, relief evident on her features.

Kaz saw Huma's closed fist and blinked. "What isit?"

Huma stared at the approaching sea of destruction and
thought how simple the spell of darkness seemed now. He
glanced down at thehand that held thesmal sphere. "A des-
perate hope, at best, | think."
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Chapter 27

“By the Triumvirate! How Much MORE€ caN they possi-
bly throw against us?*

Guy Avondale shook hishead. "Evil dways grows abun-
dant when given the chance to take root. Melodramatic
statement by my predecessor, but al too true”

They stood in the courtyard where the dragons and their
riders had landed. Theloss of two of their elite number dis-
turbed the Grand Master, as did news of yet another wave
of evil rising toward them.

"What of this deal with the followers of Nuitari, Huma?'
asked Bennett. "Can they be trusted, in your opinion?’

After deep thought, Huma finally answered. "I believe
20." He held up the tiny, emerald globe. It pulsated. “They
gavethis. Granted, it might be ameansfor them to draw us



out s0 that we fall to them in the open field, but it was
accompanied by an oath to the God of Dark Magic himsalf.
No Black Robe with a desire to live will cross Nuitari.”

"| agree" added the Grand Master. He sighed. "Well, we
have quite a problem. We cannot possibly defend Vingaard
for too long againgt a Sege of this intensity. At the same
time, it would be simple madness to go out and meet that
horde." He hesitated, then added, "I offered the dragonsthe
chance to depart if they felt the cause was logt here” Lord
Oswad held up ahand to silence his anxious companions. "I
had to ask. | believe, though, that they will stay with us
until theend. We shall see. Wherewas|? Ah. Westill do not
know all about the east. The ogres are said to be stabilizing
there. We can look for no help from the south—blast the
eved Thenorth—water."

"We have the fake Dragonlances™ interrupted Bennett.
"Let ususethem in onefinal assault. In the confusion of the
foe, afew of them will buy time, if nothing ds"

Lord Oswd grunted and stared at the lances of the riders.
"I think insanity rulestheday, but unlessthereare other sug-
gegtions, we shdl combine the epic charge my nephew
desperately craves with a coordinated search for and attack
on the castle of Galan Dracos" He looked around. No one,
not even Lord Avondale, cleric and veteran soldier, could
oppose the suicidal strategy.

Oswa shook his head. "If | am remembered at al, it will
probably be asthe Grand Master cursed for sending hismen
to the daughter.”

A horn sounded.

"They've spotted the first wave," someone said anxioudly.
Knightssuddenly weremoving all about. Horseswerebeing
readied and lined up. Row upon row of knights formed.
Pikemen, lancers, bowmen, each and every type moved to
assure that there was no disorder in this hour of peril.

"Break out the footmen's lanced" shouted the Grand
Master to one of hisaides. The man saluted hastily and went
to inform the squires, whose job it would be.

Humawanted to order the remaining Dragonlancersinto
battle formation, but Lord Oswd prevented him. "No. If
you hope to break through and make your way to the



mountains, you'll have to go when the dragons are
en

"But the ground forces—"

"Will recaive as much protection as they can get from the
dragons. |—"

The horn sounded again, a different note thistime.

"Whét in the name of Kiri-Jolith isthat?* The Grand Mas-
ter and the others hurried toward the front, where Lord
Hawkeye was in direct command.

"Lord Hawkeye." The ruling Knight of the Order of the
Crown whirled.

"Grand Master, they've cometo ahdlt, just in sight. Even
the dragons have stopped. It'sasif they'rewaiting for some-
thing. I've put everybody on standby.”

"Very good." Huma held his breath until the Grand Mas-
ter relaxed the evident strain on hisface. 'They are going to
play with our minds. They want usto come charging out to
meet them. Theabysmad fools. We can't be tricked into such
an easy death!

"Let them sweet alittle. Let themwait. When Galan Dra-
cos or hismigtress runs out of patience, then we will make
our move."

A gold dragon fluttered from a spire down to the court-
yard. He was dld, even for a dragon, for his hide was
cracked and covered with ancient battle scars. Therewas no
weakness in his form, though.

"l conveyed to the others your earlier offer.” The voice
was deep and rumbling, abit like the earth elementd that
had served Magius.

The knights became silent.

Lord Oswd had hesitated, but now he asked, "And what
was their response?”

The dragon gave him alook that could only be described
as |-told-you-so. "We will not abandon you. Without Vin-
gaard Keep, the outpostswill not stand. Thisisthe place of
decison. Vingaard fdls, then Ergoth fadls, then the dfin
lands and dwarven lands fall. The Queen rules al."

"I only sought to keep the cause of Pdadine dive if we
failed here”

"The cause for good will dwayslive. Even Takhisis must



know thet."

Despite the activity around them, it was as if dl sound
had cessed for the group. Huma understood that the
dragons had committed themselves to abattle to the death.
For the sake of their human dlies. For the sake of their belief
in the teachings of Paladine.

The Grand Master did something unprecedented then. He
went down on one knee and paid homage, not to that par-
ticular dragon, but to dl of itskind. With the way to free-
dom open, they were remaining.

Thank you. | hoped—but one never knows."

The gold dragon gave a majestic nod, spread his lengthy
wings, and departed skyward. The Grand Master watched
quietly, then turned at a new sound. Squires bearing the
smulated Dragonlances for footmen rushed toward the
assembled knights. Huma stared at the lances that were
removed from the boxes. How they glowed! It was asif...

"Milord!" Huma surprised himself as he interrupted the
Grand Magter.

"Yes Huma?'

"If you'll excuse me, there are some things | must pre-

e

"Then go."

"Kaz" Humapulled the minotaur aside. "Retrieve one of
thelances the squires are passing out and compare it to one
of the red Dragonlances.”

"What—" The minotaur got no further.

"Il explain when | return.” Huma rushed away, leaving
the minotaur to puzzle over his comrade's request.

The smithy itsdlf was only ashort distance away, just out
of sight of the Grand Master and the others.

Even as Huma approached it, the massive wooden doors
swung forward and Huma stepped back quickly, coming
face-to-face with a stranger.

"It would be best to avoid standing near doors if you do
not wish to injure yourself." The newcomer had silver-black
hair and anarrow, long head. Hiseyesseemedtoburnfor a
moment, and Huma was reminded of the figure who had
gtared at Gwyneth the one night when they had walked the



courtyard. She had been afraid of that man. This could not
bethe same person, though. Thisonewastaller and thinner.
But theeyes. . .

"You are Huma of the Lance" the stranger decided. His
eyes were piercing.

"I am Huma" The knight was no bard's hero that he
should carry atitle such asthat.

"The master smith has been busy, but | think he can spare
abit of timefor you." The smilewas odd, so dienthat Huma
shivered. What was he reminded of ?

Voices carried from insde. Both were familiar, but one
epecidly so.

"—Can you give me no advice?'

"—I have been away from the world of men much too
long—and my time on Krynn is dmost done. Best you
should seek one of your own."

"—None of them understand! How am | to tell him that |
am not what he thinks | am? That | have flown with him
nearly every day without him realizing it? Do you think he
could love meif he knew |—we—"

There was little light, save around the forge, and that
only served to silhouette the two figures standing there.

"Gwyneth?"

The one figure, female, turned at his voice, uttered a
gasp, and fled through the rear doorway. Humamadeto fol-
low, but the remaining figure blocked his way and greeted
him heartily.

"Huma! How good itisto seeyou onelast time!" Duncan
Ironweaver lifted him high, shook him like a babe, and set
him down again. Huma glanced behind the towering smith,
but there was no sign of where Gwyneth had gone. '

"You actually thought I'd leave you with only twenty
lances? Lad, you surprise me"

"Then they arered! It isn't my imagination!"

"Not hardly! | had many, many more than twenty, but
not situated near. Besides, you would never have been able
to bring them dl back. Too many of her spies about.
Besides," he amiled, "l needed the trip."

"And the smithy . .

Duncan Ironweaver indicated thework area. "They were



in need of amaster armorer and weaponry expert. | bent the
truth a little and said you had summoned me from the
south—which, in a sense, you did. They were understand-
ably impressed with my work and let me take over. Soon it
was just me and my assistants.”

"It's—it's incredible!™ All this time, real Dragonlances
were being created in the smithy.

The huge smith tapped his chest. ™Y ou've proved to them
that the Dragonlanceswork, Huma. | don't think even your
illustrious Grand Master redizes just how many of those
men believe in the lances”

Huma's mind began to spin. "Saddled Well need more
saddles”

"Khildith!"

For thefirst time, Humanoticed the smith'sassistants. An
elf, ahuman, and the dwarf who was evidently Khildith, as
it was he who stepped forward.

"Master Ironweaver?'

"Are the saddles ready?'

The dwarf broke into a grin much like the smith's. The
dwarf was well-whiskered and, though he appeared quite
ancient, moved with the speed and grace of onein hisprime.
"More than enough to go around.”

"Fing, fine." Duncan Ironweaver walked over to Huma
and put a hand on his shoulder. The knight felt himself
politely but forcibly being steered away.

"Magter Ironweaver. One question. Gwyneth—"

"That's between you and her." The change in expression
on the smith's face was enough to quiet Huma. "Remember,
you have the lances now. Make use of them."

Humawas out the door before he could say goodbye. The
one-armed smith flexed his mechanical limb. "Paadine be
with you, lad. Even the lances cannot help you if you truly
lose faith."

The horn sounded anew warning. Humabolted. All oth-
er questions receded in the face of battle. The Dragonlances
werered!

Kaz met him, carryingafootman'slancein each hand. "Is
this some trick, Huma? I'd swear—"

"They'rered! They'redl real! Where'sLord Oswvd?"



The minotaur used one of thelances as apointer. "On the
wall. He insisted on seeing it for himself.”

Huma turned and caught sight of Bennett organizing the
riders. Humahailed him. Bennett barked out one last order
and then joined him.

"What is it?' Every muscle in the face of the Grand Mas-
ter's nephew was aive. Bennett was in his eement and
unconsciously reveling in it.

"TheDragonlances—they'real red!"

The other knight looked at him quizzicdly. "Of course
they'rered.”

Huma hesitated. Bennett had never been told the origina
plan. No one at that time had known that Duncan Iron-
weaver was going to appear.

Bennett waited silently until Humaat last let thetale come
tumbling out. The Knight of the Sword'svisage dowly froze
into an unreadable mask. When Huma finaly finished, the
two stared at one another.

The predatory eyes of Bennett flickered to where therank
and file of the knighthood had gathered to await com-
mands. Hiseyes quickly returned to Huma. "Was there any-
thing else? | have much more to do."

Theflat, tone esswords shocked Huma. He had expected
anger and surprise, but nothing? "Bennett—"

His sentence was cut off by an unblinking look from the
other. Bennett indicated the knights around them. "Does
what you say make any real difference, Huma? Whether the
Dragonlances existed or not, these menwould still be ready-
ing for battle—despite the probable outcome. | would be
first among them, as | think you would be, too. Any dam-
agewecreate, any strengthwecost them, evenindefeat, isa
victory of sorts" He took a breath and some of the fanati-
cism faded from his eyes. "It does please me to have it reaf-
firmed that we will not go naked into the maw, but that is
al. Tdl them that the Dragonlances are of no use; they will
till march out and give the enemy their all. Would you
yoursdlf act any different?”’

The faith Bennett had always displayed in the past took
on new meaning to Huma now. He knew that the other
knight was correct in his assumptions, especidly where



Huma himself was concerned. No matter how terrible the
odds, one of the first knights at the forefront would have
been Huma

"Now, if youwill excuse me, thereis much that still needs
to be done. You should find my uncle up there”" Bennett
indicated a portion of the front wall to their right. "l think
helll be happy to hear your news™

Bennett walked off, shouting ordersashewent and acting
as if the conversation had never happened. Huma stirred
and hurried off toward thewalls.

At thetop of thewall, the Grand Master was standing on
an observation ledge.

Lord Oswa heard him approach and glanced his way.
When he saw it was Huma, he said, "Therés movement
over here. Something isforming in the sky."

It wasonly asmall blot inan overcast ky, far beyond the
oncoming army, but once sighted, it held the viewer's atten-
tion as nothing d<e in the heavens could. Humafelt asif a
part of him were being wrenched toward that blot, asif his
soul itself was being drawn to it. He caught his breath and
tore his eyes away.

"What isit?"

The Grand Master shook hishead. "I don't know, but it
drives the dragons and ogres toward us, | think."

Huma recdled his reason for coming here and quickly
informed Oswd of what he had discovered.

The elder knight acted even before Humahad finished. To
his aides he shouted, "Alert all commanders! The dragons!
Someone must dert the dragons Have the ranks ready
themsdlves!”

Turning back toward the oncoming horde, Lord Oswa
shook hishead. Even asthey watched, the dragons of dark-
ness were beginning to pull ahead of the ground forces.
They would be here much too soon.

"Milord,” Huma said urgently, "let me take the origind
riders. We will delay the enemy while the others prepare.
Send them up in groups of twenty, but have them wait
above the Keep until their numbers are great. Then send
them out, followed by thefootmen. If wegain control of the



air, the ground will o be ours™

"Youll be deed!”

Theyounger knight hesitated—only for asecond. "Then|
will have given my life over to Pdadine, as any knight
should do."

Oswa nodded wearily. Huma hurried back down, won-
dering just how long it would take to gather the others. To
his surprise, however, he found them dl waiting, riders
seeted and lances a the ready. In the short time they had
been together, the group had become one entity. The slver
dragon was there, too, waiting for Huma's orders.

In the deadly cam that can occur before battle, Huma
stood before his assembled band and explained the danger
of their mission and the likely outcome. He expected oppo-
dition, voices of dry logic that would tear down his plan.
Ingtead, he was stunned to discover that they bdieved in
what he proposed, though their lives might be forfeit. Ben-
nett nodded in gpproval and even some of the dragonsindi-
cated their agreement. Oddly, only his own mount gave no
response. She gppeared withdrawn, though she dso made
no protest when he climbed onto her back. When he gave
the dgnd to depart, she obeyed with speed and coordina-
tion, if not enthusiasm.

Onceintheair, Kazand Bolt edged doser. "We shdl make
them remember uswell, beforewe perish. Mark meon that,
Huma."

"We must seek out Dracos™ Humareplied. "Heisthekey
to everything."

"He and his dark migress”

Huma nodded.

When they were high up, Lord Avondae, who was peer-
ing to the southwest, suddenly pointed. "Look therel" he
shouted. "Do you see anything?"

Bolt wasthefirst to reply. "It isancther army. The enemy
grow even stronger!"

Avondale laughed at that. "It iswe" he shouted, "who
grow even stronger!"

It was the northern Ergothian army. Knowing that only
defeat and davery awaited them if the knighthood fell, they
wererisking dl in the hope of making alightning strike at



the foe from the rear. That they had not been noticed thus
far by the servants of Takhisis was good fortune, indeed.

"How long before the others will be aloft?" shouted
Avondale.

"Not long." It was Bennett who shouted the response, for
which Huma was grateful. He would not have wanted to
guarantee anything at this point.

Even asthey spoke, the group was moving closer to inter-
cept thefirst of the dragon scouts. They kept in tight forma-
tion, knowing too well that individually they would be cut
down.

It seemed that the dark dragons realized their intentions,
for some moved accordingly. Others, however, were obvi-
ousdly of different opinions asto what theknightswere capa-
ble of and broke away from the rest, speeding toward their
enemies. Huma could not help smiling briefly. As the evil
dragons bared teeth and claw and chalenged the new-
comers, heredlized that they did not believe in the strength
of the Dragonlances.

All but afew of the attackersperished in minutes, most of
them skewered themsalves on the lances of Huma and his
companions. Two more died before Huma signaled for his
band to allow the survivors to escape. They would bring
their terror to the other dragons who had waited.

Huma glanced briefly at his comrades. Kaz was flushed
and full of life; Bolt could barely restrain himsdlf from chas-
ing the survivors. Lord Avondale stared toward his army.
Buoron was quiet and almost expressionless. His arm had
hedﬁd’ and hewas keeping the Dragonlance as steady ashe
could.

Scores of manned dragons came to meet them. Red,
black, green, and blue. White dragons aso charged, but
they were without riders and Huma suspected they were to
be fodder, for they worked more by animal cunning than
intelligence, and this environment was not suited for them
at all. Though smaller than the other dragons, they could be
deadly, and their presence would buy an advantage for the
Dragonqgueen.

Below, the course of the two armies had atered. The
Ergothianswereforming along, wideline, and the southern



portion of the ogre forces was turning to meet this new
threat. The northern half, having yet to learn of the attack,
began to pull away, leaving the middle to scatter about as
warriors sought proper orders. Confusion seemed to be
spreading.

Now! Humashriekedinhishead. We should beattacking
now! Of course, the knightsin the Keep could not see the
Ergothian army. But they most certainly saw the splintering
of the ogres and realized that something to their benefit was
occurring. How long before they reacted?

Then, the tiny group of lancers met the first of the seem-
ingly endlesswaves of foes and there was no time to think of
anything but survival.

At first, dragons seemed to appear and disappear each
time Huma blinked. There were screams all about him. It
became as black as the Abyss and as bright as the sun, for
the dragons unleashed their various magics, and riders,
some of whom were clerics or sorcerers, added their own
powers to the battle.

As the slver dragon dodged a blow from an attacker,
Huma saw one of the lancers and his mount fall prey to a
band of at leest 9x dragons. Rider and mount vanished
beneath the terrible power of the creatures, and it was dl
Huma could do not to scream at the brave desths. In the
chaos, he could not identify who had perished.

They were becoming separated. Kaz and Bolt ill
remained with Huma and the silver dragon. At one point,
the knight heard the powerful voice of Guy Avondale ashe
shouted something.

A fearsome black bearing one of the Black Guard came
diving from above. Huma shouted at the silver dragon, but
she was hopelesdy engaged with a red dragon who was
pushing the Dragonlance deeper and deeper into his own
shoulder, too furious to even redlize it. The knight pulled
out his sword, usdless againgt such a dragon, and prepared
himsdf for the impact.

Suddenly there was a dlver streak, and a desk dragon
intercepted the black. There was a rider on the slver
dragon's back, and Humareslized it was Buoron. The other
knight aready had been struck more than once; blood



stained his armor and his mount.

Pain! Huma fell back as something sent shockwaves
through his left leg. He stared down at blood flowing from a
deep wound. The leg twitched and the shockwaves contin-
ued to assault his mind. Through tear-covered eyes, he
caught sight of an ogre straddling a dragon. With strength
beyond that of a human, the ogre had attacked with an ax
and his blow had been lucky.

Huma deflected another blow from the ogre, but felt him-
«df unable to concentrate. The pain demanded too much.

To his relief, the silver dragon was at last able to push
away her own adversary. Thered, weakened by theloss of
0 much blood from so many wounds, fluttered helplessy
toward the ground, taking his hapless rider with him.

"Huma!"

It took him a few moments to redlize the slver dragon
was calling to him. She looked at him with eyes filled with
terrible fear—and not for herself. He had seen eyeslike that
before, but—

His thoughts were interrupted by arenewd of criesfrom
al around. Hisfirst thought was that this was the end, that
more dragons were coming to join the ones already attack-
ing the small band.

Hewaswrong. The dragons he saw as helooked up and
around were gold, silver—all the bright metallic colors of
the dragons of Paladine. There were more than one hun-
dred, and each had arider and aknight, armed with alance
that gleamed brightly and aimed true. Dragonlances.

There was mass confusion among the dark dragons. If
they had been told anything, they had been told that there
were but a handful of Dragonlances. The nearest of the
dragons perished without raising clawsin defense, so disbe-
lieving were they.

Huma put a hand to his brow and came away with
blood—his own. He wondered when that had happened
and how.

Thinking of injuries, he againlooked down at hisleg. The
blood was flowing freely ill, and he knew he would pass
out soon if he didn't do something to stop it. The slver
dragon began to pull away from the fighting.



More and more dragons were coming from the Keep.
How many Dragonlances had the smith made?

The slver dragon flew as if pursued by the Dark Queen
herself. She would glance back in his direction every now
and then, that same fearful look in her eyes. He frowned
and clamped his hands against the leg wound in order to
ganch the flow.

At lagt, they flew over the Kegp walls, narrowly avoiding
another set of lancers rising, and she brought him to where
other survivors of hisband were being treated.

Take him from me!" The dragon's voice was 0 com-
manding, S0 harsh, that no one ddlied. Humalost sight of
her and the world as awhole.

When he awoke, Gwyneth was over him, cleaning the
wound, touching it with her hands in away that deadened
the pain. He could aimost feel power flowing from her fin-
gertips. Her face was pae and covered partialy by her hair
as she leaned over theleg.

Huma's eyes wandered. They were on ahill, away from
thefighting, but not so far that they could no longer hear the
sounds of battle. Avondale was there, hisleft sde a bloody
mess. Kaz was nowhere to be seen. Of the origina band,
only nineremained. Bennett, uninjured but looking as if he
and hisarmor had been dragged acrossthe plains, was star-
ing at Gwyneth with an emotion somewhere between revul-
son and fascination. His eyes briefly met Humas, then
turned swiftly away.

"Buoronisdead, Huma," Oswd'snephew finally said, his
gaze till on Gwyneth. "The last | saw, he and his dragon
took on that black one to save you. They perished.”

Thislast shook not only Huma, but Gwyneth aswell. She
removed her hands from the wound and cried in them.
Huma reached out and touched her arm.

"It's not Buoron she weeps for—" Bennett was having
trouble finding the right words.

"Let it be, Bennett." Guy Avondaletried to rise.

"Huma" Bolt flew into sight, with Kaz waving hisbattle
ax in greeting. Both dragon and minotaur were covered
with scratches and minor wounds, but neither seemed to be



weakened by them. Humaglanced at them only momentari-
ly, then hiseyesreturned to Gwyneth. Shelooked away. He
continued to stare at her, even when hefinally responded to
Bennett's statement.
"What do you mean, Bennett? What are you trying to
7!

The hawklike features of Bennett swerved toward the
Ergothian cleric/commander. "Everyone dse saw it. Why
hideit? If shecannot tell him, someone surdly will. Heneeds
to know. | know how he feels about her."

"It is between them!" Avondale was furious.

"Stop it."

The words were from Gwyneth. She rose, al the while
staring at Huma. Her arms hung limply by her side.

Avondale dumped back suddenly. He glanced at Bennett
andKaz. "You two, helpmeup. A chill iscoming over me. |
need to move somewhere less open.”

Reluctantly, Kaz and Bennett helped him rise, and the
three moved off.

Gwyneth finally spoke. "I weep for Buoron. | weep for
any who fall fighting the Dragonqueen.”

"Ashave l."

She tried to smile. "l weep especidly for the dragon
Buoron rode, the large slver one™

Brother to hisown, Humarecaled. Why would Gwyneth
cry so for this one dragon?

She stared moodily around. The area had been emptied.
As Huma looked puzzled, her features softened. "Before |
tell you this, know that | loveyou, Huma. | would never do
anything to harm you."

"l loveyou too." Thewordsseemed to flow o eeslly dl of
a sudden.

"l think you may change your mind," she said enigmati-
cdly.

Humadid not have timeto ask what she meant, for Gwy-
neth was suddenly aglow—almost like the Dragonlances.
Ashewatched in horrid fascination, her face elongated and
her nose and mouth grew into a toothy snout. Huma
thought of witchery and roseto help her, but hislegwasnot
well yet and the head wound had not been saved. He



slumped to the ground.

Her long, dim arms grew even longer—and more muscu-
lar. The small hands twisted and turned, becoming terrible
claws. Shefell onto al fours and seemed to grow and grow
and grow. Something wiggled and moved on her back. She
was ho longer remotely human, and what she did resemble
caused the knight to shake his head again and again and
again.

Her garments vanished—to Pa adine knows where—but
she had no more need of them in her present form. The odd
wiggling and moving on her backside came from two great
humps that burst open, reveding batlike wings. They
spread wide, and in moments the transformation was com-
plete. The thing that had been Gwyneth stepped forward,
tall, straight—and frightened.

It was adragon—asiver dragon.

Hisown.



The silver bRAGON's €yes were bowncast, “HuMa, iN
Paadine's name, please say something!"

The voice was unmistakably Gwyneth's. He looked up
into that reptilian face and saw the fear in it—fear that he
would reject her. Huma could not say what was truly going
through his own mind. Everything seemed to be tumbling
down around him. This could not be Gwyneth. Could it?

"You saw my brother that night—as you saw the other
who served Duncan Ironweaver—dragons both, but in
human form. We admireyou s, Huma, you and your kind.
In your short lives, you accomplish so much."

Huma sad nothing. Involuntarily, he pulled himsdf
dightly farther from her. It was not out of fear, but out of
confusion.



She did not interpret it that way, and her words spilled
out faster. Even as she spoke, her form reverted. The wings
shriveled. Her four limbs smoothed and twisted until they
were once more human and shewas ableto stand. Her body
shrank rapidly, asif the huge form were melting before his
horrified eyes. The face grew smaller and rounder and the
great maw of the dragon dwindled down to the full, perfect
lips. Hair of shimmering silver came sprouting from the
dragon's head, cascading down theback. Humanearly fled.
The metamorphosis he had witnessed could not be redl.

"My brother told mewhat | did not see at first, that | had
fallen prey to what has happened to only afew othersin the
past. | had lived among you for so long that | had come to
love as you do."

llWl,N?l

She frowned, unsure exectly what he was asking, and
thenreplied, "Y ou embody the very beliefs of Paladine. You
are brave, kind, never hateful. | cameto love you for you,
nothing ds"

"Ah, thehappy lovers.

The cold, triumphant voice woke Huma from his stupor.
It could not be, not here . . .

Galan Dracos, looking much as he had earlier, material-
ized before the knight and the dragon maiden and smiled. "I
would have made my presence known sooner, but | did not
care to interrupt such a beautiful scene”

Gwyneth gave a cry that no human could have been
capable of and would have struck him, but Huma was
already moving and barred her way. The knight succeeded
in taking only afew steps before his leg gave out and he fell
to the ground. Only then did he remember that the figure
b%fore him was an illusion. He silently cursed his own stu-
pidity.

The renegade laughed. "I've come to add to your miser-
ies, Huma. I've come to repay you for theloss of Crynus. |
must admit, hisinsanity grew unpredictable in the end. But
hewas my best commander and | shall miss him. Fity."

Kaz and Bennett, derted by thevoice of onethey knew dl
too well, came racing around the corner. Theillusory Dra-
cos raised a hand and they halted, as if striking a wall.



"An eyefor an eye, you pathetic mortd." Dracos raised
his hands, and something began to materialize before them.
It was not until it was nearly fully formed that Huma recog-
nized it.

"Magiud"

They had tortured him. His face was abloody pulp, and
one eye was swollen shut. His robes were in tatters, and
Huma was surprised to see that they were white, not red.
One arm was bent at an impossible angle, and neither leg
seemed in the least functional. Magius forced himsdf up
with his good arm.

"Hu—Huma." Severd of his teeth were missing. "I was
right—in the end."

Dracos smiled indulgently. "He babbles like that occa
sondly."

With great effort, Magius turned around and spat on the
garments of the renegade. Galan Dracos became furious
and gtretched an open pam toward his captive. Magius
screamed as his body rippled from the renegade's torture.

Gwyneth moved forward. "Test your spells against me,
Galan Dracos"

The phantasm smiled nadtily. "I have more power than
you could believe, but | do not choose to useit now. | have
merely come to show Humathefoolishness of his dreams of
victory."

Huma rolled forward, desperately trying to reach his
tortured friend.

Magius shook his battered head. "Don't, Huma. Theres
no reason anymore. Defeat Dracos. That's al | ask.”

Dracos raised both hands toward Magius. "Your time is
up, my friend."

With a gesture, the renegade sent shafts of green light at
his captive. The shafts seemed to pass through Magius, and
he screamed asif each were a stedl lance. Hewavered just a
moment, then toppled forward to liein aheap, very red, at
Humas feet. His death was no illusion. Huma shouted and

struggled to move. The others stepped forward, but Dracos
was dready fading out of exigence

"Theprice of defiance, Knight of Solamnia. Thepriceyou
al will be paying before long unless you embrace my mis-



tress”

"No, renegade” the knight said, raising himsaf high. "If
anyone pays aprice, it will be you."

Hecould not tel if Dracosheard him, for thelast wassad
to empty air.

Bennett and Kaz stumbled forward. The minotaur was
the first to speak. "Huma Areyou al right7"

Without answering, Humalooked intensely at the crum-
pled form of Magius.

"If you seek vengeance, Huma, | will gladly stand at your
sde" Kaz had never cared for the magic-user, but hehad, in
the end, gained respect for him.

Huma shook his head. "Vengeance is not the way." He
raised an arm. "Help me over to him."

They did. It was odd, but now Magius looked at peace.
He certainly had never looked this cam in life.

Putting the mage's head down softly, Huma gritted his
teeth and rose by his own power. Bennett and Kaz waited to
assig him, but he waved them off. When he finally stood,
Huma turned to face the three.

"I need your help—all three of you. It istimethat thebd-
ance be restored. It is time that Galan Dracos and his dark
lady learn that where thereisevil, theremust dso be abal-
ance with good. Magius was living proof of that. In his
time, hewore therobes of al three Orders, ending with the
white of Solinari. From evil to good, the pendulum swings
bothways. It istimeit swung to our sde”

"You intend to seek out the castle?" asked Bennett.

"I do. | ask your help and that of any surviving from our
band. If you hesitate, | will understand, for it is surdy sui-
dde"

Kaz seemed ready to burst with indignation. "If you
expect me to turn from any battle, especidly this one, you
know nothing of my people. | may not be a Knight of
Solamnia—" he ignored the sharp look from Bennett "—»but
| know when | must fight. | will join you."

Bennett nodded. "l will come. | am sure those who can
gill ride will say the same”

"Give me afew minutes aone, then. Bennett, please tell
the Grand Master what has occurred here. | would like him



to give Magius a proper funeral no matter what occurs.”

"As you wish."

Both the minotaur and the knight departed. Huma stared
at thebody of Magius, remembering smpler times. Hewas
interrupted by afemale voice.

"What of me, Huma? We were interrupted by this trag-
edy. | do not ask for aresponse to my feelings; | do not even
hopethat you canreturnmy love. | will say this: Inthemat-
ter of Galan Dracos and Krynn, | am till your partner.
Whenyou fly into the maw of the Dragongueen, it will bel
who will carry you." Shewaited for aresponse. Humacould
say nothing. "I will bewaiting, ready when you are”

He heard footsteps then. They faded until he could hear
nothing more. Humadid not move from the spot until cler-
ics from the temple came to carry Magius to a place where
his body could rest.

Humalimped toward the group. All of the origind mem-
berswho could till ridewereready. Therewereeight menin
al, and eight dragon seeds. Lord Avondale could not
accompany them because of hiswounds, but hewasthereto
e them go.

Huma spoke first to Avondde. "Any word on your
men?'

"Bogged down, but ill very much dive. Your Grand
Master has rdeased the ground forces. They are advancing.
The ogres have ground to a hdt.”

Huma nodded numbly. He heard only part of what the
Ergothian was saying. The renegade'skilling of Magius had
been a desperate act, an attempt to break Huma's spirit.
Indeed, he felt broken and confused as he entered into this,
his important and shining hour.

"Wish us luck, deric.”

"I'll do better than that." Avondale reached up to hisown
neck and tugged on achain. Ashe pulled it over hisheed, a
medallion, buried under his armor and clothing, came into
view. "Lean forward.”

Huma did. Avondale placed the medalion around his
neck. "You are more deserving of thisthan 1."

The knight took the medallion in one hand and gazed at



it. A representation of Paladine stared back a him. The
medallion seemed comfortably warm in his hand. "My—
gratitude."

"Do not thank me. Find Dracod”

Huma nodded and rose. The others were dl mounted.
Humawalked over to the silver dragon. He started to say
something to her, thought better of it, and mounted. Some-
onehanded him hislance. Henoted that thefootman'slance
was again strapped onto the slver dragon.

On hissignd, they roseinto the air, determined to make
their way past the enemy and seek out the stronghold of the
mage. Humaheld up the small, greenish sphere and concen-
trated. Hewilled it to lead them to the citaddl.

The sphere glowed brightly, rose from his hand, and
began to fly toward the mountainsin the west.

The eight pairs followed.

The battle was turning into a daughter. The dragons,
spurred by their fear of their mistress, charged again and
again at the lancers. They were repulsed each time with
heavy losses.

More than afifth of the lancers and their mounts had per-
ished inthe meantime, overwhelmed by sheer numbers. The
ground forces dso had suffered, espedadly at first. Once
they learned of the effectiveness of their lances, however,
casudties dwindled. Soon, no dragon dared come near.
Their magic and breath weapons ill rained chaos on the
knights, but there was alimit to those powers, and many of
the Dark Queen's children became easy prey for flying lanc-
ers, o greatly had they exhausted themselves.

Despite their intentions, Huma and his band could not
avoid the battle completely; it wastoo widespread by now.
M orethan once, they swooped down to help aremnant that
was in danger of being overrun. The children of Takhisis
were in no way defeated, though. They had formed into
groups and were charging whatever point seemed weakest.
Already, many had broken through and were heading
toward the Keep. They would be in for a surprise, Huma
knew. The Grand Master was no novice. More than fifty
knights and dragonswere ready to fly at amoment'snotice.



Bdow them, the ogres and their alieswere amass of con-
fuson. They were now being forced to fight a war on two
fronts, for the Ergothians had found good ground and were
harrying the southern flank with great success.

The sky suddenly became dark al around them, and
Huma and his companions were filled with a sense of terri-
ble, oncoming evil.

Lightning bolts moved with terrifying accuracy, striking
dragonsand riders and leaving few remains. The advancing
Dragonlancersfaltered, were pushed back. The children of
the Dark Queen began to fight with new energy.

Huma dammed a fist against the lance shield. How did
one fight a storm? No mage had created this. He put a hand
over hiseyes. If he had aphysical target, then he might be
ableto do something, but what could even the Dragonlance
do against the elements?

His question was answered even as he entered the heart of
the storm. The presence of evil was 0 great that Huma
could amost picture the Dragongueen before him, hurling
the rain and lightning toward him. A flash of lightning
struck close behind him, and Huma heard a scream. By
now, he could not tell whether it was rain or tears that
dripped down his face.

The Dragonlance suddenly burst into such brilliance that
he was forced to dose his eyes momentarily. From the
shouts around him, he gathered that the same thing was
occurring to his companions. When his eyeshad recovered,
Huma dared open them—and continued opening them until
they were wide with disbelief.

The storm cloudswere dispersing. Rapidly. To his shock,
Huma found the sun shining bright upon his armor. Was
that right? By al calculations, it would be late day. The sun
should be setting, yet here it was, high in the sky.

No one on either Sde needed a more dramatic sign of
which way the battle was going. The dragons of darkness
logt their momentum, backtracked, and began to retreat
from the fight in ones and twos. Even the powerful fear of
their mistresswas not sufficient to deter them. Paadinewas
proving to be the greater of gods.

The ogres, though, fought with near-berserk fury. The



dragons might flee to fight another day, but not the ogres
and their human dllies. There was nowhere they could hide
that the knights could not hunt them down. For them, it was
victory or nothing.

Kaz and Bennett rode to each sde and a little back of
Huma. Huma fingered the medallion given to him by Lord
Avondale. The warmth remained strong and, on impulse,
he leaned forward and touched it to the Dragonlance.

A surge of strength channeled through him.

The mountainswere directly ahead. Somehow, the green
sphere had stayed with them al that time, unaffected by the
storm or the Dragonqueen's fury. Huma became alert for
any sign of a castle. There was no telling how near they
might be, and the castle certainly would not be undefended.

Suddenly, aburst of energy shot from one of the smaller
pesks to the southwest. Huma turned to face it, hoping the
lance would bresk its power, when the burst was met by
another. The two canceled one another out. Huma's gaze
shot to the source of the second burst. Even ashe watched,
thegroupson the two pesksbegan to battlein earnest. After
afew seconds of watching, Huma understood. He smiled
grimly and turned to Kaz.

"The Black Robes are making their move! They'veturned
on Galan Dracos and hisband!" He repeated the message to
Bennett, who passed it on to the stalwarts behind them.

A dozen red dragons, each bearing arider, rose suddenly
fromwithinthe mountains. The riderswere al clad in black
and—to thehorror of Humaand his companions—each had
a Dragonlance.

They had, no doubt, lifted them from the dead. He
should have recognized the danger, Huma decided. A lance
wasjust asdeadly no matter whose hand controlled itspath.

They outnumbered Huma's band two-to-one.

Bennett and the others came up adongside Huma. The
apparent commander of the guardsmen, cloaked and wear-
ing a visored helmet topped with two wicked horns, sig-
naled to the others. In aternating order, the red dragons
rose or fell, creating two levels. Their strategy was immedi-
ately apparent. Whatever group Humas men chose to
attack, they would be left open to a second attack from the



others.

When the red dragons neared, Huma lifted both arms
wide and then brought his hands together asif he wereclap-
ping.

The knights split into two groups, one to the left, oneto
theright.

The maneuver spread confusion through their oppo-
nents. The evil dragons hesitated, then their order began to
crumble as each moved to protect its own flank from the
deadly lances. Clustered together as they were, this proved
more detrimental. Two red dragons collided with one
another. Huma skewered one hapless creature. The others
moved in. Speed was of the essence in this gtrike.

The knights wasted no time or opportunity. Ducking a
blast of flame from one ferocious red, the slver dragon
brought Humaand the lance directly toward its underbelly.
The Dragonlance sank in without resistance, and the red
dragon quivered. Therider, realizing hislancewasusdessat
this angle, frantically pulled at a bow on his back. He did
not have time. His dragon convulsed and, to Huma's sur-
prise, burst into flames, turning both man and leviathan
Into ash.

Huma had a brief glimpse of the commanding guardsman
as the ebony-armored figure caught an unsuspecting gold
dragon in the neck with one of the plundered lances. The
dragon shook violently, pulling himsdf free from the
Dragonlance. The wound was deep. The gold dragon
thrashed around, throwing his rider free. The wound
seemed to erupt. There was nothing Humacould do for the
helpless rider, for now the guardsman was turning his
dragon toward him.

The blood of the gold dragon dripped from the point of
the lance, and Huma briefly noted that the weapon was
dained, something that had never occurred before. Then
both dragonswereroaring, clawsbared andjawswide open
in aterrifying display.

Silver dragon met red dragon. Both lanceswerein perfect
position to strike, and Huma saw no way to prevent the
death of Gwyneth—ashewasfinally ableto think of her. As
thelancesthrust forward, he uttered asingle-word prayer to



Pdadine.

The point of the stolen Dragonlance touched the right
sde of the slver dragon's unprotected chest—then did off
the side and shot past her, puncturing the lower membrane
of her wing.

Huma's lance continued through, piercing so deeply that
it came out the back of the red dragon. Because of that,
Gwyneth was forced to grapple with the dying creature so
that they could free themselves. Her damaged wing made
the task dl the more difficult.

The black-suited rider was no stranger to opportunity,
and he unstrapped himsdf from the dying red dragon and
crawled quickly forward. The slver dragon, busy with her
counterpart, did not notice him until he had jumped onto
her and behind Huma. By then, therewasnothing she could
do that would not imperil Huma.

The attacker gripped her shoulder tightly and reached
back to a sheath behind him. The sword he pulled from
there was a massive, wicked weapon with tiny barbs dl
adong the edges.

Humas own blade seemed woefully inadequate, but,
lacking anything dse, he turned and met the guardsman
head on. The two weapons struck together, and the knight's
was amost pulled from his grip as it caught on the barbs.

With a tremendous effort, the slver dragon at last freed
hersdlf from the massve corpse. Even as it spiraled toward
the ground, she sought a way to buck the ebony-armored
attacker without losing Huma as well.

Meanwhile, neither fighter had gained any advantage.
Secure in the saddle, Humawas on a more stable base, but
he could not turn easily. The guardsman, straddling the
lower haf of the dragon, was forced to stay his ground or
risk losing his grip. He had no way to secure himself.

The knight tugged violently at the bonds securing him to
his saddle and crawled forward to give himsdf somebreath-
ing room while he turned around. The other chopped with
his jagged blade, but missed. Huma, now facing his oppo-
nent, reached across the saddle and struck a blow at the
guardsman's sde. His adversary parried the attack and
caught Humals blade in the barbs. They struggled, each-



attempting to wrest the other's sword away.

This new struggle proved to be a fatal error for the
guardsman. Humas position alowed him to use both
hands; the other could not. The dark knight reached up
with his other hand in order to save hisgrip on his sword—
and lost hisbalance, dipping from the silver dragon's back.
Hetried making agrab for her wings, but they moved out of
reach, and the Black Guard commander could only clutch
wildly at the air before plummeting out of sight, screaming.

Huma looked upward. Kaz and Bolt were looking down
at the scene with mutual expressions of triumph.

Surprisingly, the Dragonlancers had lost only the one
man in thebattle. Humagavethanksthat no morethan that
had perished, but wondered what else lay ahead.

Then, the ar began to shimmer dl about them and
Huma, strapping himsalf back in the saddle, thought for a
moment that they were again under attack. The shimmering
was disorienting, and a great chill accompanied it. The
entire mountain range looked distorted, asif they werefly-
ing in severa directions at once. There was nothing Huma
could do but hold on tight and pray that it would end soon.

Perhaps Paladine had heard him or perhaps they had
finaly reached the other side of whatever spell Dracos had
cadt, for the strange disturbance suddenly ceased and when
Huma opened his eyes again, the mountains were as they
had been.

Save for one additional feature—a tall, massive black
cadlle perched on the Sde of ajagged pesk.

The citaddl of Galan Dracos, renegade and servant of
Takhigs, the Dragonqueen.

The place of final victory—or everlagting defeat.



Chapter 29

The castle stoob like a Neglected SORE UPON the
northernmost side of the ravaged peak. Blacker than the
night, blacker than the ebony armor of the guardsmen, it
could only truly be compared to the Abyss of Humas
dreams, 0 foul was it. Huma wondered if perhaps he
should have waited until he could have gathered more lanc-
es. Y et therewasno turning back. The Dragonqueenhadto
be confronted.

"What now, Huma?' Thedlver dragon looked up at him.
There was death in her eyes—not for him, but rather for
herself. He could see that she had given up dl hope of
becoming his. The knight wanted to say something, any-
thing, but he could not. Not to that reptilian visage, so di-
en. He felt ashamed.



"We find a way in. We find Galan Dracos”"

Seen dosdly, the castle was even more obscene. It looked
to berotting before their very eyes. Small chunks of mortar
fell from time to time, but no substance seemed to be lost.
Withered vines wrapped around its outer walls and, even
while Huma pondered how vines such asthese could exist at
s0 cold aleve, he noted that they appeared to have been
dying for sometime.

Gruesome gargoyles stood watch on the battlements.
Close examination proved them to be not demonic crea-
tures, but the works of some mad sculptor.

Two towers rose above dl dse in this edifice. One
appeared to be awatchtower, for it had been placed on the
far edge, away from themountain, giving those at the top a
fantastic view of both the mountain range and the landsto
theeast.

The other tower seemed completely out of place. It was
broad, taking up nearly a quarter of the inner grounds.
Where the rest of the castle seemed decrepit with age, the
tower seemed new and nearly spotless. Humahad no doubt
that this was where to find the renegade.

‘There are no defenders!" Bennett shouted.

Not onesentry walked thewalls. Therewasno oneinthe
watch tower, nor were there any guardsmen in the court-
yard. The entire structure looked as if it were abandoned,
though Huma knew Gaan Dracos awaited them.

Humaturnedto theothers. "Disperse! I'mgoinginaone.

Bdow him, the slver dragon quivered but kept her eyes
straight ahead. Kaz was not so silent.

"Digperse? Areyou mad? Do you think we'd leave you?'

"Dracoswantsme. That shdl betheway it is"

Bennett had hisdragon shift closer. "'l will not permit you
to do this"

"It ismadness, indeed, Huma," remarked thegold dragon
serving Bennett.

With asuddenness that made Humagrab for the pommel
of the saddle, the silver dragon swooped down toward the
cadtle, leaving the others open-mouthed. She had taken the
decison out of their hands. They might follow, but they
would not be able to catch up.



The courtyard lay directly below. Humawondered at the
sze of the castle. Galan Dracos could not be so powerful as
to keep hiscitadd perpetually standing on the Sde of apeak
and hidden from the sight of men and still have the strength
for al he had done.

He was still pondering when something of tremendous
power struck him and Gwyneth. What seemed to be agiant
hand plucked him from the saddle.

The world vanished.

Heawokeinanarrow hall. Only onetorchlit adim corri-
dor. The walls were cold stone, and the place had a dank
amdll. It nauseated Huma.

Why was he here? If it was atrap created and sprung by
Dracos, why was the knight not locked in a dungeon cdll,
his weapons and armor stripped?

Weapons. He reached down by his side and felt the hilt of
his sword. After a quick inspection, he determined that he
dill had his knives aswell. What sort of trick was this?

The clank of metal alerted him to the presence of armored
figures just down a side corridor. Huma drew his sword
carefully. He did not trust these corridors enough to go rac-
ing down them blindly. They reminded him too much of the
cavern tunnels in which he had been hounded by Wyrm-
father.

Sword raised, he stood on the right side of the corridor
intersection and held his breath. By his reckoning, there
were at least two. He could hope to get thefirst one and pos-
shly the second, but not three without a genera darm
being raised.

A dark boot came into sight. The familiar ebony armor
swerved to the left. A second guardsman followed the first.
Huma held his breath.

A gauntleted hand shot toward the long, wicked blade
Humahad seen earlier in the hands of the dragonrider com-
mander. The first guardsman turned around at the noise and
went for his. Though the second had noticed Huma, hewas
unable to draw his sword quickly enough. Huma ran him
through the neck before the jagged blade was even halfway
out of its scabbard.



The wdls rang as Huma ducked a swing by the other
attacker. The guardsman'sblade cut deep into the stoneand
yet did out easily. Huma parried a second attack and then
took thelead.

His opponent was good, but not as good as awell-trained
Knight of Solamnia. Defenses became more and more dop-
py asthejet-black figure realized he lacked the skill to over-
come the trespasser. Huma forced the other's sword high,
and kicked. Quarters were too dose for the guardsman to
dodge. As his opponent fell back and tried to recover, the
knight ran him through.

The noise would surely bring someone.

Huma stared down both the corridor the guards had
come from and the one they had chosen at the intersection.
Both seemed to go on and on.

As quietly as possible, he began to make his way down
the corridor in the opposite direction. It wasvirtually dark
and Huma had to feel along the walls to make sure he was
not missing any sde corridors or intersections.

Where was the silver dragon? he wondered. Where was
Gwyneth? theknight corrected himself. Whatever shape or
form shewore, shewas Gwyneth; he understood that much
even if he redly did not understand his own feelings. She
had to be here somewhere, Huma reasoned. Perhaps, like
himself, shewaswandering aimlesdy in some darkened part
of the citadel in afruitless search for him.

On impulse, he withdrew the medalion from his chest
and held it close. Its warmth filled him, and the meddlion
began to glow with an intensity akin to the Dragonlances.
Just then, avoice echoed down the halway.

Two voicesspokein hisses. Not membersof thewarlord's
Black Guard, for they rarely spoke, Huma had noticed.
M ages—but were they renegades or those who had swornto
ad the knighthood?

He held his blade ready, slently cursing the lack of true
light. Darknesswas a magic-user'sfriend, for, like an assas-
sn, magic-users were notorious for deight-of-hand skills
Huma hoped he could take both of them quickly.

"He must be herel"

"Why didyou doit?'



"The renegade had them both. He—aaaughl"

The first of the two spellcasters suddenly found himsdlf
standing with a sword point beneath his chin. His compan-
ion made no move to attack Huma.

"No false moves" the knight whispered.

"It ishim!" the other mage hissed at his comrade.

"I can seethat!" the spellcaster said, then added to Huma,
"We are dlied Did not Gunther tell you7" The spellcagter's
face was difficult to read in the dark, but Huma thought his
eyes were wide with fear.

"Gunther?'

"Sight, with animal features. Bad."

A smple description, but fairly accurate. That did not
mean these two were friends, however.

"He gaveyou a tiny, emerdd sphere

"All right." It was risky, but Huma decided to lower the
sword. The mages sghed audibly. Both were of average
height and onewas on the heavy Sde, but Humacould only
guess a detalls.

"Another time and we might have taught you what it isto
threaten one of the Order of Nuitari," theheavier onegrum-
bled. "But now circumstances force us to aid you."

"I carefor it aslittle asyou."

"Dracos knew you would take the empty courtyard as an
invitationto land, but he planned asurpriseforyou. Wedid
not have the time to seize both of you, so we settled on you
asmogt important. In order to prevent one of the renegades
from tracing you, we were forced to fling you to a random
location in the castle and hope for the best."

"I had avery good ideawhereyou would land; therewas
no reesontoworry.” Thenarrower of thetwo magesgavean
audible sniff of contempt.

"Some of us are purely lucky at times" Thewords of the
stocky mage were aimed at his companion, and Huma got
the vague notion that they were brothers of the flesh aswell
asof the cloth. "Bethat asit may, wewant you—"

"Youwant?' Humas grip on his sword tightened, and he
waved it a thelevel of the two spdicagters throats. "'l do
not take orders from Black Robes. We work together, yes,
but as equas”



Twin dghs. Allies such as these Huma could have done
without, yet they had saved his life once aready.

"What happened to the dragon | was riding?’

"That thing?' asked the first mage. "It'sfrozen. In dass
Gdan Dracos wastes no raw materid."

"What does that mean?' The thought that something ter-
rible might be happening to Gwyneth even now nearly put
Humainto a panic. The mages mistook that panic for mur-
derous anger and quickly did their best to placate him.

"Nothing! Hes much too busy at the moment! He has
some grand spell which he clamsis going to change Krynn
forever. He has no time for the dragon.”

Huma took a deep breath and calmed. "Y ou've been of
invaluable assistance up to now, but | think you have com-
promised yoursalves. Surdy he suspects dl Black Robesby
thistime?'

The thin mage sniffed again. "He does not know how
greet therevolt hasbecome. He suspectsitisonly afew dis-
gruntled members of our Order. He does not suspect that it
isamass conversion. Wewill not bow down asdavesto the
cur and hismigdress”

"Bedlent," hissed thefirst. "Youll draw her attention, and
that isthe one thing we cannot face!"

"Cannot?' Huma looked at both of them in disgust and
wished they could truly see his expresson. "So. You il
intend for me to do dl the work for you. Fine. Which way
lies Galan Dracos?'

"You cannot be that mad!" It was difficult to tell which of
the two had spoken.

"Which way?"'

"We brought him here" said thefirst to the second. "We
may aswdl get it over with."

"Thisis not theway we planned.”

"Has anything we planned from the beginning gone aswe
thought? Sagathanus died the first time he spoke up against
the renegades—and he was the one who recruited them,
promised them that we would agree to coexigence with
them! That they would no longer be hunted down and
destroyed if they refused to join the Three Orders and obey
the guiding laws st down by the Condlavel”



"That was our mistake! We promised them freedom to
continue their abominable experiments—experiments that
go beyond even our tolerant limits."

Huma prevented the present argument from going any
further by thrusting the tip of his blade between the faces of
the two bickering spellcasters. They became stone-silent
instantly.

"Gaan Dracos? Last time. Where?'

The stocky mage listed a sequence of turns and distances,
repeated it again, and then asked Huma if he had it memo-
rized. Humadid.

"We shdl endeavor to freethedragon if wecan. If not..."
The mage shrugged.

"What about my other companions?"

"They departed when the trap was sprung. | cannot say
whether they will return. Perhaps they have scurried back
to Vingaard."

Humaignored the jibe. Hewas sure the otherswere near-
by and were planning. It would be best if he continued his
present course of action.

Footsteps echoed in the hall. The two magic-users liter-
aly jumped.

"Go," whispered the narrow one.

With quick steps, Huma moved away from the Black
Robes. He faintly heard the sounds of voices and redlized
that the two were stalling for him as long as they could.

Ahead he saw the shadows of armored men. Huma
ducked back into another corridor and waited.

Sx guards waked by slently, their attention fixed on
whatever duties they had been given.

The Black Robeswere in more danger than they knew. If
Huma read the situation correctly, the guardsmen were
beginning the process of rounding them up—if they did not
intend to kill them immediately. That would leave Huma
an_Ine to ded with Galan Dracos and his goddess of pure
evil.

Huma paused at the next turn, for he was suddenly con-
fronted by three brightly lit passages.

Voices. Huma crept closer—then froze as he recognized
one.



"You know what to do with the gem, Gharis?'

"A place hasbeen chosen, Master Galan. Wewill wait for
your signd there."

"It's merely a safeguard, Gharis. She demanded it—but it
ismy signd that you will obey when the time comes. Under-
stand?*

The one caled Gharis answered with a durring voice.
Huma suspected Dracos had need to reinforce his com-
mands with something akin to mesmerism.

Apparently satisfied that he would be obeyed, Gaan
Dracos ordered the other to depart immediately. Huma
stumbled back, but Gharis—seemingly a renegade like his
measter, for he wore a plain, brown cloak and not one of
black—did not depart through that entrance. Instead, his
footsteps dwindled away in another direction.

There was more than one entrance to the chamber.
Apprehensively, Huma st off toward the chamber down
another corridor. Slowly, as he edged closer, he peeked into
the room.

If anything, the chamber was more a design in madness
than the rest of the castle was. Huge, demonic figures lined
thewalls, each appearing ready to pounce upon any unsus-
pecting intruder. The thought made Huma shiver. Chief
among the artifacts in the room was a platform seemingly
made of black crystal. It rosein four tiers, upon the last of
which stood a gleaming emerald sphere.

Theknight pulled back quickly. Dracos was indeed there
and standing before the sphere, his back turned toward
Huma. The presence of the mage had been expected, but sit-
ting calmly behind the sphere, three timesthe sze of aman
and watching intently, was a green dragon.

Huma had never seen such a dragon, and that was what
disturbed him.

"Y ou see now why | have awaysheld the upper hand, do
you not, my little friend?’

"Great isMagter Gdan," the young dragon hissed. It had
acruel, dy voice even for one of itskind. What little Huma
knew of the green dragonsrevealed them to be the most sin-
igter, for they worked most often through trickery and
deceit. Open combat was not their way, but they were just



asrespected for their physical abilities as their minds—their
convoluted, treacherous minds.

"Cyan Bloodbane learns much watching Master Gaan.”

The renegade's laugh was just as cold and cruel as the
young dragon'svoice. "Cyan Bloodbane will never grow to
hisfull potential if he thinks to ever master me. You are an
experiment, Cyan. Through me, you have come to under-
stand the minds of humans, eves, dwarves, and dl the oth-
er races as none of your kind has. When you are fully
grown, your namewill strike terror even in their dreams—
but not if you cross me"

Something began to choke uncontrollably, and Huma
wondered if perhaps the dragon had decided to end the
mage's arrogant speech. A moment later, he heard Cyan
Bloodbane apologizing franticaly.

"Magter Galan is all-powerful! No more! Pleasal”

"This room grows too foul from your chlorine-infested
breath. Depart! | will summon you when | wish your pres-
ence again.”

"Magter!" Wings flapped, and Huma redlized that this
chamber must have an outside entrance on a higher level.

The sound of footsteps alerted him that Dracos was mov-
ing away. Huma dared peer around again and caught sight
of the mage's back before the latter disappeared through
another archway. The chamber torches seemed to dim ashe
departed.

Huma took a step into the chamber. He half expected
some sorcerous trap, but nothing so much asflickered.

With carefully measured steps, he made his way to the
black, crystaline platform and stared at the large sphere.
Perhaps, he thought, thiswaswhat his tiny guide had been
drawn to. Perhaps this was how Dracos kept the existence
of the castle from the outside world—or it might be—

Hewas struck by awave of revulsion that made him stag-
ger and nearly caused him to drop hissword. It was coming,
he redized dimly, from the globe itself. Huma closed his
eyes briefly and concentrated. The hatred vanished, to be
replaced with contempt and humor as someone mocked
him—mocked his very exisence. Huma forced his eyes
open, knowing what he would see and refusing to let it



daunt him.

Shewasthere, staring at him from somewhere, staring a
him through the sphere.

Takhisis.

Oddly, Huma's first thought was whether Galan Dracos
knew that she could reach into this chamber. Did she
suspect—as Humawasj ust beginning to—that, based onhis
commands to the mesmerized servant, Dracos plotted
something againgt her? Surely she suspected that one as
ambitious asthe renegade would never be stisfied unlesshe
controlled all. Was that perhapswhy she smiled?

Smiled? There had been no true face there at first. Now,
though, the Dark Queen permitted herself eyes, anose, and
amouth. It wasafeminineface, though she might very well
have appeared as an armored warrior or even atreeif it suit-
ed her fancy.

Intruth, themorehe stared, themore Humaknew that he
had never seen such abeautiful face. These were the sculpt-
ed features of a queen among queens, truly animmortal. A
man could easily become logt in that beauty—for eternity.
For such asmall price. What had the knighthood given him
but misery? Because of it, he had lost his parents, Rennard,
and countless comrades, including Buoron. Even his love
had been taken away from him—

Lied The fog lifted from his mind and he saw the lies
behind the so-cdled truths. Rennard had been lost long
before the knighthood; he had been responsible for the
death of Huma's mother. Humas father, Durac, had died
fighting for something hebdlieved in desperately, something
he found worth dying for. As for Gwyneth—the thought
remained unfinished.

ngt(?er than strike him down, the Dark Queen merely
smiled.

The face vanished. Only atouch of the evil that was the
Dragonqueen remained behind to remind him what he had
just experienced.

"I think it is time to end this game" said Gaan Dracos
suddenly.
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Chapter 30

GalaN Dracos foloed his arMS anNbd stared at the
knight. Histhin lipswere curled in a smile like a scavenger.

The renegade mage reached up and pulled back the hood
of his dogk 0 that hisface was fully visble. His hair, thin
and graggly, was plastered to his skull and formed a wid-
ow's peak on his forehead. The head itself was elongated,
amost inhuman. The mage reached out and patted the
bone-white head of one of apair of dreadwolfs that flanked
him; the motion reveded long, bony fingers ending in tal-
ons.

"And so, we come to the end. | would have wanted it no
other way. You had to be here to see my triumph

. the ultimate triumph."

"Yau knew | was here?!



"The followers of Nuitari do him no credit. They are 0
caught up in their self-importance that they do not redlize
what one can do when unconstrained by the laws set by
those fools running the Conclave of the Three Orders. |
wouldn't look for support from them."

As Dracos spoke, Huma was gauging his options—and
there were not many. A plan born of desperation filtered
through his mind. Huma took a step back and held his free
hand over the great sphere in which the knight, only
moments before, had faced the vision of the Dragonqueen.
"One motion and | shatter this. Where will your dreams be
then?

"They would literaly fall to pieces—if you could indeed
break the globe. | offer you the opportunity to try."

Huma struck the top of the emerald sphere as hard as he
could. His gauntleted hand bounced off. There was not
even asingle scratch on the globe.

"Yousee?'

Huma nodded and alowed his free hand to fall casualy
to hisbelt.

"I think—" was al Galan Dracos managed to say before
Huma pulled out a sharp blade and threw it directly at the
mage.

The dagger flew with accuracy. Y et, the renegade merely
rased a finger and the blade dowed, arched—and blew
back toward Huma. The knight dove forward and tumbled
down the geps of the crystaline platform. The knife
bounced off the huge green sphere and fell with a clatter to
the floor.

"Pathetic. | had expected more of you after dl this"
Before Huma could steady himself, Dracos snapped hisfin-
gers. The knight suddenly was gripped from behind by mas-
svehands seemingly made of stone. He struggled, trying to
pry apart the thick, monstrous fingers. The unseen menace
did not waver, and Humas armor began to dig into hisflesh.

"Againg that wall." Dracos pointed.

Huma was whirled around and lifted up. Something cold
and rocky caught hold of each wrist and then his ankles.
The knight was trapped.

Therapid, precise movements had given Humano oppor-



tunity to glimpsethe mage's servant. Suddenly, Humacould
seewith dismay that his captor had actually been one of the
gargoyleslining the room. As Humawatched, the gargoyle
dowly returned to itsniche. Over hisshoulder, Humacould
see that another gargoyle, little more than arms, held him
tight against the wall.

"l sseyou admire my handiwork." Dracos stepped closer,
and the captive knight saw that a thin layer of scales cov-
ered much of hisface. The renegade was almost reptilian in
appearance, and Huma found himself wondering just how
much of his humanity the mage surrendered for his power.

"To be fair, | underestimated you in the beginning. |
thought you only apawn of Magius, aformer friend he once
more found useful. Imagine my surprise to discover that not
only weren't you a pawn, but our mutual friend actually
trusted you."

Tak of Magius made Huma struggle, but the paws of the
gargoyle permitted him no dack. Heglared helplesdy at the
renegade, who only beamed in greater satisfaction.

"He renounced everything he had done, you know. |
doubt there was awhiter robe in al of Krynn in those last
few days. Pity. You should have heard the screams. My—
assistants—can be imaginative. | had to punish one for
overenthusiasm. Hewould havekilled our friend.” Theren-
egade chuckled. "I do so hate to discourage imagination,
though. Not that it mattered by then. | fear that Magius was
not redlly with us after that. He began to talk to himself—
childhood things, | gather. It annoyed my servants to no
end. He paid no attention to their fine work. In fact, he
didn't speak againuntil you and | met. Y ou must have meant
agreat dedl to himfor him to comeback from whatever safe
haven he had thrust his mind into." Dracos shrugged.
"Enough talk of the past. Let us ded now with the future—
for those of uswho till have one™

Huma smiled back at the mage, though his mind raced
with worry. "The dragons are defeated; your renegades are
defeated; Crynus and most of his Black Guard are dead.
Before the day is through, the ogres will be retreating.
You've lost. Within a few weeks, the war will be only a



The eyes of Dracosflared, and Humasaw hehad struck a
nerve. When the spelcaster spoke again, his voice was
rough, angry.

"Correct on dl counts save one. The ogres will retredt;
they arebullies at heart, and bullies are cowards. They are
fodder, nothing more, and they would be quite surprised to
know what little importance they would have in my world."

"Your world?'

"My world—asvoiceof my midress, Takhiss, of course"
Dracos executed a flawless, courtly bow.

"Youhavenoamy."

That wasthetroublewith Crynus. Hesaw everything as
abattle. Even when he conceded the benefits of my powers,
he saw them only asthe meansto his own ends"

Galan Dracos had crossed over to the dark crystdline

platform and was now at the top, practicaly caresing the
sphere. The emerad glow from it lit his face, making him
look like along-dead corpse. Huma shuddered involuntary
0,
/O:The intensity of my power comes from my followers,
both willing and unwilling. When the Black Robe, Sga
thanus, found me, this was what interested him at first. |
was afool at that time, keeping no more than a few of the
locals under my control—I actually had some sentiment for
the foul place because it had been my place of birth." He
looked up at Huma. "Have you ever heard of Culthairai?
No? | annot surprised. It'satiny farm provinceinthe midst
of Istar. Other than oats, the only thing of value they can
=l are afew strong backs for mercenary troops. |magine!
The greatest mage who will ever exiss—born in aworthless
province!"

"It must havebeenterriblefor you." Humasurprised him-
of with the comment.

The reptilian features twisted into a harsh amile. "How
true. No onedse hasbeen ableto appreciate that. | imagine
it is because you found yoursdf growing up under similar
circumgtances”

Dracos, it seemed, had learned much about him.

It was left for you. The sudden clarity of that thought
overwhdmed Huma. It was not his own. Rather, it dmost



sounded like Magius . . . What had been |eft for him?

Sensing something, one of the dreadwolves trotted over
to him and sniffed. Its smdl of decay sickened Huma.

For his part, Dracos stared a something within the
gphere, something that perhaps only he could see.

The sound of long, leathery wings caused both to look
up. Cyan Bloodbane had returned without his master's per-
mission. Thelook intheyoung green dragon's eyes spoke of
fear.

"Magter Galan! The ogres begin to break! My brethren
flee in panic—the cowards! What shdl we do?"

Dracos was actudly jubilant. "The time has come. The
level of chaos is at a peak unprecendented since before the
Age of Dreams." To the anxious dragon he replied, "Leave
us | will not have your stench fouling this room at such a
time!"

Theyoung dragon departed in haste. Dracos summoned
the two dreadwolves, who began to shiver uncontrollably.

Huma watched with disgust and amazement. He could
actualy seethelife essence—if that waswhat one cdled it—
depart from the two ghoulish abominations. They did not
even gruggle. Galan Dracos removed his hands from the
two gaunt, motionlessforms. The dreadwolves crumbled to
ash.

"Fear is Chaos. War is Chaos. Chaosis unlimited power.
It is a power that even the gods respect. Do you under-
stand?'

Huma blinked. In his morbid fascination over the
destruction of the two dreadwolves, he had not been listen-
ing. "What are you going to do?'

"This" The mage stroked the globe. "This is the key to
creating aconduit between our plane and the Abyss. A por-
td or gateway to the Dragongueen's domain beyond.
Understand this: When gods come to the mortal plane—I
mean truly cometo themortal plane—they arebut shadows
of their true sdlves. Which isnot to say that they are weak.
Far from it. However, their counterparts have them at a dis
advantage."

Theknight'seyesbrightened with understanding. "Which
iswhy the Dragongueen has never been far from the gate-



way she has created. She fears that Paladine will strike at
her during some moment of crisis. Now, though, you have
created away that she can draw upon her full strength even

while on our world."

Galan Dracos tensed, then smiled coldly. A tremor
seemed to shake the citadel, but the mage paid it no mind.
"You are more astute than | thought. Still, the small matter
of your interference will be history before long."

Almost! A vague image flickered into and out of Huma's
memory.

"Congder yourself honored. Y ou are about to witnessan
event that will change all of Krynn!"

With that remark, the great emerald sphere flared with
stronger intendty. Galan Dracos pulled his hood forward
again and summoned a pale, bone-colored staff from thin
ar.

Huma's eyes focused completely on the renegade's staff.
That wasthekey | The staff of Magius. Dropped by his com-
panion after his capture by the Black Guard. Dropped? Left
behind by its owner, more likely. Magius easily could have
summoned it at any time just the way Galan Dracos had
summoned his own.

What was he supposed to do though? Wherewasit now?

The torches flickered as the renegade raised high his own
staff. He seemed to be drawing the flames to him. The
chamber grew darker.

"Takhigs, great queen, mistress of the dark, the time has
cometo fully open the portal! The time has cometo let your
full power flow from your domain into this one!'

The staff of Magius was temporarily forgotten. Huma
watched in horror as the wall behind the sphere began to
warp and twist, a some mad dreamscape. Then, sowly,
that part of the building seemed to completely fall away.

It was not the mountains, though, that stood revealed by
the spell. Rather, it was a dark and chaotic landscape that
seemed to spill into agaping, endless pit fromwhich no light
could

Even as Humawatched, the landscape changed again. It
was wooded now, but the trees were either dead or dying,
and they were as black as night.



Next, it became aburning desert from which the bones of
forgotten travelers protruded. Within moments, it was a
veritable sea of bones.

"What isit?' Huma thought he knew, but he hoped that
the mage would deny it.

Galan Dracos turned from the maddening scene and
stared through narrowed eyes at the knight. “That is the
domain of my mistress—that is the Abyss™

"It keeps changing."

"It isyour mind that is perceiving changes. The Abyssis
based on ones experiences. In this case, yours. | have
learned to control such unconscious thoughts.”

Galan Dracos stepped down from the platform and
approached Huma, who struggled vainly. Thecitadel shook
again, but Dracos seemed still unaware of it. He reached up
ataloned hand to the knight's forehead.

"You needn't worry." The renegade's tone was patroniz-
ing. "I have neither the time nor the power to spend on you.
I'm smply going to block your thoughts from the Abyss.
Like putting up awadll."

Huma's head was knocked back by apercussiveforce. For
a brief moment, dl thought vanished. Soon, Dracos was
atop the platform again. He tapped hisivory staff twice and
began muttering in some magical tongue. The emerad
sphere gleamed like a miniature sun. The castle shook
again.

"The bond with the Abyssis secure!” the renegade shout-
ed out triumphantly. Something glimmered within the
globe. Dracos caused his staff to vanish and put both hands
on the glowing artifact. He stared into it, oblivious to the
near-blinding light. The muttering renewed.

Huma summoned the staff by thought.

He could not say whether the thought was his own or, as
he half-believed, that of the vengeful spirit of Magius. He
only knew that he had to concentrate on calling the staff of
the dead mage, and he had to do it now.

So smple—now that he knew. One minute his hands
were empty, the next his left held the compacted version of
the staff. His eyes suddenly widened as he felt a quiver in the
palm that clutched the magic item. Asif moving with alife



of itsown, it turned in his hand and tapped the stone claw
that held hiswrist.

The gargoyle released hiswrist.

Galan Dracoswas till facing the sphere. His hands were
outstretched as if imploring some private god.

Huma freed his right wrist.

Dracos shouted incomprehensibly. The glow from the
globe had spread to encompass the mage. He was taller
now. Huma stared at the sphere. Energy seemed to swirl
chaotically within it. The citadel shook violently this time.

"No!" Thistime, Dracos seemed to be talking to someone
dse "Theflow istoo great! | need to draw more power or
the energy will overwhelm me!"

Huma did not understand the words, but he knew he had
to break the link between the planes. If Takhisiswas draw-
ing on that power—

This time, the tremor was 0 violent that severd gar-
goyles tipped forward and smashed on the floor. Galan Dra-
cossexpression did not changewhen he saw that Humawas
free; he only muttered something under his breath and then
immediately returned his attention to his spell.

The moment Huma was free, the staff, as if dive, began
to stretch and widen. It was growing as it had before.

Gargoyles were suddenly stepping from their niches, cre-
ating a hodgepodge collection of monstrosities that al had
one thing in mind—the death of Huma.

Having been trained in the quarterstaff, Humafound the
mage's staff effective as such a weapon. Each touch sent
sparks flying, and the gargoyles might as well have been
made of butter for theway it cut through them. Still, a sev-
ered limb or decapitation was not sufficient to siop even one
of the creatures. They came at him from al directions, and
Huma knew the renegade would never run out of unliving
servants. Nevertheless, he fought with al his determination
and faith in Paladine.

Huma knew he needed only one good swing at Dracos,
but the gargoyleswere pressing him in from al sdes and the
staff was virtually usdess at such close quarters. Unless
something happened, he had only seconds left before the
crush of stone creatures brought him down.



"Huuuuummaaal "

The voice came from above, shouting down even the
reverberations of the citadel. What was Dracos doing? Did
he need to bring down the mountains themsalves?

"Huuuummaaal

Huma could see her now.

"Gwyneth!"

She spied him and spiradled down even as a gargoyle
knocked the staff from Humas hand. The slver dragon
roared and struck out at the nearest of the stone creatures.
They shattered into sand. She flew up, around, and then
back down to attack once more. Severd of the gargoyles
were turning away from Humato attack this new foe. Gwy-
neth found herself being dragged down by the combined
weight of four of the animals who had attached themselves
to her underside. Roaring more from annoyance than pain,
she whirled as best she could in the wide chamber in an
attempt to throw the gargoyles from her. They clung tight,
though, and she was forced to fly upward and out of the
room in order to shake them off.

Even 0, the dilver dragon had bought Huma time. He
grabbed the staff of Magius and whirled again, eliminating
the nearest attacker with hisfirst swing. The others attempt-
ed to close once more.

Several figures came rushing toward the room. Black
Guard. The ebony-armored figures paused in the archway
and gaped at what they saw.

Humaglimpsed the mad gaze of Dracos ashe briefly turn-
ed toward his soldiers. A light much like the glow of the
emerald sphere glittered in his eyes. He spoke asingleword,
the strain of even that causing him to flinch.

A thin, deadly bolt of green energy originating from the
globe whipped toward the unsuspecting warriors with
frightening speed. It split into two and then into four sepa
rate bolts before it was halfway to them. Belatedly, the
guardsmen realized their plight and turned to run. Four did
not even have time to move. They were harpooned like fish
by the bolts of energy and dragged into the chamber. Huma
shivered. The spell seemed to beasmuchin control of Galan
Dracos as hewas of the spell. The knight doubted the rene-



gade readlly even knew what he had done. All that mattered
to Dracos now was the power.

The other guardsmen fled. From his vantage, Huma
watched helplesdy as another bolt issued forth, thistime at
him.

It dammed into his chest, thevery force of it spilling over
to strike a host of the gargoyles. At first, Huma felt his
energy literally being drained from him. Then something
repelled the parasitic bolt and sent it writhing back into the
emerald globe. Huma felt his chest and discovered the
medallion given to him by Avondale. A medallion for acler-
ic of Paladine.

"Huma! The castleis breaking up!"

A gargoyle fell to its knees. Another smply collapsed.
Huma turned to find himsdf facing Galan Dracos. The rene-
gade had a crazed look on his aready inhuman face.

"|—I will bend—bendit tomy will! | an Dracos, grestest
mage ever to livel"

The mage reveded his staff again and tapped it on the
platform three times. "Shurak! Gestay Shurak Kaok!"

The gargoyles had lost dl semblance of life. As they cal-
lapsed around Huma, the silver dragon materialized again
and flew to him. Dracos made no move toward them, did
not even see them. Instead, he was grinning at the heavens.
His form coursed with energy.

"l have doneit, mistress! The power is mine!"

So caught up in his apparent triumph, the renegade did
not see the image that formed in the emerald sphere. A
mocking face, aninhuman face. Even asHumawatched, the
facewithin the globe split and became two. Then three. The
faces twisted, became reptilian. Dragons. Five heads a
least. All mocking.

"Huma, we must leavel"

"l cannot!” Huma stared at the Dragonlances that Gwy-
neth carried. They were too awkward for his purposes.
Even the footman'slance was unwieldy. Then his eyes came
to rest on the staff of Magius. An impulse came to him.

He hefted the staff. Words he could not understand
flowed from his mouth, and the staff was suddenly lumi-
nous. He threw it with all hismight.



The staff missed Galan Dracos, but neither was he the tar-
get. Instead, the staff, so much like aspear, flew with perfect
accuracy at thevery center of the glowing sphere. It seemed
to hesitate when the tip made contact with the artifact, but
then it continued through, shattering al resistance.

"Dont look!" Huma cried to Gwyneth.

The emerald sphere exploded with aroar.

The citadel shook—and the chamber tipped—as the cas-
tle felt the impact of the artifact's destruction.

"Humal" The dilver dragon nudged him. "We must flee!
Hurry!"

He regained his footing, partially clutching one of her
wings. A quick glance showed him that the platform was
being engulfed inagreenish inferno that seemed to cover the
entirewall.

From without, something roared.

"Pdading!" he whispered. It could not be! Huma could
imagine only one creature that could emit such a deafening,
earth-shaking cry. A dragon. A giant dragon. A titan with
five heads, he suspected. Takhiss.

"Y'yyyoooouuu!"

Huma forgot the roar and whirled back to the blaze
where this new cry had originated.

Something dowly emerged from the emerad fire. It
blazed but did not burn. 1t walked on two legs but was no
longer human in any way. It raised a taloned claw that had
once been a hand. A demonic face with twisted features,
like some distorted serpent, was evident under the torn and
tattered remains of ahood.

"Hhhuuuuummmaaaaal "

Gadlan Dracos stumbled forward.

"I will seeyou dead™

Something with tendrils shot out toward him—and was
daunted by what momentarily seemed asilver shield. Galan
Dracostook a step back.

"You have your—your patron as well! Pity it is too late
for Krynn!" The face twisted.

Huma took a step forward. Gwyneth began to protest,
but the knight stared her into silence. Then he dowly began
to walk toward the mad mage.



Too many people have perished because of you, Galan
Dracos. As Pdadine as my witness, | cannot alow you to
remain free. It must end here

When Dracos finally spoke, his voice was under control.
He stared off into the distance.

"Yes It will end here. With the victorious—with my
treachery unmasked. | have gambled and | havelos." Dra
cos turned back to Huma and then seemed to shrug.

The renegade stumbled back to the edge of the inferno.
His legs could barely wak anymore. He relied more and
more on his staff.

Huma came purposefully toward him. "1 cannot let you

The deformed mage laughed, a laugh that seemed to go
on much too long. The eyes of Galan Dracos were narrow
ditsthat gleamed. "I'll not wait for the Queen'sjudtice. | pre-
fer oblivion to that. She shall not have my damned spirit to
toy with for eternity.”

Ggian Dracos, master mage, renegade, spoke a single
word.

Theemerdd flamesengulfed him. Whatever immunity he
had was discarded. Huma covered his eyes as the fire flick-
ered more brightly. When he looked again, there was noth-
ing remaining of the mage.

"He burned himsdlf."

"No." The slver dragon shook her head. "He's ceasad to
exig. It was that last spell he unleashed. It's as if he never
was. Before long, those who ever knew him will never
remember—save hisformer midtress, | think." She frowned.
"He's actualy escaped from the Dragonqueen. Amazing.”

The citadel began to shift downward again.

"Huma!" Her momentary fascination faded immediately
as Gwyneth redized the danger.

"Yed" He began to dimb atop her then stopped. "No!
The staff of Magius! | have to see—"

"Is that the smal rod on your belt?"

He looked down. On his right sde, stuck securely

through his pouch belt, was a familiar, foot-long stick.
"How—"
Gwyneth finally grew exasperated. "l will explain to you



about magic some other day! Huma, as Paladine is my wit-
ness, | loveyou! | will not sseyou die hereif | can help it!”

At those words, he scrambled clumsily aboard. Each
moment she stayed risked her own existence—and for
what? His hesitations, hisfears.

Y et sheloved him.

The dlver dragon rose swiftly into the air.

"Lieflat againg me—and hold the Dragonlance straight!"
she cried.

The citadel continued to shift as it did downward. The
gargoylesweretossed like rags. Parts of the chamber began
tobreak off. A portion of theupper passage collapsed. Now
the silver dragon would not be able to escape through its
narrow funnel.

Huma heard her shout something in one of the magica
tongues. He heard masonry shatter, and then bits of rock
flew by his head.

"Steady! Thisisit!'

Hefelt the Dragonlance asit cut into thethick, stonewall,
enlarging the gap. Gwyneth's wings folded back, and she
glided up like an arrow shot from a bow. Huma knew she
was shielding him with her own body as much as possible.

Then they were out. Huma redlized he had been holding
hisbreath, and exhded. The sllver dragon spiraled upward.
From above, they could see that a green blaze now engulfed
much of the castle.

What remained standing of the mages tower stood
perched momentarily over the precipice. 1t weaved there,
then dowly began to tip over. First the tower went, a great
shaft that tipped forward and then plummeted over.

Huma turned his eyes up to the heavens. "Paading!"

A new and greater darkness had come suddenly.

"Huma. . " The dlver dragon's voice was unsteady.

Hefollowed her gazeto thevery top of the same peak that
the citadel of Galan Dracos had falen from. Something
huge, multi-headed, and radiating evil gazed their direction.

Huma—Champion of Paladine. Come to me. Come to
my embrace.

Takhigs.



Chapter 31

The Near-hypNotic guality of the DRAGONQUEEN’S call
was broken by a familiar voice.

"Humal Thank the godd We were afraid you had fallen
with the citadd!"

He turned in the saddle. Bennett and Kaz rode near him.
Kaz quickly explained, "We sent the others to seek aid.
Only, Sargasl—what isthat?"

Bennett'svoicewasdrained of emotion. "It isthe Dragon-
queen, isit not?"

Huma only nodded. He stared up at the shadowy mon-
grosity above them. The portal through which the Dark
Queen had come was expanding, and she seemed to be
growing more solid, moreredl.

A thought struck the knight. He reached down to hisside



for the compacted staff of Magius and handed it to Bennett.
"Takethisback to Vingaard Keep. It must be turned over to
the Conclave. As ruling mages, they'll know what to do
with it. It belonged to Magius, and | fear that it won't be of
much use to me anymore."

Kaz and Bennett looked at one another.

Huma fixed each of them with agaze. "It must betold that
Dracosisno more. | aso need you to organize the lancers.
Bennett, you are the son of one Grand Master and the neph-
ew of another. Y ou were born to lead.

"l will draw the Dark Queen'sirefor aslongas| can, but a
mass attack remains our only true chance. There must be at
least a hundred lances | eft. Then, Paladine willing, we will
be able to count for something.”

Bennett shook hishead. "Huma, thisisagoddess Weare
less than a single breath to her!"

"But we are Knights of Solamnia" Huma responded, "a
knighthood forged by the holy Triumvirate of which Pda
dineis senior. Our mission has been to keep the justice and
e that evil never holds sway over Krynn. Thisis our ulti-
mate test. This is where we truly test oursalves againgt the
Oath and the Measure.”

The other knight could think of no response. Bennett's
face had reddened dightly.

"l have no timeto argue. Return, Bennett. Kaz, go with
him," Huma said.

The minotaur looked down at his mount, then back at
Huma. "I agree that one of us should return, and it isright
that it be Bennett. But | will stay. | sworean oath, too, and |
have not yet proved myself. And Bolt thinks as | do."
Humasighed. "Kaz, | cannot stop you. Bennett, do your
duty."
Bennett gritted histeeth, but nodded. At asignal, hissl-
ver dragon turned—but not before meeting the gaze of
Gwyneth. Some message passed between them, and Huma
remembered that here was kin of his own dragon. Parting
was no easier for them.

When Bennett was gone, Huma turned to the minotaur.
"Now."

The two dragons rose higher and higher. Above them,



Takhisss five-headed dragon form seemed to waver. The
entire mountain, and even the heavens above, were being
warped by a vast hole in the fabric of the sky itself. The
gateway from which the Dragonqueen had materialized in
this world. The portal through which she had drawn her
absolute power with the help of the unlamented Galan Dra-
cos. Her full power was cut off from her because Huma had
shattered the emerald sphere, but the gateway remained.
And Takhisis already had the power she had drawn earlier.
Never in her invasons of themortal plane had she ever been
90 strong.

Enchanting. Even more interesting than your constant
need to argue with one another over hopeless causes.

The cold, crue thoughts buffeted Humas mind.

/ will have to gather a few such as you and study this
amusing, tranditory thing called love. It seems so
. . wasteful.

At lesst Huma had some satisfaction in that he knew
Takhiss could never experience any of the emotions hefelt.
They would ever be a mystery to one such as her. In that,
she was less than any mortal.

Teach me, then.

Though he knew her dragon form gtill perched atop the
mountain, he dso saw the graceful, enticing figure of a
raven-haired enchantress, clad in the thinnest of dark silks.
When she smiled, it was asif for the first time anyone had
truly done so.

/ could be whatever you desire me to be. You could show
me this love you think so much of. | would bea very willing
student.

In hismind, the seductive form turned to the sde dightly,
revedling new and provocative poses. Huma found it
impossible to concentrate. She was beautiful beyond com-
pare, and shewaswilling to learn what it meant to love, to
beamortd. If he could show her what it meant, then Krynn
might never again have to know evil or suffering.

There was added—and it weighed heavily—the interest-
ing agpects that would surely be involved in teaching her.

She smiled and seemed to hold out a dim, perfectly
sculpted hand.



Huma felt a warmth on his chest. Involuntarily, he
clutched at it. A familiar object seemed to fall into hishand.

"No!" he shouted on impulse. "I will not fall to your dark
charms! You cannot ever know love or life and | want no
part of you. My love isfor another!"

Hefelt ajolt beneath him, as if Gwyneth had caught her-
sdf. He had no more time to think of her, because the Dra-
gongueen once again clutched his thoughts.

You might have known joy such as no man has ever
known. You might have commanded my armies, for no
warrior has proved more resourceful, more adaptable, and
more determined than you. "You could have been second
only to me, and | would have rewarded you beyond your
expectations.

A horrible wind rose up. The slver dragon was nearly
swept against the mountainside, and Bolt and Kaz fell
behind. Huma gripped the Dragonlance with one hand and
fingered the meddlion of Pdadine with the other. With
both of them, he was able to maintain hope.

Very well! "You have rejected me. You have opened the
doorway to your own destruction—and that of the one you
love.

Unableto know love, the Dark Queenwasall too familiar
with hate.

"Huuummmaaal "

The knight turned back briefly and saw Bolt being forced
to land on arocky ledge. Kaz was clutching the saddle, des-
perately.

This is between us now, oh, so mortal Knight of Solam-
nia! You will beg for forgivenessfor all you have done! You
will plead with mefor an end to the agony, but it will not be
until the end of eternity that | may even consider granting it.

Huma recalled the choice made by Galan Dracos: oblivi-
on of body and soul rather than the tender "justice” of the
Queen of Darkness. Thisfrom onewho had no compassion,
who had cruelly tortured Magius, and who had sent thou-
sands to their needless deaths. In the end, there had been
only fear for Dracos, fear at the thought of being at the mer-
cy of his mistress.

First will 1 batter your physical form to jelly—but you



will not die. Then | will take your mind and reveal to it the
full dark beauty of my domain. Madness will not save you.
I will not allow it. Then | will take your love and treat her to
only the finest of my—entertainments—while you help-
lessly watch.

Huma had seen wonders and terrors that few men had
faced, and only his belief in Padadine and the justice and
good the god represented had saved him. Each time, that
belief had strengthened him. Humahad cometo loveKrynn
as much as Paladine, and he was willing to sacrifice dl for
the sake of the world if it meant the defeat of darkness.

Rather than urge Gwyneth back, Huma pressed her on.

The silver dragon obeyed. She would not abandon him.

You arefools. Bigger fools than Dracos, who believed he
could become a god. His escape to oblivion saved him from
my tender mercy. What will save you?

It was asif acurtain had suddenly been drawn away. The
Dragonqueen stood watching, her beauty breathtaking and
terrible at the same time.

Each head of the gigantic dragon mocked him. Fiveindl,
and each one representing one of her children. Cunning and
cruel green. Tenacious white. Powerfully destructive red.
Unpredictable black. Dominating blue.

They swerved sinuoudly back and forth, asif weaving a
hypnotic spell. Never did their eyesleave Huma. Never did
asingle head pause in its movements.

The Dark Queen was well over sixty feet of pure power.
Each movement was grace and strength incarnate. In each
movement, no matter how subtle, she revealed the foolish-
ness of daring to forestall her will.

Now you see. Now you know.

The quick, tinier white dragon suddenly exhaled in his
direction. Huma barely saw the cone of intense frost pro-
jected at him, but Gwyneth swerved easily and flew out of
range.

The Dragon of Many Colors and of None—the ancient
name came back to Huma—Ilaughed scathingly. The attack
had been no more than play to the goddess, as a cat plays
with a mouse before eating it whole.

Wind continued to whip around, and the slver dragon



veered perilously close to the side of the mountain. The
heads of the Dragonqueen laughed in amusement.

There was a dight hesitation in the actions of the godly
leviathan as Huma's mind shifted. She dso was mocking
him no longer. The focus of each pair of eyes was more
intense, as if she studied him anew. The massive wings
spread in what Humamight have termed the anxiousness of
anormal dragon.

Huma signded to Gwyneth. She turned, gave hersdf
plenty of space from the terrible form of the Dragonqueen,
and turned to face the goddess. Huma's hand steadied the
Dragonlance. The five heads froze in position.

The knight signaled again.

The tempest unleashed by the Dragonqueen increased
tenfold, forcing both Kaz and Bolt to seek safety at the
innermost part of the ledge. They had only a brief glimpse
asthe slver dragon defied the ripping winds and the sudden
torrential downpour, and continued forward with ever-
increasing speed. Then knight and dragon vanished asthey
neared the top of the peak.

Kaz muttered a prayer to every god of Paading's house
that his hazy memory could recall. He saved his last and
longest for the Platinum Dragon—the god known to
humans as Paladine.

Chilling frost. Quick, deadly lightning. A hissing stream
of poisonous gas. Bright flame. Sputtering and splattering
acid.

Each head unleashed its power against the two. Gwyneth
turned and dodged, dodged and turned, then spiraled as she
sought to escgpe one hideous attack after another. Some-
times even her skill was not enough. Acid burned a multi-
tude of tiny holes in her wings. Flames singed her back.
Huma maintained his grip on the Dragonlance despite dl.

As yet, they had made no strike against the Dragon-
queen. That she had not struck them down with al her
powers was of vital interest. It meant that the Queen of
Darkness had but a fragile hold on her increased strength.
She was seeking to do much, spreading her power too thin,



extending too many disparate spdls.

Gwyneth unleashed a cone of frost at the green head of
the goddess, who shook it off as one might shake a leaf.

Jaws snapped dangeroudly close. Huma glimpsed the
head of a red dragon as Gwyneth flew out of reach.

When she turned toward the Dragonqueen one more
time, Huma saw that the great creature was at last risng
from the peak. No longer did the Dark Lady believe her vic-
tory assured. She was taking the battle to Huma, deter-
mined to prolong this fight no more than necessary.

Seen in the air, the Dragonqueen was at lesst ten times
larger than the silver dragon. Her wingspan covered the sky.
Each of her foreclaws could have taken the head of Huma's
companion and crushed it easily.

| am bored with games. "You flutter like a butterfly.

The silver dragon started, and Huma redized that this
was the fist time Takhiss had spoken to Gwyneth.

The black head of Takhisis shouted something in a magi-
cd tongue. Knight and dragon were suddenly plunged into
darkness.

Aroar.

Claws raked the air above Huma. The slver dragon
dropped at the last instant. The Dragonlance till glowed,
the only illumination in the sky.

Light? You cannot have light!

Even Humahad not noticed it at first, but it was true. The
darkness became shadow, and the shadow became light
again. Takhisis hovered, infuriated by the power of the
Dragonlance.

Paladine cannot protect you forever!

"Humd' the silver dragon cdled to him, her breath pain-
fully short, "I cannot evade her much longer."

Huma touched the medalion hanging on the center of his
chest. He nodded. "It istime we met her."

Come to me, then. Meet my embrace.

"I offer you the same chance | gave to Galan Dracos,
Dark Queen. | offer you the chance to surrender."

"You jest in the time of your destruction, mortal Huma. |
find your humor interesting. | shall have an eternity to
amuse mysalf,



Huma steadied the Dragonlance so that it pointed directly
toward the center of the Dragonqueen's great form.

"Seeif | am jesting. This is the power of Paladine. No
mortal weapon can strike you down—>but the Dragonlance
isno mortal wegpon.”

Youaremortal, though, Knight of Solamnia.

Huma dipped his head in acknowledgment.

"l am aKnight of Solamnia. | am the hand of Paladine, of
Kiri-Jolith, and of Habbakuk on this world. You are on
Krynn. You are mine, Queen of Darkness™

He kicked Gwyneth in the sdes, and she burst forward
with new energy. The Dragonlance shone brightly.

A strange thing happened.

It s;emed to Huma that the armor he wore became
brighter, felt different. To the look and touch it appeared as
platinum. Gone were the dents and tears he had accumu-
lated. His gauntleted hand seemed to glow with the same
brilliance as the lance. He recalled then the vision he had
had and the sculpture from which he had taken the first of
thelances

Beow him, Gwyneth was dso transformed. She was
longer, deeker, and far more beautiful. She was a gleaming
white charger, a platinum dragon, a majestic kingfisher.

All he saw might have been illusion—nbut did the Dragon-
gueen see the same thing?

He could not be sure. Huma only knew that the huge
chromatic beast hesitated again. This time, dragon met
dragon. Claws and teeth struck out. The Dragonlance was
only momentarily impeded. Huma braced himself for con-
tact.

The Dragonqueen had not counted on her own momen-
tum to such an extreme. Her body tipped forward and the
Dragonlance suddenly found the unprotected neck of the
centermost head.

Ichor splattered Huma. Some of it burned hisinjured leg,
momentarily startling him from his aimost trancelike state.
Huma forced the thought of pain from his mind.

Takhisis shuddered uncontrollably as pain coursed
through her.

Her scream literaly shook the mountains and was heard



over miles. Four heads turned blindly to the source of that
pain. The fifth, the blue one, dangled awkwardly, usdess
now. Takhisis clawed wildly. In vain, she tried to pry the
Dragonlance from its bind, but the silver dragon would not
back off. The four remaining heads snapped at the silver
dragon, at Gwyneth.

The Queen of Darkness had never felt pain before, Huma
realized.

Takhisis clawed and bit at them in her agony. Huma Sg-
naled Gwyneth to retreat. To his horror, he discovered that
the lance would not come loose. The silver dragon was
beginning to bleed heavily, and Huma saw that shewas cov-
ered with a vast number of ragged, dripping cuts. Her tat-
tered wings flapped dowly and her breathing became more
shallow.

The Dragonqueen continued screaming and her wings
thrashed back and forth. The mounting for the Dragonlance
bent considerably. Humartried in vain to steady the lance.
Theback end of theweapon suddenly shot upward, striking
him soundly in the Sde of the head. Huma fell back, dazed
and bleeding.

He heard something snap.

With gargantuan effort, he pulled himsdf forward—and
found only splinters remained of the mounting. Takhisis
had stripped him of the lance.

Where was she?

"Hu—uma."

"Gwyneth!" Heleaned forward. Shewasbreathing irreg-
ularly and each movement of her mouth dripped with
blood.

" She—Il—downthere. [—cannot—"

Her wings froze in midmotion.

They began plummeting toward the mountainside. He
screamed her name once before they hit. Then he felt his
body thrown from the saddle, and dl was night.

When he awoke, the world was red. Blood. Blood and
pain. For hours, it seemed, he just lay there. His eyes were
stinging red and hisvisionwasbleary. All hecouldredly see
were shapes. The winds still howled.



Therewas nothing he could do about the pain. It coursed
through his body. Hiswounded leg was numb.

With great effort, Huma raised himsdf to a sitting pos-
tion.

Huma attempted to rise then, but he only fell over, face
first, into the cool earth of the mountainside. His mind
again blazed with pain.

He crawled now. He saw no sign of Gwyneth or the Dra-
gon_quer)]en. The knight managed to pull himsef aong, inch

y inch.

As he struggled, something near the top of the mountain
caught his attention.

A hand. A human hand.

Hewas not quite sure where the reserves of energy came
from, but Huma succeeded in pulling himsdlf up toward the
figure lying near an outcropping.

"Gwyneth."

She had shifted to her human form. Thewounds that cov-
ered her natural form were no less terrible. One arm lay
twisted beneath her. Her face was now as pale as her slvery
hair. Her breath camein short, rasping shudders. Time and
again, she twitched uncontrollably and smal sounds of
pain, akin to what an animal might make, escaped her
cracked and bleeding lips. There were bleeding cuts and
Iqlarelélbruis& al over her body. It was a marvel that she
ived.

Hismouth open in asoundless cry, Humadragged himself
to her sde, ignoring his raw, bloody hands and the agony
that jolted him continuously from within.

When he reached her, he finally noticed that, with her
good arm, she clutched the footman's Dragonlance as if it
werelifeitself. Even as torn and battered as she was, Gwy-
neth had saved the smaller Dragonlance, knowing that it
was the only weapon that could save them if the Dragon-
queen returned.

He repeated Gwyneth's name.

Something roared. Gwyneth's eyes opened wide and she
stared straight up.

"Huma?'

"Rest. Kaz or someone will come"



"No!" Her eyesteared. "Takhisd You mustn't let her go
free!"

The knight looked up. Something thrashed beyond the
rise. Something huge and in terrible pain. The roar came
again.

"She—" Gwyneth coughed up blood. "Sooner or later,
she will overcome the Dragonlance. You have to do—do
something before she does"

"What can | do?' Huma could barely prop himsalf up.

"Takethis" Sheindicated the smaller Dragonlance. "1—I
managed to save it" Gwyneth suddenly clutched at him.
"Are you hurt badly? Let me help you!"

"Forget me. Forget the Dragonqueen. What is happening
to you? Why are you human? Are you hedling yourself?

"It—it doesn't matter. The fall only—hastened the dam-
age. | only thank Paladine that y—you are till dive”

"Don't talk anymore."

She couldn't be dying, Humathought in horror.

/—/ can save her, mortal!

Thewind suddenly seemed frigid. Huma stood silently as
thewords sank in. How? he thought.

Sh—sh—the pain! She is not beyond me yet! Release me
fro—from this agony and | will gladly restore you both! |
swear it by—by the beyond! | swear it, highgod!

Huma looked down to see Gwyneth looking up at him
intently. Her breathing was faint.

"What isit?"

"She offers us—you—life."

'In return for what?"'

Hehesitated. "Her rdeese”

"Hu—" Gwyneth coughed uncontrollably. Shedosad her
gyes. For a moment, the knight was afraid she was gone.
She opened her eyes again, though, and fixed her gaze on
him. "Y ou cannot kill her—that isnot possible. But you can-
not release her, either. All Krynnwill suffer for her torment.
My lifeis not—not worth that." She paused. The strain of
spesking was using up what little strength she had left.

Huma draped her with his body so that the harsh wind
did not strike her full force. "I won't let you die"

"You don't have any choice" She amiled faintly.



"You can't,” Huma stammered, then finally spoke the
wordshe hadlong ago admitted to himself. "I loveyou. | am
ashamed | could not say it before. | will not lose you."

Her face became radiant despite the fearsome wounds.

"l want—want—you to remember me as | am now—
now, for thisistruly me. | first truly lived as a human." She
took a deep breath. "I loved asahuman.”

Her hand dipped from him. "I will die as a human—
knowing at last that you—" Gwyneth closed her eyes aspain
wracked her. Huma held her as she quivered."—you—"

The shaking subsided. The knight loosened his hold.
Gwyneth's eyeswere closed and in her deathly visage there
was now an odd serenity.

"Gwyneth?"

Moortaal! It isss not too late!

Huma lowered her head.

A tail flickered briefly in sight and then vanished again
behind the rise. The sky was dark once more. The portal,
Takhisiss gateway to and from the Abyss, had dwindled to
amere shadow of itsformer sinister majesty—yet it was il
there.

Seizing hold of the Dragonlance, Huma began to drag
himsdf toward the rise. His actions were involuntary; his
mind contained only vague thoughts about what might
have been. He no longer existed in the present. He was not
even aware that he had reached the rise until he found him-
«df looking at the Dragonqueen.

Shelay some distance below in acrater shaped by her fall,

Humalay therefor along time. Breath came hard to him
now, and herealized that hisribsmust be broken. The scene
faded in and out, again and again.

Somehow, he managed to pull the Dragonlance up to the
top of theridge and force it over, point first. The chill wind
no longer bothered him. It only served to clear hismind for
the purpose at hand.

What—are you doing?

The Dragonqueen's thoughts suddenly flickered into his
head. Hewas 50 startled, he nearly dropped the lance over
theside. Pulling it back, he used it to bring himsdlf to awob-
bly standing position.



The Dragonlance readied like a spear, Huma stared down
at the thrashing goddess.

Shelay on her back, her wingsfolded awkwardly behind
her. The four remaining heads snapped wildly at the severed
Dragonlance still embedded in her form. The weapon
sparked each time the heads came near, and again and again
they pulled away in pain.

"Hear me" said Huma.

At first, there was only the thrashing and the horrible
cries of pain and fury.

"Hear me" he repeated.

Mortal. . . what isit you want?

The huge dragon attempted to rise. And failed.

"You arebeaten, Takhiss Dragonqueen.”

/am not! | cannot be!

"Your armiesare being routed. Y our renegades are dead or
scattered. The Conclave will hunt them down. Such will be
watched more closdly in the future. There will never again
be another Galan Dracos.”

More time passed. The Dragonqueen was visibly strug-
gling for control.

What do you want, mortal ?

"The balance must be maintained. Without good, evil
cannot grow. Without evil, good stagnates. | know | cannot
kill you."

Release me, then!

Huma stumbled back at the intensity of the moment. The
Dragonlance amost dipped from his grasp.

"Hrg, you must surrender.”

The wind had ceased. The sky was strangely clear. Sun-
light warmed Huma's body.

The portal was nearly nonexistent.

Theform of the Dragonqueen had becomevery till. She
amost seemed—dead. Huma pulled the lance away from
the edge and leaned over.

A dragon's head, emerad green, shot up. Huma pulled
back too late.

A thick, hissng stream of noxious, green gas shot forth,
enveloping him before he could even think. He fell forward
and this time his grip on the lance loosened completdly. It



clattered down the ridge. The hapless knight dso fdll,
toward the Dragonqueen.

He screamed with each bounce againg the rock-strewn
side of the crater.

If he had been in pain before, now helearned the meaning
of agony. He screamed and screamed, but he did not die.

You still live! What does it take to kill you? You are only
mortal!

Despite the pain, then, he laughed.

"I belong to Paladine. | belong to Gwyneth. Neither will
ever let you have me"

Huma pulled himself upward. He coughed and his hands
shook. He had inhded too much of the gas. The fall had
wracked hisbody and it wasdl Humacould do to keep him-
df sitting up, so violently did his head swim. He knew that
despite his words, he did not have much time | eft.

"They are coming, Takhigs"

Who?

"The other Dragonlances. More than ahundred. A hun-
dred timesthe pain and agony. | offered you achance. They
will not be sowilling. Y ou know that."

They cannot kill me!

"They can give you eterna suffering.”

They cannot! The balance! You spoke of it!

"What do they care about the balance? So much better to
have peece; that iswhat they will say."

A long pause. Huma started to close his eyes, then fought
to open them yet one more time.

"You will never free yoursdf before they arrive. Even if |
daiie, they will till haveyou. A goddess at the mercy of mor-
tals”

What do you want?

It was evidently a gtrain for her to continue. Only one
head still stared in Humas direction. The other three wav-
ered uncontrollably.

i'Withdraw from Krynn"

"Withdraw now!"

Very well.

"Withdraw your dragons aswell. Never again must they



come to Krynn. Take them with you."

A long pause.

"Swear to it," he added.

She hesitated.

Ida.

"1 want to hear you swear by that you hold most haly."

Both witnessed the single dragon flying overhead and
heard the cdll of itsrider, avoice familiar to Huma.

Kaz. His voice was shaky and the dragon was visibly
weary, but they circled above, ready to close.

"Your time is short, Queen."

/ swear that | shall withdr—withdraw—she writhed in
pain and for one moment Huma thought he might be
crushed beneath her form—withdraw from Krynn along
with my children for so long as the world iswhole. Sodo |
swear by—

She said it. By the beyond. By the highgod.

Bolt had landed nearby, vigilant. Kaz, disregarding the
looming presence of thefoul Dragongueen, raced to Humas
dde

"Youvewon! You've defeated her!" Kaz stopped abrupt-
ly, and his expresson became serious. "As | am your wit-
ness, Huma. |—I will remember as | remember my
ancestors.”

Huma slenced him with alook. "Kaz, you must pull the
Dragonlance from her body."

"What?' Kaz rose and stared at Huma asif the knight was
bereft of his senses. "Release her? She will wreak havoc al
overl We will die—if we are lucky!"

Huma shook hishead. "No. She. Swore. | can—promise
you that shewill—" Hewanted to shut his eyes. "—shewill
depart.”

"l cannot!"

"Kaz." Humagrimaced. "I promised her. It—it isa question
of my honor. Y ou understand honor. We say—say "Es Sularis
Oth Mithas in the old tongue. 'My Honor isMy Life™

The minotaur looked from the knight to the goddess
dlent now, shuddering with pain.

"Hurry. Thelance. My honor. Theothers—they won't let
you."



Reluctantly, theminotaur moved. "My honor—" hesaid,
half to himself, his eyesriveted on the task. "—is my life."

The heads of the Dragonqueen swerved hisway, but only
one, treacherous green, remained fixed on Kaz. The others
merely weaved back and forth, as if dl control had been
lost.

Thelancewaslodged deeply at the base of the neck of the
bluehead. With greet distaste and morethan alittle trepida-
tion, Kaz climbed atop Takhiss, the Dark Queen.

The green dragon head eyed him intently.

In an act of mad bravado, the hugewarrior snorted with
disdain. He flinched when it looked as if the head were
about to strike, but then the head turned to gaze grimly at
the source of the Queen's agony.

"Gods" muttered Kaz, then clamped his mouth shut
when he thought about the oath. He had reached the
Dragonlance. Getting a solid grip on it, the minotaur
heaved.

The Dragonlance did free without the dightest resistance.
Kaz log hisfooting and went tumbling off the gargantuan
form, the lance ill in his hands.

A horrible, mind-numbing laugh filled the air.

Kaz came to a stop, turned over, and stared—up.

She was there in al her infernal glory. Wings spread,
enveloping the sky. All five heads looked up to the heavens
and laughed. The pain, the wounds—it was as if they had
never been.

Five terrible dragon heads looked down at the helpless
and battered knight, then at the minotaur who had freed
her. Each draconian visage wore a malevolent smile.

The sky burst into flames and Kaz was forced to cover his

eyes

When he opened them again, the Sky was clear of clouds,
and the sun—the long forgotten sun—was shining
maj estically—triumphantly.

The sun gleamed brightly now. Humano longer felt cold,
though he did not really feel warm, either. Segpy. That was
how he felt.

He discovered the meddlion from Lord Avondde in his



open hand. Paadine's face shone brilliantly in the sunlight.
The glare was too much. Huma closad his eyes. He could
not close hisgrip on the talisman. That was dl right. When
the sun began to shift, he would like to look at it again.

His thoughts turned to Gwyneth and what they would
do, now that the war was over at last.



Chapter 32

“A temple. They're bUIIDING YOU A RENDER-CURSED teM-
ple when al you wanted was a place to rest.”

Kaz turned his horse away from the magnificent tomb.
Lord Oswal shared the minotaur's distaste for the elaborate
trappings Huma had never cared for in life, but there had
been other things to consider.

"The people need a hero," the Grand Master had
explained with a somewhat dubious expression on his aged
face, "and the knighthood needs a standard to grow by.
Huma has provided both."

Kaz wondered then how long it would take the people to
forget Huma, or to think of him as they did other legends—
& just one more story. Humans, dwarves, kender, and
elves—they dl had a tendency to forget or gloss over truth



as time went on. Even minotaurs were guilty of that.

He studied the path ahead. Bennett said he believed the
plains could be back to pre-war conditionswithin five or Sx
years. Kaz estimated nine or ten. Still, theroad was service-
able and that waswhat counted. He wanted to be far away
before the knights discovered him missing. There was 0
much that one of hiskind had never seen before. Qualinesti
sounded interesting. The elves might offer an experience.

The day was bright and warm, something Kaz was unac-
customed to. He was thankful he had packed plenty of
waterskins. Until he was more familiar with the land, he
would have to be careful to conserve.

The massive warhorse Lord Oswal had given him moved
swiftly along thetrail. Therewere many dipsin the ravaged
path and much of his equipment was jostled around. The
belt pouch dapping against hisright sde became such a nui-
sance that he finadly pulled it off. Metal clanked against
meta from within.

Kaz pulled his steed to ahalt and reached into the pouch.
He pulled out two objects. The first was a sed bearing the
sgn of theknighthood on one side. Thereverse sde had the
minotaur's name chisded init, aswell asthefact that hewas
indeed aminotaur. A mark above hisnameindicated hewas
under the protection of the Knights of Solamnia. Kaz had
scoffed at first, but the Grand Master was quick to point out
that few people had anything good to say about minotaurs.
The taes of Huma that had aready circulated made no
mention of Kaz. Many of the knights ill could not recon-
cile the legendary knight's friendship with abeing that most
people considered a beadt.

Kaz carefully replaced the sed in the pouch and eyed the
second item. It was the medalion of Paladine that the
knight's lifeless hand had released when Kaz had lifted him
up to Bolt'sback. Theminotaur had stuffed it into the pouch
for safekeeping and until now he had forgotten it.

Sunlight gleamed off the medallion and Kaz looked up at
the sky again. Things were changing. The dark dragons
were gone, but so were the metallic ones. Bolt had departed
without comment after they had brought back the bodies.
No one had seen a dragon since.



Hekicked thewarhorselightly inthe sdes. AsKaz rode,
he continued to finger the medalion. It had occurred to him
to keep it, 0 that he would aways have a token of his
encounter with Huma. But now he was not o sure that it
was, by rights, his.

The medallion was halfway back into the pouch when he
came upon the lone tree on the right side of his path. The
others near it either lay uprooted or were dead. Only this
one held any life—a few branches sprouting new green.

On impulse, Kaz reached over and, when he was even
with the tree, hung the talisman by its chain on a branch
that overlooked a part of the trail.

"Est Sularis Oth Mithas' the minotaur muttered.

Turning hisgazeback tothetrail beforehim, Kaz sudden-
ly urged his mount to great speed. He would not dow the
horse until the tree and the tomb were long out of view.
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"To 1ae Wesr Huma rope, to e Fice Cirnst's Towss
(O THE BACK OF THE SILvER Draton i .
AAND THE PATH OF THEIR FLIGHT CROSSED OVER A DESOLATE COLNTRE
WHERE THE DEAD WALKED ONLY, MOUTHING THE NAMES OF DRAGONS."
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