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            THE DWELLER IN OBLIVION

          

        

      

    

    
       

      He sensed the barrier weaken at last, and knew that she had done as planned. Success was so near that he could taste it.

      Summoning his power, he battered against the obstruction, testing it. Although the barrier held --- as he knew that it would --- he came so close that he understood that it would take only one more thing to finally enable him to break through…and return to the world that, for so long, he could only walk as a shadow, not substance.

      She would already be at work on that, while he guided his own pawns to help bring about their victory. Soon, chaos and despair would spread over the world. He could already taste it.

      He bared his teeth in something akin to a canine smile. In the endless blackness in which he had been cast centuries earlier, the exiled deity envisioned both his escape and his triumph.

      The King of Dragons would die…and Tiberos would soon welcome back its true god of gods.

      He…Gnarfang.
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            BELOW THE DRAGON MOON

          

        

      

    

    
       

      Amble could recall no moment more silent that the one now. Two great armies faced one another…and did so with a huge dragon keeping both at bay. Yet, even Kemontillus --- the Dragon of the East --- stared without a sound at the astounding vision above. Of course, as with the wizard, Kemontillus had far more knowledge of just what the situation meant.

      And Amble was aware that the dragon was just as concerned as him.

      The black moon, Draka, hovered above, much too near the world of Tiberos. Fire still burned over many parts of it…the last hints of the Shatter, which had covered the skies since the centuries before Draka’s destruction.

      Legend had said that the moon had been destroyed when the storm god, Tawyr, had slain his rebellious son, for whom it had been named. Amble had always known that to be a fanciful tale, although he had rarely said so to anyone else. However, even the mage had not been privy to the actual truth. He had, over his long life, garnered bits and pieces enough of it to understand the impact that this astonishing rebirth would have.

      The Lord of Chaos stood on the precipice of victory.

      How long Gnarfang and his servants had worked for this, Amble could not say. Likely, beginning immediately after his exile. Parani, his dark beloved, would have been at the forefront of the planning from the start. With Gnarfang exiled, her power had been tremendously diminished. She had still represented a great danger but not enough to threaten the world…or so Amble and the gods had wrongly assumed, apparently.

      We have all been fools, the mage thought, not for the first time. Men and deities alike.

      It was Erik, among them, who broke the silence first. The young knight, his weapon gripped so very tightly, half-whispered to the wizard, “Amble…what does this mean?”

      The spellcaster looked to him with the intention of trying to answer, only to suddenly notice Yatima Ndege staring off in an entirely different direction. Squinting, Amble at last beheld what she saw…or rather who.

      A short distance away, a boy in ragged peasant garb stood with his left hand outstretched to the black woman. That, in itself, might have seemed odd, but what made the vision unnerving was that, not only did the boy look emaciated beyond anything healthy, but his eyes were two dark pits.

      The Child. The Death.

      As far as Amble could tell, no one besides Yatima and the mage could see this most disturbing of gods. Around them, time appeared to slow down, as she hesitantly walked toward the macabre figure.

      Then, one of the others in the party belatedly looked at what Yatima was doing. Wellin Oak stirred, as if just waking, and headed after her. The imposing druid bore a wary expression, as if he did not entirely understand what Yatima did, but knew that it involved something…troublesome, to say the least.

      Amble had no choice but to reach after the druid. He just barely snagged Wellin’s arm. As the larger man peered over his shoulder to see who had stopped him, the rest of those around them seemed to wake up as well.

      And, in that instant, both the Child and Yatima Ndege vanished.

      Wellin quickly returned his gaze to where the woman had been, only to turn back to glare at Amble after discovering her absence. By then, the mage had released his arm and refocused on Erik’s question.

      “It means that we have precious little time left and very few good choices that we can make,” Amble informed all of them. Then, smiling, he added, “But we shouldn’t let that get to us. I recall a time near the end of the Darnathian Empire when ---”

      A crackling sound that threatened to deafen them ripped through the air. As they returned their gazes to the reconstituted moon, it was to discover that a tremendous lightning storm abruptly surrounded Draka. To make matters worse, the wind began to pick up, swiftly reaching powerfully strong storm levels.

      Cutting off his story, Amble spun to face Lord Breynard, head of the combined forces provided by the allied kingdoms. Breynard was a veteran commander with many years of hard service to his credit, but the mage could read the uncertainty in the man’s eyes despite attempts to conceal it. This situation was far out of the knight’s depths.

      “Keep the ranks confident even now, my lord,” Amble counseled the man. “There are other things afoot, and the force of their arms will be needed.”

      “You saying that the bulls will attack now because of that?”

      “Perhaps, but more out of uncertainty, even as you might. Kemontillus is still out there maintaining the peace. However, there are other players moving now.” The wizard shut his eyes and concentrated. “I cannot sense anything to the north and northwest. Nothing at all.”

      “That is good, at least,” piped up Erik. “Is it not?”

      Amble tapped his staff on the ground. “You misinterpret me. I can sense nothing. It’s as if the north doesn’t even exist. Some tremendous power has created a magical barrier that will not allow my spell to penetrate. I would have to go there physically to find out what that power hides.” He pursed his lips. “Although I’m pretty certain I know what it is.”

      Kaldara, who had been tending to Aylin, looked up. “It surely must be Parani’s doing!

      “Oh, I have no doubt that the Mistress of Despair is involved in it, but her powers are not so absolute as you think. There is another force aiding her…and I fear that it may be her beloved already able to at least reach in part into Tiberos as he hasn’t been able to do since being cast out.”

      “Gnarfang? But if he can already act that much in our world, then, surely, we are lost!”

      The wizard gazed around at his companions, some of whom had already had so much demanded of them. There were words of comfort that he knew that they would have liked to have heard, but that would have been lies. Still, Amble knew that all was not lost…yet. Parani and others had, indeed, outmaneuvered him despite all his long-term plans --- some of them put into motion barely after the God of Chaos’s forced exile --- but the wizard did have more than one choice left to him, even now.

      He also knew that, for all the allies and servants Parani had working for her and her beloved, Amble, too, had others standing with him and his companions. True, some of them were deities --- never the easiest of beings with which to deal --- yet they risked as much as anyone should Gnarfang fully return. The mortal world did not know just how close he had come to unleashing his monstrous power on all Tiberos. In fact, if not for the King of Dragons ---

      The King of Dragons…

      “Yes, yes,” Amble muttered to himself. If Parani had discovered the one thing capable of slaying the great dragon --- called Rex Draconis by the Darnathians --- than things would have already gone far beyond just Draka resurrected. That meant that finding the Spider Ash, in whatever form it now wore, remained paramount.

      “Erik. Kaldara. Grey. You three must work with Lord Breynard here to alleviate the situation between the two sides.”

      The elder knight looked affronted. “What do you mean by these three ---”

      The mage pointed his staff at the man. Breynard immediately quieted, but looked no less insulted. “These three understand the minotaurs as you do not. This is not about war between the empire and the kingdoms, my lord. This is about the survival of everyone…and these three have known minotaurs as friends and allies in the worst of times. I’d trust them on this.”

      “But will they listen?” Grey asked. “The regent’s word is law.”

      “Yes, well, as for the regent…I believe that I’ll have to pay him a visit.” As they all looked at him as if he were mad, he added, “In fact, I had better be on my way. It’ll take some doing, even with the assistance that I’ll have.” Amble reached his free hand toward Aylin. “Come, my dear. You’ll have to be with me.”

      The female knight managed to stand…barely. “Amble, I am in no condition to carry you to Gath Kazar.”

      “And that’s not expected of you. We have an alternative.” His brow burrowed. “Not my preference, mind you, but likely the best method under the circumstances. Come! We must make for the nearest coast.”

      Lord Breynard shook his head. “Even the swiftest vessel will take too long to reach the minotaur homeland from the Trapped Sea…and that means if you are fortunate enough not to run into the imperial fleet or wheyr pirates along the way!”

      With a sigh, the spellcaster replied, “Oh, we’ll not be going by ship. I’ve a far swifter method of travel, although it will mean both placating someone difficult to placate, and calling in an old favor.”

      Kaldara gasped. Her eyes shut ever so briefly. When she opened them again, the elf stared directly at Amble. “I have to go with you, too.”

      “That’s really not ---”

      The elf’s stare grew stronger. “I have to.”

      The mage shut his mouth. Kaldara had clearly had a vision, a quite abrupt one. Amble suspected a god --- or, more likely, goddess --- at work. “As you say, then.”

      This would not do for Erik, however. With a worried glance at the elf, he told Amble, “You will need my sword.”

      “No, my young friend, we won’t. You need to stay here and do as I request. We will be all right.”

      Kaldera put a hand on Erik’s arm. “We will be, but I do have to go with him.”

      The knight grimaced, but finally nodded. “Be safe.”

      “Oh, we will, we will!” the wizard cheerfully assured him, aware that Erik had focused his comment on the elf, but working to keep the mood from darkening more. “Come now, Kaldara.”

      Grey had been eyeing the spellcaster, a question clearly on his mind throughout the conversation. Finally, he asked, “Just how are you going to get there so quickly…and who’re you going to placate to do it?”

      Amble had hoped to avoid explaining any further, but saw that he would need to. Still smiling and trusting that his tone would not betray anything, the wizard replied, “Who knows best how to travel the waters swiftly and efficiently? I am going to call on the Hakral.”

      “The sea elves?” Erik looked at Kaldara. “Did you know that?”

      She nodded, but otherwise kept silent.

      “Then, that means…Amble. You plan to seek out the mistress of the sea!”

      It took more of a struggle to maintain his cheerful appearance than anyone --- save Kaldara, perhaps --- knew. “Yes. I need to speak with the goddess, Dauc. However, that is not who I meant when I said I had to placate someone.”

      Erik’s confusion was no less than that of the rest, except for the elf. “Then who?”

      Amble’s grip tightened on the staff. “Why, her husband, naturally. The Lord of Storms himself. Tawyr.”
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        * * *

      

      The agony that had flowed so strongly and thoroughly through Lucian Drak finally subsided. Only then did the hooded necromancer awaken…and only then did he realize that that the young kwillum, Balnar, knelt over him.

      It took the still-weak spellcaster a few more moments to understand that the kwillum had been responsible for his relief,

      “Balnar? How?”

      His eyes wide and innocent, the youth just smiled uncertainly. Lucian wondered if Balnar even understood exactly what he had done. The necromancer eyed the two spines that had obviously come from the kwillum’s back. The spines were exceedingly sharp and there were those who had been known to fashion weapons from such over the centuries. They were also, as Lucian and others had learned, the one --- thus far --- certain method by which to slay the undead beasts called lich hounds. The mere poke of a spine could reduce one of the fiends to ash.

      And yet…apparently, if wielded by some kwillum, the spines could also heal even near-fatal wounds. Lucian’s agony had not been life-threatening, but it had been horrible. However, the spines had removed all the pain.

      Balnar remained uncommonly silent. His kind generally talked a lot, unless told to be quiet. Even then, the odds of them doing so for very long, were not high.

      The necromancer shoved all that from his thoughts as he took in their surroundings. Where they had last been had already started to fade from his memory in a most unnatural way. He did recall some elements, though, including that not one but at least two deities had been involved. Fross --- God of Lost Causes --- and the Death. Neither god was known for associating with others of their kind, which made what appeared to be a collaboration even more unsettling. Things were very dire if it had come to that already.

      As Lucian took note of the mountainous region around them, his heart sank. He knew this location well enough, and wondered if he had been set down here as punishment for something.

      “We need to leave,” he muttered to his companion. Lucian rose unsteadily to his feet. He instinctively reached to Balnar for support, only managing to pull his hand away before one of the kwillum’s many spines could pierce his palm.

      The sound of drums echoed among the mountains, by the necromancer’s guessing the source being not all that far away. The situation had just become more desperate.

      The ogres were already on the hunt.

      How they knew that the duo was here, Lucian had no idea. Perhaps a scout had seen them, or a shaman had sensed the taint of necromancy. Ogre shamans dealt with spirits and death, yes --- as the Darnathian officer, Captain Cassius Detanar, had learned to his misfortune --- but there were limits that they would not cross, and that marked any necromancer caught by them as someone deserving special torture before being executed.

      Recollection of Cassius made Lucian quickly search one of the pouches on his belt. Sure enough, the mummified heart that was all that was left of the captain was still there. Lucian wished that there was a corpse of some kind --- even a bird --- large enough to hold the heart. That would have allowed Cassius to return to the world of the living, at least in form.

      The drumbeats picked up. “Come with, Balnar! Quickly --- and silently!”

      The kwillum obeyed, yet again surprising Lucian. The pair moved through the mountains toward the southwest. If they could manage to get out of the mountains, there lay hope of finding dwarves. Stonetorn lay south and southwest of this region, and dwarves were no friends of ogres.

      Lucian’s one chance lay in the terrible fact that the ogre hordes had descended upon Solanas, realm of the elves. While he regretted that the elves were under such an assault, it meant that the tribes had to have been depleted of many of their warriors. Ogres never completely left their lands unprotected, but the less hunters after him, the more hope the pair had.

      His thoughts went to those he had previously encountered, especially Aylin. Lucian was not certain as to his status with the others. As a necromancer, he had been in a delicate position with them. Now, he was not sure that they did not consider him an enemy. Trust was a very fragile thing at this point.

      The moon’s return had not, of course, gone unnoticed by him, but he had sensed what was happening before it had come to pass. He could also feel how his own abilities had been touched by its return. On the one hand, Lucian felt stronger than ever. On the other hand, he also knew that he could not trust himself if he wielded that new power. There was a dark seductiveness to it, and with good reason. The spellwork that had brought forth this astounding resurrection had been tied to the goddess Parani and her servants…and, through them, Gnarfang himself. Parani had used what little link the God of Chaos still retained with Tiberos to integrate him into Draka’s return. That also served to strengthen Gnarfang’s bond to the mortal world. It was the necessary step before actually summoning the dread deity back.

      And Lucian knew that such a summoning would not be much longer in coming.

      As he and Balnar wended their way through the region, the necromancer wondered why he and the kwillum had been unceremoniously dumped here, of all places. Had this been meant to be his reward for what he had been put through? What had Balnar done, for that matter, to be cast here?

      The jagged mountains all around meant that much of the path that they took existed in constant shadow. While Lucian could see well in shadow, there was that about the darkness here that disturbed him. Ogre magic was like none elsewhere; it did not follow the dictates of any of the accepted paths, such as wizardry, sorcery, druidism, or even necromancy. There was a primal sense to it that, to Lucian, at least, made him sometimes wonder if it had been the first sort of magic to ever exist in Tiberos. Whatever the truth, he had very healthy respect for ogre magic.

      Then, cries arose a short distance ahead. Not human cries, but the sort of guttural ones he knew had to come from ogres. The horrific sounds were brief and ended abruptly. For a few breaths, Lucian froze in place, one hand extended to Balnar to signal him to do the same.

      Silence followed. Finally, Lucian moved on, but with a different purpose. He knew that, on the one hand, he should be avoiding the vicinity of the cries, but on the other hand, the necromancer had the feeling that it was crucial that he discover the truth about what he had just heard.

      Lucian considered telling Balnar to stay behind, but understood too well that the kwillum would hardly obey that order. The best that the human could hope for was that Balnar would remain a few steps back and out of sight of whatever they might discover.

      For several minutes, the pair continued to wend their way through the rough terrain. Lucian did not have to wonder if he took the right path to where the ogres had been…for now, he could sense their deaths. It was a skill necromancers learned early on, the better to find what they required for their spells. The intensity with which the sense of death touched him informed Lucian that several ogres had perished.

      When the feeling grew strong enough, he finally turned to Balnar. “It could be dangerous. Stay here. I’ll be just around that ridge.”

      Eyes wide, the young kwillum nodded several times. Lucian hoped that he had not made a mistake by suggesting danger. With a kwillum, that could prove to be an enticement.

      Sighing, the spellcaster headed forward. Although he drew his dagger, it was more for his own comfort than thinking that it would be effective against whatever threat might await him.

      As he rounded the ridge, he now smelled the scent of death as only a necromancer could. It came as no surprise, only a couple yards later, to find the bodies. Nearly a dozen all told lay before him…and every one of them warriors.

      And every one of them now twisted and ghastly corpses.

      Lucian hesitated by one corpse. Not only did the bodies look as if the bones had been eaten away from the inside, but the dark green look to their putrefying flesh informed the spellcaster just how everything had happened.

      Necromancy.

      It was called the Gnawing Within, something he himself had learned to use, yet had never once considered casting. It had a most insidious effect on the victim during their last few moments of life, the agony of their bones being devoured magnified in order to increase their suffering. In that way, the death energies released better benefited the necromancer responsible. Lucian had seen it performed once, and that had been enough.

      It was a favored spell of the Order of Legoria.

      He backed away.

      The nearest hand of the corpse beside him seized his ankle.

      Lucian immediately muttered a spell. The hand relaxed, releasing him. Unfortunately, Lucian understood that the corpse would not have reacted so unless the necromancer who had animated it stood nearby.

      Something hard struck him in the side of the head. Lucian spun halfway around, then collapsed over the ogre body.

      As he fought to regain his senses, it dawned on him that, while he had been wary of spells, his attacker had, instead, only used the animated corpse to distract from an entirely physical --- and, thus, undetectable by his senses – assault.

      He shook his head. As his gaze cleared, he looked up at a nightmare. Looming over Lucian was an impossibly gangly figure clad in the hood and robes of one of his own kind, but with flesh as pale as bone and oversized eyes lacking pupils. The nose was barely two slits and the mouth an awful, lipless circle.

      The Gaunt let out a slight moan that, through past experience, Lucian could read as laughter. The horrific necromancer gestured with a bony hand at his fallen rival.

      “No. We want him whole, for the moment,” came a woman’s voice. Lorelei’s voice.

      She stepped into view next to the Gaunt, still beautiful in that way that death itself could be.

      “The Order of Legoria has special plans for you, my love,” Lorelei purred. She smiled at him. “And some new spells, I’m told, to test on you before and after you die.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            THE MOUNTAINS

          

        

      

    

    
       

      Rath, his brother Masut, Memna, and the Feragir rode cautiously through the rugged landscape. They were deep in what was considered imperial territory and, as minotaurs, should not have had to be concerned should a patrol stop them, but Rath doubted that any soldier would miss the fact that some of their party consisted of outcasts whose very existence was anathema to the supposed superiority of minotaur society. True, Idra and her companions had tried their best to disguise the fact, but any close examination would quickly reveal the truth. The Feragir wore their fur shaggier, for one thing, something that could not be dealt with, considering the factor of time.

      And then there was Tawryn.

      Unlike the rest, he did not ride, in great part because none of the animals would have him. However, the grey minotaur had no trouble keeping the pace that the riders set. True, they did not go at a gallop, but they did keep a steady and reasonably strong pace. However, Tawryn did not lag behind, instead running somewhat to the side of the group without appearing to be making any effort at all. There was no stopping to catch his breath, either, as would have been demanded of anyone else long before this moment. Of course, in all of this, Rath’s younger brother did have one advantage…if being undead could be called such.

      Tawryn had perished some time back, his spirit and body brought to this current state by a necromancer now destroyed. However, in order to maintain his existence, the grey warrior had to use the life energies --- or death energies, Rath had not quite figured out which --- of his foes. Tawryn wore on his belt several heads severed by his axe. From these, he kept from collapsing into a lifeless corpse again. Thus far, all his victims had been from the canine wheyr, bitter enemies of not just the empire, but the kingdoms, as well. Still, Rath knew that everyone --- himself included --- maintained some wariness where Tawryn was concerned. While he had sworn that he would only take from the enemy, no one could help but wonder what the undead might do if there were no enemy to be had and the heads already worn rotted to the point of needing to be replaced.

      This is a strange and monstrous time in which we find ourselves, Rath thought yet again. Worse, neither of their two plans seemed anything but madness to him, even though he could offer no alternatives. They hoped to reach some voice of authority in the empire and convince them that this war with the kingdoms was only a ploy to make both sides unprepared for the true threat. Rath would have thought that last part evident enough due to the restored moon hovering so low above Tiberos.

      Their other course of action --- or rather, Tawryn’s, in truth --- had to do with finding the necromancer Anam Feirge. Tawryn saw him as crucial to all of this, not to mention the fact that the undead existed to try to slay the sinister human, who had betrayed the one who had raised the minotaur from death.

      Rath caught Memna glancing his way. Of all of them, she was the only one whom he completely trusted, and he hoped that she felt the same. They had begun this together, the last members of a ship set upon by wheyr pirates. Other than a handful that had finally returned to Gath Kazar, he and Memna were the last survivors. Ironically, that disaster had led him to friendship with humans, elves, dwarves, and more --- something that would have been considered unthinkable back home.

      Memna steered her mount close enough that the two could speak. Ahead of them, Masut --- the Shirud ever focused on his mission --- eyed the path ahead. Sometimes, Rath wondered if his older brother even cared that much about the rest. The oaths a Shirud made upon completion of their tests set them apart from all, even family. They were devoted to the throne, albeit, in Masut’s case, a throne that had turned on him and proclaimed the loyal warrior Arugir…which essentially meant a traitor to the empire who was to be slain on sight.

      Just as Tawryn had once also been proclaimed.

      “Do you think that any of this will actually work?” Memna asked him.

      Rath shrugged, not having had an answer to his own concerns there. “I’d wish to talk with Amble and get his advice, but that’s not possible.” The wizard appeared to be one of the only few who had any idea not only what was happening, but what might be done. Unfortunately, he was far away…likely with the Dracomian knight Erik and the others. Rath had not realized how much the spellcaster and the rest had come to mean to him. They were as much his comrades and friends as anyone else. He had fought beside them and had been willing to die at their sides, if necessary. “We’ve got to rely on ourselves and ---”

      Masut pulled up, forcing Rath and the others to immediately follow suit. The Shirud raised a hand for silence.

      Tawryn and Rath joined him. Masut purposely fixed his gaze on his living sibling, which brought a quiet snort from Tawryn.

      “A small flock of birds just rose into the sky,” the eldest brother informed them. “Something disturbed them.”

      “An imperial patrol,” suggested another voice coming up from behind.

      They were joined by Harc, once the commanding officer of the colony at Axehead Point. However, the wheyr --- in the guise of human soldiers, thanks to the dark arts of Anam Feirge --- had slaughtered nearly everyone, including the children. A few survivors had been left in order that they report that the kingdoms had committed the atrocity. However, Harc had noted the truth and had been taken by the wheyr to be questioned and tortured. He had lost one eye in the process, but had sworn to help the others. Rath knew that Harc felt a special duty to those over whom he had once governed, although there had been no fault on his end.

      “Perhaps,” the Shirud murmured. Still looking at Rath, Masut added, “However, we cannot assume that.”

      The younger brother nodded, but before he could answer, Tawryn interjected, “I’ll go ahead and check.”

      Ears taut, Masut finally eyed the undead. “I will go.”

      “Perhaps both of us.”

      Rath knew that Masut and Tawryn alone together would very likely result in an argument and a clash of arms despite any potential danger. He could see only one recourse. “The three of us will go.” Before either could object, Rath turned to Memna. “Keep order here, and if we don’t return ---”

      “You will,” she countered, meeting his gaze with a determined one of her own.

      Unwilling to contradict her --- and hoping that she would be correct – Rath gestured to his brothers to follow him. Masut returned his gaze to the path ahead, seemingly dismissing Tawryn from existence at the same time. Rath hoped that he would be enough to keep any rancor from breaking out between the pair.

      They soon left the rest of the party far behind. Once deeper into the woods near where Masut had seen the birds take to flight, the two riders joined Tawryn on foot while guiding their horses.

      The undead continued to stay just far enough away from his brothers in order to keep the mounts from becoming too disturbed by him. Rath noticed Tawryn glance down at the heads on his belt. Most were little more than skulls, which meant that the grey minotaur would soon need to replenish them or drop in his tracks. For that reason, if no other, Rath hoped that it would be wheyr soldiers they confronted ahead. Despite Masut’s misgivings, Rath did not want anything to happen to Tawryn. He was still one of the mariner’s siblings.

      Of course, if desperation made Tawryn turn on them, Rath would lend his axe against the undead as he would have any foe.

      “We are nearing a valley,” Masut informed the pair. “See?”

      It was true. Their path, they now understood, led to the top of a ridge. The birds that the Shirud had noticed had likely come from somewhere below and not from near the party, as had been first guessed. That meant that the cause of the flock’s flight was farther away than calculated.

      Still, they had come this far, so no one suggested turning back. Besides, Rath knew that Tawryn still hoped to find some wheyr soldiers, even if it meant going further than initially planned. Whether Masut would agree to that, though, was a different question.

      As the valley began to come into view, Rath’s ears twitched. He heard faint sounds and, judging by his brothers’ similar reactions, understood that they, too, wondered what they were listening to.

      A few steps more, and some of the noises became distinct enough to recognize…and all three minotaurs paused to look at one another. Finally, Masut took the lead, stepping to the edge and peering down into the valley. That the Shirud’s ears were stiff gave a sign to Rath that what Masut surveyed was as bad as the younger brother thought.

      He was wrong, though. It was far worse.

      Wheyr soldiers in numbers that Rath could never have imagined possible swarmed through the region below, filling it, at least to the mariner’s eyes. In addition, more and more flowed in from the north. He could make out canine fighters from every region known to him, plus more that he had never seen prior.

      “The direction that they are heading in the valley will take them toward where our forces and those of the kingdoms are expected to confront one another,” Masut observed.

      Rath had never seen such precision in wheyr ranks. These were not the half-wild fighters against which the empire had generally triumphed; these were extremely well-trained troops, far deadlier than their predecessors.

      Masut went on, “We need to get word to the commanders. They must know what they face.”

      Tawryn let out a low snort. His gaze appeared fixed more on the distant horizon, where legions of wheyr continued to add to those already seen.

      “Whether or not they are warned, it might not even matter,” the undead remarked.

      The Shirud did not care for the remark. Confronting Tawryn, he growled, “And why do you say such a thing?”

      “Because I can see farther than you, thanks to the spell that animates me. The necromancer wanted me to have all the advantages that I could…and I can see further north, even beyond what you think is the horizon.”

      “And?”

      Tawryn’s unsightly gaze narrowed on both living brothers. “I can see so much farther, and, in all that distance, I see nothing but wheyr. Thousands and thousands of wheyr.” He let that sink in before concluding, “If the flow does not end soon, no warning will make a difference. There will be more than enough of the hounds to take both armies.”
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        * * *

      

      Lucian fought to move, but the results were sluggish, at best. He knew that this was due to whatever spell that the others had used on him, and the fact that he was not in a far worse condition had to do with what Lorelei had said about the order having much interest in him. Aware just how awful his fate would be if they succeeded in returning him to the others, Lucian wracked his mind for something that he could do to prevent that. To be tortured by the Order of Legoria was truly a fate worse than death, because the torture would continue even after his physical body could take no more and he died.

      “Lorelei,” he managed. “There is far too much…too much at stake, elsewhere! You can’t ---”

      She waggled a finger at him. “Hush, my love. The order knows exactly what is going on…and that is why you cannot be permitted to go on, anyway.”

      It should not have surprised Lucian that the order not only understood what was happening, but intended to profit by it. Such a catastrophe would offer the necromancers a bounty greater than that resulting from the fall of the Darnathian Empire. That Gnarfang might, in the end, force them to bend to his will was not a question that the masters of the order were likely asking themselves at the moment…and that would be their fatal regret, in the end.

      That did not help Lucian in any manner at the moment, however.

      The Gaunt hissed at Lorelei. While Lucian could not make out what he --- the captive necromancer could not be certain that the monstrous figure was a he, but had gradually come to think of the spellcaster as such --- had said, Lorelei appeared to understand perfectly.

      “Yes, I think we’ve gathered sufficient energies from these foolish beasts to open a portal to the masters’ sanctum. Let’s begin.” She giggled at Lucian. “We were on the hunt for something else at the time, but first they and then you so conveniently showed up. We fed quite well from these brutes, and the order will be very pleased when we return both you and the prize for which we came to these abysmal mountains to them. The order will honor us greatly!”

      Despite his own situation, Lucian wondered just what had brought the pair to this place rather than continuing their hunt for him. For some reason, he felt that it was still tied to their pursuit, yet he had not been in these mountains since he had come across Cassius’s heart.

      A sudden concern filled Lucian. Try as he might, he could not recall just why he had journeyed here in the first place that last time. This was not a region that most necromancers would have visited, not without some specific reason.

      Yet, when he attempted to bring it to mind…there was nothing.

      “Why are you here?” Lucian asked, both curious and wanting to stall the duo.

      Lorelei gave him a look of false sympathy. “For nothing that need be of concern to you, my sweet.” To the Gaunt, she ordered, “Begin.”

      The macabre spellcaster raised his hands. Although no words escaped his hideous mouth, Lucian could sense power stirring around him. Among those of the Order of Legoria, the Gaunt was considered one of the most powerful members, and more than a few had wondered why the necromancer was not one of the masters. However, Lucian had noted that, other than Lorelei and the dwarf, Langrum --- now no more --- the Gaunt kept alone. The fact that the other two --- and only Lorelei, at this point --- had managed to have any influence on the ghoul had said something about them. Nothing good, though, so Lucian felt.

      Subtle defenses that he had built up since abandoning the order had begun to weaken the spell on him, but Lucian still could not focus or move well enough to fight back. He was running out of time, too, for the Gaunt had already managed nearly enough energy for the portal, and now Lorelei began assisting in manipulating that for final effort. The way to the sanctum required much effort, the masters very careful about guarding their domain. Even a portal cast by a member of the order required far more work than most spells.

      The air nearby started to shimmer.

      Lucian’s captors tumbled backward as something rolled into them from behind.

      The spell dissipated. As that happened, Lorelei struggled to rise, while, to the captive’s surprise and confusion, the Gaunt let out a painful hiss and commenced grabbing at his back. The cadaverous necromancer jumped to his feet, and only then did Lucian see what appeared to be several short bolts piercing both the Gaunt’s garments and his body.

      Then, a short figure rose up behind the struggling spellcaster. Balnar. What stuck out of the Gaunt were not bolts --- but spines.

      Lucian knew how painful the spines could be, but the Gaunt writhed as if, for some reason, they hurt the monstrous necromancer far worse. Hissing, he staggered away from the others, all the while still futilely attempting to relieve himself of them.

      Meanwhile, Lucian felt the spell on him also fade. As he stood, he saw Lorelei, her expression cold, turning her hand--- which had two spines sticking all the way through it --- toward the kwillum. Balnar had no idea that he was in danger, the youth instead watching wide-eyed as the Gaunt fell to one knee. The female necromancer brought her index and middle fingers together in what Lucian knew meant was the unleashing of a particularly horrific spell.

      He threw himself at her, the pair of them falling onto one of the corpses. The two spellcasters came nose-to-nose and the darkness that Lucian saw filling Lorelei’s face made him wonder how he could have ever been drawn to her. In many ways, she was so much more of a match for the Gaunt --- at her core as much a monster as he was.

      Lorelei tried to bring her palm to his face in an attempt to rake the bloody spines across his flesh, and possibly even blind him. Lucian managed to force her hand back, although the spines did come frighteningly close to their intended target.

      Without warning, she changed her tactics, now attempting to kiss him. However, he knew that there was no attempt at seduction involved. Lorelei wore on her potions of her own design that could affect a victim as much as any spell. Lucian had seen a man wither to literal skin and bones after one of her kisses.

      Keeping his head back, he slipped the hand not struggling with her bloody one to his waist and grabbed at one of the small pouches there. Lucian had no idea exactly which pouch he seized and, with his gloves on, the powder he pinched within gave him no hint. Not everything that he carried was lethal, but could, at least, incapacitate someone.

      “Ungh!” Focused on trying to get the powder, he had let up too much on the hand with the spines through it. Although they barely scratched his cheek, the pain was still abrupt and so very sharp. He felt blood immediately trickle to his jaw.

      Some of the powder spilled from his fingers. More out of instinct rather than planning, Lucian held his breath and tossed what remained into Lorelei’s face.

      She coughed as some of it fell into her mouth, then tried to spit at him. Before she could, however, the female necromancer started making a choking sound. Lorelei’s eyes widened, and she let out an angry growl. Lucian’s rival appeared to be about to say something, but then her head snapped back…and her flesh turned brittle and began flaking off.

      Her struggles with him weakened. Lucian pulled away from Lorelei and watched with regret as she decayed before him while still alive. She reached the wounded hand toward him, yet not in desperate hope of help, but rather one final feeble try to hurt the other spellcaster.

      Her hand dropped to her side…separately from the rest of her rotting arm. Lorelei let out a gurgling sound as her tongue slipped into the back of her mouth and her eyes --- still hating --- dropped backwards into her skull.

      Only at that point did she at last die.

      Aware that there was still the Gaunt with whom to deal, Lucian struggled to his feet. However, when he looked for the hideous necromancer, it was to find his other adversary crumpled to the side, as dead, Lucian determined, as Lorelei.

      Balnar stood over the Gaunt’s corpse, wide-eyed and innocent-appearing as usual. Lucian nodded at the young kwillum, well aware that Balnar’s quick thinking had saved him.

      Lucian had not wanted it to come to this, but his former comrades had left little choice. Lorelei had been unfortunate enough to receive a dose of one of his most potent powders. He tried not to think about what the two of them had shared in the past.

      Another thought occurred to Lucian and he looked around at the ogre bodies. However, they were now in advanced states of decomposition thanks to the others’ spellwork and of no use for what he had in mind. Neither was Lorelei’s corpse, not that he would have ever wanted to choose it for such a thing.

      That left only the Gaunt’s.

      The body lay on its stomach, in great part due to the spines in the back. With the utmost care, Lucian started to pull out the first, only to have Balnar eagerly join in and begin removing them with no concern whatsoever. The necromancer finally let him take over, realizing that the kwillum knew how to deal with the spines far better than he did.

      As each one was removed, Lucian noted that none of them had gone in particularly deep. That made him wonder about the Gaunt in general, and whether the other necromancer had been completely alive all this time. Existing in some state between life and death would have explained much about the Gaunt, Lucian decided, but he wondered if it would now affect his plans.

      “All done!” piped up Balnar. “There were a lot of spines because he fell on me hardest and then rolled around, which you shouldn’t do, my father always said, but ---”

      “Thank you very much for everything, Balnar,” the spellcaster interrupted, both truly meaning what he said, yet not wanting the kwillum to continue on and on. He was glad that Balnar seemed to be returning to his old self, considering what they had recently been through, but there were things that Lucian had to do and think about that required a bit less talk from his companion.

      He turned the Gaunt onto his back, grimacing as he gazed into the inhuman countenance that, even in death, could be so unnerving. Lucian could still not tell if the Gaunt had started out human, elven, or some other race of which he had no knowledge.

      In the end, he supposed that it did not matter. With some disgust, Lucian opened the circular mouth more, then reached into another of his pouches, and drew out the mummified heart. After a brief hesitation, the necromancer set the heart into the Gaunt’s mouth.

      It slid down, quickly disappearing from view. The necromancer noticed a slight bulge in the throat as the heart made its way deeper into the corpse.

      He straightened, and took a step back as the bulge disappeared. Balnar leaned over the Gaunt, fascinated by the macabre sight. Lucian made a tsking sound and gestured for the curious kwillum to move slightly away.

      The Gaunt let out a gasp and sat up…only, it was not the Gaunt, but rather Captain Cassius Detanar.

      “Bloody hell! About time! Do you not understand how maddening it is, just floating in that dark nothing and not knowing if you’ll ever see anything else again! And what --- bloody hell! What am I this time?”

      Cassius had already taken note of his garments and his hands --- especially his bony hands --- and now put both of them to his face, feeling the features.

      “There was no other choice,” Lucian explained.

      “This can’t be human! What kind of mouth is this? How is it --- By the gods!” Cassius looked up at Lucian, not that that he actually made use of the eyes or mouth of his host. The spirit’s senses were all supernatural. True, with effort he could make the mouth move, but that was hardly useful in this case, the necromancer knew. “Lad…is this…is this that damnable…thing?”

      Cassius had seen the Gaunt before, and “thing” was generally the politest term by which the Darnassian officer had referred to the ghastly necromancer.

      “Yes,” Lucian finally answered.

      “Ungh.” The spirit glanced past him, noting Lorelei’s withered form. “Wait. Is that herself? The pale bitch?”

      “There was no choice there, either.”

      “You don’t have to go explaining that to me, lad. Not sorry about that in the least.” Cassius attempted to stand. Although he did wobble, he managed to stay on his feet. “Almost wish I was an ogre again. Never mind. This’ll do until something better comes along…and I hope it does. Can’t even cast any spells.”

      Although Cassius could possess a corpse, he gained little, if any, of the training that the living being had done. Fortunately, the Darnathian retained his own ancient skills, which mostly revolved around his life as a soldier.

      The spirit looked down at Balnar. “Is it just us three, then? How’d we get here?”

      Lucian explained as briefly as possible. They had already spent much too much time in one location.

      Once Cassius had heard everything, the captain strode over to what was left of one of the ogres, and plucked up a rusty but serviceable sword. “At least I’ve got this.” Taking one last survey of the vicinity, he added, “Now let’s get out of these mountains and fast. Too many nasty memories for me here.”

      The necromancer could sympathize, which was why it took him a moment before saying, “We cannot leave. Not just yet.”

      The Gaunt’s mouth twitched, as if Cassius attempted a frown to match his tone. “I was afraid you’d say something like that. Why?”

      “Because they were not looking for me when we crossed paths. They were on some other mission that superseded hunting me down, something I think relevant to above.”

      “Above.” Cassius looked into the sky at where the moon now hovered ominously. “Yeah. I was getting around to asking you about that, lad.”

      “We were set down here in this region for a reason, whatever it is, and the fact that the Order of Legoria was already here means that it is vital that we find whatever it was they searched for.”

      Somehow, Cassius managed to make the Gaunt sigh. “Yeah, I was afraid that you’d say something like that, too.” He brandished the sword, using it like a finger. “Which direction, then?”

      Lucian pointed toward the taller, more jagged peaks. “That way. That was where they were heading, I think.”

      The spirit managed another sigh. “Well, maybe I’ll get a better body along the way, at least…and probably just right before we all get ourselves destroyed, I’ll bet.”

    

  

OEBPS/images/hydra-logo-black-back-300-dpi.jpg
&

Hydra
Publications





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Praise for Richard A. Knaak
      


      		
        Also by Richard A. Knaak
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        Full Page Image
      


      		
        1. The Dweller in Oblivion
      


      		
        2. Below the Dragon Moon
      


      		
        3. The Mountains
      


      		
        4. The Mountains
      


      		
        5. To Face the Dragon
      


      		
        6. The Sea and the Dragon
      


      		
        7. The Tomb
      


      		
        8. Magic and Minotaurs
      


      		
        9. Among the Enemy
      


      		
        10. Flame and Fury
      


      		
        11. The Beckoning Moon
      


      		
        12. Betrayals
      


      		
        13. The Dragon’s Sword
      


      		
        14. Against a God
      


      		
        15. Lord of the Dragon Moon
      


      		
        16. The Perfectionate
      


      		
        17. The Grey Spell
      


      		
        18. Blood on the Axe
      


      		
        19. The Knight, the Dragon, and the God
      


      		
        20. The Heart of the Struggle
      


      		
        21. On the Eve to Chaos
      


      		
        22. Hand of The Dragon Folk
      


      		
        23. Gods and Mortals
      


      		
        24. Chaos Ascending
      


      		
        25. Sword and Flame
      


      		
        26. Paths
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Also by Richard A. Knaak


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/tiberos.jpg
+ SONVIIGHIO

L »w.. JUIdWH x:ﬁ&o»l:z

N

iy

AVZVY HIVD






