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            DREAD VISIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      “We should not be here,” Erik muttered. “Look at this land. See what is the result of the thing we hunt.” The young, black-haired Dracomian knight gestured around them at a barren realm which appeared to have suffered some great earthquake. Shattered hills --- even some fragmented mountains in the distance --- indicated tremendous upheaval. The only apparent life surviving in the area were small patches of weeds here and there. “To stand in battle against a powerful adversary is one choice; to seek certain death with no purpose to it is another.”

      “We’ve no choice but to be here,” responded a sturdy, bearded older human in the deep blue robes that marked a wizard. He tapped the bottom of the ash staff he wielded on the dry, rock ground. “This may be our only hope.”

      “Legatian preserve us!” The knight gripped his sword tighter yet. “That it should come to this for the sake of everything! Amble, you said it yourself that this could be unleashing an evil as bad as what may befall the west!”

      “And I also said that we’re better with at least seeking this chance. He may be the turning point.” The wizard pointed with the staff at another knight, a young, dour female with hints of a heritage as much elven and human. She kept her weapon sheathed and when Amble gestured at her, she did not look at all pleased. “Besides, we may trust in Aylin.”

      Aylin bit her lip. “I do not like this, mage, but I understand and agree with it. Yet, if he does not listen ---”

      “He must listen. Whether he will do as you say, is another matter.”

      She nodded. “And if he does not do the latter, you must all be close together if I am to save you.”

      “This is all unfolding as I foresaw it,” came a musical voice from behind them.

      The three turned to face the graceful woman who seemed barely into her adulthood but was much older than any save the wizard. Although her features were narrower than a human’s, they fit her with such perfection that none could deny her incredible beauty. Even for an elf, Kaldara was considered lovely. She stood clad in a long, green travel cloak that obscured her lighter green gossamer gown and utilized a thin wooden staff. For the journey, she had bound her lengthy emerald-silver hair, which had the effect of even further emphasizing her golden eyes.

      Those eyes were currently wide with rising concern.

      Amble stepped up to her. Despite having grown a bit full over the generations, he remained an imposing figure. His generally cheerful demeanor had abruptly shifted to one quite disturbed. “Is it exactly as you saw it unfold? This is very important. Is it exactly?”

      As Kaldara started to speak, the ground shook with such vehemence that everyone but Amble lost their footing and fell. The already-damaged hills crumbled more and dust filled the air as the tremor magnified.

      “Stay together!” the wizard shouted as he planted his staff firmly into the rocky soil. “We must not be separated! Aylin, you ---”

      Before Amble could finish, the landscape ahead erupted for as far as all could see. Tons of earth and rock spewed into the sky in every direction, including where the party struggled.

      Gripping the staff, Amble muttered under his breath. A faint silver glow surrounded everyone…just as chaos rained down upon them.

      Huge stones, chunks of ground, and massive downpours of loose dirt assailed the party, but the magical barrier that the mage had created held. That which would have struck them instead bounded far away, for Amble had no desire for them to be buried, either.

      Despite the continuing catastrophe, the rest of the party managed to stand again. Yet, as they did, darkness now swelled forth from the direction of the eruption. It swept over them, blocking out all light from above.

      Then, as the downpour lessened, the darkness coalesced into a gargantuan shape. Huge, leathery wings stretched across the sky, each beat creating a powerful wind. The wings held aloft a body so massive that the latter half could not even be seen from the group’s position. Scales of gold and brown marked by streaks of coal black accented the body.

      The behemoth shook away the last bits of stone and earth left covering it from its apparent slumber beneath the surface. Two great forelimbs ending in giant paws with wicked, curved claws spread as the behemoth rose higher yet. A horrific reptilian head with small ridges running down each side of the skull tilted to the ground so that a pair of fiery orbs could gaze upon the tiny intruders. The long, blunt snout sniffed once and then the mighty jaws opened.

      “I am the death of all!” the titanic dragon roared as his gaze narrowed. “Even the gods!”

      He exhaled on the party and the shield Amble had fashioned to protect everyone from the torrent gave way. Flames hot enough to melt rock had no trouble incinerating the entire party ---
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        * * *

      

      Kaldara gasped as she returned to the mortal world. She had experienced the vision once more…or rather, yet another variation of it. Each time, things altered. The members of the party. The words spoken. The location before disaster struck. Only one thing continued to be constant. One thing.

      The dragon.

      “Kemontillus…” the elf murmured, afraid, at that moment, to even mention the titan’s name out loud.

      Kemontillus. The Dragon of the East.
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        * * *

      

      Erik Constantin tried to take heart from the ranks of armored figures marching toward the waiting vessels. In addition to nearly every Dracomian knight available, there were hundreds of foot soldiers from neighboring Ergyn. While the latter did not have the strict training the knighthood offered, they were still an impressive enough sight, with their bronze-colored breastplates and hawkhead-crested helmets. Certainly, Erik was glad to have them on the journey, as opposed to Dracoma’s ally to the northeast, Vledarian. There was no love lost between Vledarian --- which continually sought to claim the mantle of successor to the old Darnathian Empire --- and to Dracoma, which better represented the good parts of the ancient realm. Vledarian cared even less for the knighthood, which, more than the regular Dracomian military, was the true power protecting most of the allied kingdoms.

      Yet, with a conflict now imminent between the kingdoms and the minotaur empire, all such enmity within the alliance had to be put aside.

      Avondale, the capital of Dracoma and the seat of the knighthood, had not seen so great an armed force gathered since the last war with the minotaurs. Well aware of the heavy cost of that struggle to both sides, the knight wished that the wizard Amble had been able to convince General Thalo, regent in the wake of the death of the empress, to turn to a path of peace. However, the death of his son appeared to be driving the aging commander as much as anything else and Thalo blamed that on the kingdoms and Amble’s companions in particular. Still, the wizard had told Erik and others that he believed that there were other influences on the regent, influences not entirely of the mortal world.

      “I prayed it would not come to this, but it seems that even the gods may not stop the inevitable,” came a musical feminine voice that secretly --- or not so secretly, Erik feared --- quickened his heart. Astride a golden mare presented to her only recently by the ambassador of Spanya --- another allied kingdom and the legendary breeder of the finest horses among humans, minotaurs, and even elves --- Kaldara rode up beside him. She gave him a very brief smile, then surveyed the flow of soldiers. “Although, there are certainly some gods eager for this outcome as well.”

      “Do you believe what Amble said? That the goddess of despair --- Parani --- has a hand in all this? Just to bring back Gnarfang fully to the mortal world?”

      “She and he have long shared a dark lust for one another. I will not stain the notion of love by calling their bond that. Parani knows that the return of the lord of chaos to Tiberos will also drive so many to despair…and that, of course, will magnify her power and influence to what it has not been since last Gnarfang sought to ravage this world.”

      He shook his head at the horrific thought. “Surely, the King of Dragons will not let that happen.”

      The elf pursed her lips. “We know not what he would do --- or even if he anymore has the power to do anything. We have hints and some mysterious message your fellow knight Aylin Brightstar sent the wizard, but…”

      When she did not continue, Erik looked at her. Trying to keep any personal emotions from revealing themselves in the process, he cautiously put a hand on her wrist. “There is something that you haven’t been telling anyone. What is it?”

      “Just…dreams.”

      “If it was anyone else, I would take it just for that. From you, however, dreams mean something significant. They can be visions. One brought you here to me --- to us. What were these about?”

      Kaldara kept silent for a moment, then answered, “I would rather wait until Amble returns. I am sorry.”

      “As you wish.” Erik looked past her, then straightened. “Lord Kronwyn approaches.”

      The elf followed his gaze to where a mighty column of Dracomian knights rode slowly toward where the massive troop ships awaited. Many wore the shield emblem on their breastplate, a sign that they were part of that particular order. Erik himself had such a symbol on his armor, although his previous commander, Lord Justinio, had informed him of intentions for the young knight to take up a different mantle, but there had been no contact of late with the senior knight and now Erik found himself under the overall command of Lord Kronwyn, Master of Swords and a high-ranking member of the knighthood council.

      The senior knight rode astride a black stallion. Although just over sixty years of age, Lord Kronwyn continued to be a formidable sight. Slightly shorter than the average member of the knighthood, the Master of Swords was, however, a bit broader, with much of it being muscle. He wore a grey beard that had grown a bit fuller than was the current fashion among his counterparts, but that still did not obscure the squat nose that made him resemble a boar. At the moment, his attention was fixed on his men, which gave Erik and Kaldara a clear view of the scar running along his left temple. Supposedly, that scar was the least of the marks decades of war had left on Lord Kronwyn and that, if he shaved, he would reveal many, many more such tokens of his long years in service to the orders.

      Emblazoned on his breastplate was a massive stylized sword pointing down, the symbol of his high station. Knights along his path immediately saluted as Lord Kronwyn rode by. He, in turn, gave brief salutes every now and then.

      Apparently satisfied with what he saw of his men, the elder knight looked to the pair. The pale blue eyes swept over Erik, then lingered a bit longer on the elf. Kronwyn was known to not have the highest opinion of the other race, but the Master of Swords always remained courteous.

      “Lady Kaldara. Sir Erik.”

      The two acknowledged him in turn. Kronwyn appeared to forget them a moment as he peered at the forces from Ergyn. “Satisfactory. Does that account everyone now?”

      “All those departing from Avondale, my lord,” the younger knight replied.

      “We shall leave the responsibilities of the Vledarians and the Spanyans to themselves. If they cannot see to it that their forces and those allies shipping with them reach the rendezvous in a timely manner, then the fault is entirely theirs.”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      “Any word from the wizard?”

      Erik looked to Kaldara, who shook her head. He then replied, “None, my lord, but we still hope to hear from him before departure.”

      “Wizards. No sense of order or timeliness.” Kronwyn frowned. “We will not postpone for any reason. We have committed to a plan. You would think that someone around as long as Amble could appreciate that.”

      “If Amble has not contacted us yet, it is because of some matter of import,” Kaldara responded with just a hint of defensiveness in her tone.

      “No doubt. We shall see what that matter entails at some point, I suppose.”

      Erik cleared his throat. “My lord, if I may, there is a subject that we have discussed that has not been settled ---”

      “Yes, the officer from Aryon. The one who wishes to join with us. You still vouch for him? Aryon itself has refused to take a side in this. They insist that their neutrality must be maintained at all costs. Between them and Marianos to the north, we have tremendous concerns about security already. How can you be certain that this captain --- what was his name?”

      “Grey Gage.”

      “How can you be certain that Captain Grey Gage, both formerly a commander of Aryon Port’s defenses and later a representative to the empire, can be absolutely trusted?”

      The younger knight straightened in the saddle. “My lord, I have fought beside Captain Gage several times. I would swear on my oaths as a member of the Dracomian orders as to his trustworthiness and abilities.”

      “I, too, would vouch for the captain,” the elf added.

      Lord Kronwyn appeared to pay little attention to her. He nodded to Erik. “Very well, but his conduct is your responsibility. If there is any hint that he might be hesitant or that he works to undermine our efforts, he will be cast into chains until trial and you will be stripped of your knighthood. Is that understood?”

      “I stand by my words, my lord.”

      “Indeed. I would expect no less. Retrieve the captain and prepare to board, then.”

      “Yes, my lord.” Erik saluted.

      The senior knight started to turn his mount away, then paused to eye the younger one. “Sir Erik. I remain aware as well that you have the acquaintance of some minotaurs who have recently traveled various parts of the allied kingdoms. They accompany Amble at this moment?”

      “All save a female who rides with a trio of knights toward our rendezvous point. They are all to be trusted, my lord, as I have said in the past. They wish peace, not war, and have fought beside me as well.”

      “Against my better wishes, the council granted them dispensation and appropriate protection due to your argument and the support of the wizard. While I will continue to have low expectations where Amble’s choices are concerned, you also have the dubious honor of these minotaurs on your shoulders as well.” When Erik only nodded, Kronwyn concluded, “Justinio has spoken your praises. At this point, I believe he is either underestimating you even now…or has been sorely mistaken from the beginning. I will hope that it is the former.”

      With that said, the Master of Swords departed. Erik watched him ride off, finally exhaling deeply when it became clear that Lord Kronwyn would not suddenly be turning back to him.

      “A difficult man, if you will forgive me for saying so,” Kaldara murmured.

      The instinct to defend the knighthood in any form arose within Erik. “He has much weight on his shoulders. I bear none in comparison. As Master of Swords, his decisions can lead to the death of many if incorrect. He wants nothing more than to see to it that this war ends quickly and with as few casualties as possible.”

      “He is still a difficult man.”

      The knight gave her a frown, but no longer argued. Instead, he said, “We should go find Grey.”

      “I last saw him near the quarters given to all of us by the knighthood.”

      “We will head there then. He knew not to be too far from here in case Lord Kronwyn finally gave permission.” When, instead of answering, the elf abruptly stared into empty space, Erik looked with some concern at her. “Kaldara…are you all right?”

      She blinked. “Yes. Just lost in thought. It was nothing.”

      He did not look convinced, but urged his horse on. Kaldara hesitated a breath more, then followed. Her companion did not catch her brief, pensive expression nor the way her eyes momentarily narrowed as she focused on the two-story wooden building to which they were heading.

      “Why not Grey?” the elf murmured so quietly to herself. “Why never him in any variation of the dream?”
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        * * *

      

      Lord Kronwyn gave orders to a pair of his aides, then sat back to watch as the ships filled with men and women willing to sacrifice their lives for the cause presented them. Any human, elf, or even minotaur would have been impressed by the sight, one being played out at that moment in other ports as well. For everything the minotaurs had gathered in preparation for this war, the Kingdoms Alliance seemingly countered, whether it be raw numbers, weapons, equipment, or anything else. The humans and their comrades would give the empire such a fight as the bards presented when singing about the old Darnathian Empire.

      Of course, the minotaurs would give as much in turn, the senior knight knew, and the result would be tremendous bloodshed, chaos, and, as it dragged on, despair.  All needed to further his goal and that of the one with whom he had joined forces.

      Lord Kronwyn felt her talisman resting against his chest underneath his armor and garments. She had promised that it would help him maintain his guise both day and night…and, especially, night.

      “It certainly wouldn’t do for them to discover the truth that first night out, would it?” Parani had mocked. The eyeless goddess had draped it over his neck herself, her voice seeping into his ear and tantalizing him with each word spoken. Despite his not inconsiderable strength, even now he wished to see her again. After all, despair could be quite seductive to any creature.  “Imagine them beholding what appears to be a dragon bursting out of their very flagship!”

      The Master of Swords fought back the hiss that tried to escape his lips. His hand slipped to his breastplate right where the talisman hung.

      The goddess’s words continued to echo through his thoughts. “This, though, will allow you to maintain your fiction, even when darkness calls and the compulsion to transform seeks to take you, my darling Chaeron.” She had giggled, then ended. “Even then…my darling Fafni.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            DESPAIR AND DESIRE

          

        

      

    

    
      Under a shaggy brow, the greying minotaur watched as hundreds of his kind in breastplate and kilt marched on below the balcony. The Eighth Thorakites were on their way to board ships taking them to where the Fifth had already moved into position on the border of Marianos, westernmost of the Edge Kingdoms and a human realm sympathetic to the empire. Marianos had an embassy in the capital and traded regularly with the minotaurs. It also had a combative past with both Dracoma and Vledarian. Although, smaller than either of the other two nations, Marianos had highly-skilled fighters whom even the minotaurs respected.

      Logova Drakei, Protector of the Realm --- a fancy way, so Thalo thought, of being queen without calling herself that --- could trace her lineage directly back to Logan Drakei, who had led the revolt in what had once been a Dracomian colony. The empire had aided the effort and that had been the beginning of the bond between the minotaurs and the humans of the region. Logova had not agreed to provide military assistance just yet, but she had finally opened the ports at Montrew --- the capital --- to the empire. That meant that the Eighth could avoid the longer trek through the wild landscape from the imperial colony of Axehead Point and instead dock in the southwest of Marianos and meet up with their counterparts.

      None too soon, either. According to reports, the knighthood, the Royal Dracomian Guard, and allies from Ergyn were already shipping out to the easternmost of the Edge Kingdoms, the Royal Dracomian Navy supplying their transport. While, as the most powerful of the northern human kingdoms, Marianos had much influence on its neighbors, they did not share its fondness for the empire. The full expectation of most was --- and had been for generations --- that the next conflict between the empire and the kingdoms would take place in the lands north of the Trapped Sea.

      “Regent. We are here as summoned.”

      Thalo turned without surprise to face three ominous figures clad in hoods and robes of grey and green. Their horns, the only visible parts of them, naturally marked the trio as minotaurs. The voluminous robes and the hoods without eyeholes designated them as members of the dhurgheet --- the “bonded ones” in the ancient tongue of the race. Three spellcasters each from one of three magical orders. Wizard, sorcerer, and druid. Through tremendous cost and effort, the trio took their distinctive abilities and entwined them. Doing so forced physical changes in each trio as well, one of the reasons for the all-encompassing garments. No one ever saw the face of a member of the dhurgheet once the bonding had been completed. Some said that even those bound to one another never looked at each other either.

      Thalo nodded to the foremost spellcaster. Although there was nothing other than a minor difference in height and build to differentiate this one from the two standing just slightly behind, the regent knew that he would have recognized Loth. Leader of all the dhurgheet as his father and grandfather --- both named Loth as well --- had been before him, Loth radiated a presence comparable only to the human wizard Amble.

      Thinking of Amble reminded the elder minotaur just exactly why he had been waiting to speak with Loth. “Have you sensed him?”

      The lead spellcaster dipped his head forward slightly. “We have, but sensing Amble and doing anything about him are two very different things, regent. I have counseled you on the difficulty of what you wish of us. We are powerful, but certainly you know he is as well.”

      “I’m not concerned with excuses. If this is beyond the dhurgheet, then I’ve another option to turn to.”

      Loth raised one gloved hand in clear warning. “That is a path we do not recommend. There is a very good reason why necromancy is not included among us.”

      “It seems to be the only thing offering results,” argued the regent. Undaunted by the three spellcasters, Thalo stepped right in front of Loth. Ears taut and short, angry snorts escaping him, the veteran commander rumbled, “Or offering me the chance to have my son back, as well.”

      “We have other measures that we can take,” Loth assured him, no change in the toneless voice. “Measures without so many…complications.”

      “Get to them, then. This needs to be done before we advance our plan. I will see the the kingdoms crushed. I will lay waste to Dracoma especially, so that there will never be a chance of it rising again.”

      The lead dhurgheet simply nodded again. Thalo turned from his visitors, seemingly no longer even acknowledging their presence. Loth stepped back in silence and led his two companions out.

      Thalo continued to snort as he stared into the empty air. Only he saw the vague image of his son, Orym. Orym had died because of his involvement with Amble and the party with the wizard. The exact facts did not matter to the general, only that his son was dead and that, somehow, Amble was to blame.

      “Regent Thalo,” a respectful female voice murmured.

      The voice cut through the turbulent haze in his mind. Thalo turned to find a young officer. He could not recall her name at that moment, but she often arrived with timely reports that somehow set his thoughts more at ease. Muzzle down, she knelt before him.

      “Speak,” he commanded.

      The officer looked up. That was not quite as protocol dictated, but the regent found her pleasant to look at and her obvious devotion to duty impressed him. “Regent, reports are that the wizard is already near Marianos. Some of those who were with him during his visit here also accompany him now.”

      Thalo grunted. For all Loth’s bragging about the dhurgheet’s abilities, groundwork by the military had just brought him some of the information that he required. Still, to do anything at this point, he would yet have to rely on Loth’s people.

      Unless…

      “Regent?”

      He eyed her again.

      Taking this as an order to continue, the officer said, “There has also been contact from the…one…whom I mentioned previously. He is in the general region already and has access to materials that might assist with your desires. You know he requires only one thing, if you are willing to give it to him. He will keep his promise to you, of that, I can personally swear. Although not one of us, he has proven himself in the past.”

      Ears flickering as he thought, Thalo considered the one demand of the outsider. The price would have shocked many minotaurs, not just stretching honor to its limit, but tearing it asunder. Yet, the elder minotaur could not give up his obsession, even if it meant doing the unthinkable.

      “Tell him it will be done.”

      “He will require proof.”

      With an aggravated snort, Thalo strode to his desk. Spreading a piece of parchment, he took a quill and quickly scribbled something on it. Signing it, he grabbed a seal and, after dipping it in ink, pressed the seal marking his office next to his signature.

      Rolling up the parchment, he handed it to her. “See that this gets to him as swiftly as possible.”

      “It shall be done.” She dared stare into his eyes. “For the honor of the empire…and for your son, most of all.”

      Mention of Orym made Thalo swallow hard. He gestured for the officer to leave. She saluted him and disappeared into the shadows.

      The regent stared into the air once more, the murky image of his son always his focus. The elder minotaur reached out a hand to the figure, which appeared to recede from him.

      Thalo’s hand curled into a fist as his frustration and despair overtook him. Then, fury dominated and he spun to the desk and scattered what lay upon it.
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        * * *

      

      The hooded figure in black drifted through the ancient ruins as if a ghost, although he was, in fact, much more monstrous than any spirit. The sinister fires of the Shatter far above bathed the area --- and all else on the world of Tiberos --- in a sinister crimson light that itself flickered, creating often the illusion of dark creatures scampering through the landscape. Created when Drak --- darkest and most mysterious of Tiberos’s three moons --- exploded and its fiery remains were left drifting in the heavens --- the Shatter caused enough concern by itself, for many believed that, at night, its dominance influenced the supernatural. However, during the Dragon Moon, when the Shatter appeared to sink closer to the mortal world, that dominance was said to multiply by a thousandfold and more. Great and terrible events often happened during the Dragon Moon…with the current one, in the minds of most, seeming to be the worst that there had ever been.

      The figure’s cadaverous shape only added to his resemblance to a menacing spirit as he entered what had once been a fine villa built during the golden age of the Darnathian Empire. The many centuries had worn away all but two stone walls and part of the marble floor, upon the remainder of which could be seen the scorched image of a majestic lion’s head and forepaws. The scorch marks were relatively newer than the villa, being the result of the fire that had brought down much of the villa during the ogre rampages during the final fall of Darnathia as a whole. This region had once been a prime colony, a second home to the emperors.

      Now, it was where Anam Feirge --- a necromancer --- awaited the one with whom he had agreed to meet…and one whom, much like him, many would have dearly loved to see gutted.

      Suddenly, a slight sound in the forest beyond made Anam Feirge turn his head. In doing so, his visage stood revealed…or, at least, the right side of it. Almost as if alive, the hood kept the left half veiled no matter what angle the spellcaster looked.

      There were traces that indicated that the necromancer had once been a handsome man. However, the fine patrician features had a dried-out appearance, as if all moisture had been sucked from him, leaving only a husk.

      The necromancer made a slight gesture. From his fingers emerged a small shadow. It swelled as it left him, swiftly becoming as large as its caster.

      Anam Feirge nodded slightly in the direction of the sound. The shadow drifted toward where indicated.

      A snarl warned the sinister shadow back. The necromancer considered, then silently commanded his servant to return to him.

      From out of the forest emerged three wheyr. The canine warriors bared their sharp teeth and glared suspiciously at the hooded man. Feirge ignored their posturing as well as the swords each held. None of these were the one with whom he had this appointment.

      A fourth wheyr at last strode toward him. Like the others, he wore a worn leather kilt and a breastplate, but he stood a head taller than the rest and noticeably broader at the shoulder. His striped fur marked him as a Mord, one of the powerful breeds from the far north. Among the wheyr, Mords often became leaders, both through their intelligence and ferocity. Indeed, this particular Mord commanded the main army now sweeping down over both minotaur and human domains.

      “Necromancer,” he snarled.

      “Scaril.”

      “Long we wait! Promises of blood between the empire and the kingdoms was promised us! My people grow impatient! We are many and we breed quickly. Little longer can we wait. Hunger we do for these lush lands. The wheyr must feed!”

      “I am aware of all that and you are aware of what is required first. You, more than most, should understand the need for just a little more patience. She has promised and she would never fail in this.” As he said the last, a faint hint of wistfulness slipped into his otherwise emotionless voice.

      Scaril’s ears twitched. His lip curled in the monstrous canine equivalent of a knowing grin. “Your dreams she haunts, necromancer, but beware. Only one there is who holds her desire and his vessel am I.”

      He received half a scowl from Anam Feirge, but the necromancer did not reply to the taunt. Instead, he said, “The wizard and his puppets will soon converge in this region, including her. She must be put in check and then turned to our desires.”

      The towering canine thrust a clawed finger at the human. “The bulls are our chief concern. The daughter of legacy, she is yours.”

      “The minotaurs must be in a rage. They must be unable to see reason, only vengeance.”

      “Vengeance they will see, if see us as you claim they will.”

      Anam Feirge glanced at the ruins. “They will. The shades haunt this region in great numbers. So many violent deaths so long ago.”

      The wheyr’s long red tongue flickered out as if tasting the air. “Smell them I can, even now.”

      “I do not doubt it. They thought that they could stand against the ogres, but there were too many.” Turning from Scaril, the necromancer raised his hands toward a rise just beyond the ruins. To the wheyr leader, he ordered, “Stand ready.”

      “Ready we are. Strong you must be. Masked, all of my troops must be.”

      The clear insinuation that Anam Feirge might not be powerful enough for what was planned caused the spellcaster to give Scaril a sharp look. In turning his gaze so quickly to the canine, Feirge briefly left the protective nature of his hood behind. For the first time since Scaril’s arrival, the necromancer’s full face became visible. The hood immediately adjusted to cover the one half again, but the revelation had been made.

      Anam Feirge had no left side of a face. His visage cut off completely midway. Dried blank flesh covered where the eye should have been and the mouth sealed completely under the nose. The nose itself was a grotesque thing, bending in flat. It looked as if some great hand had covered the left side and wiped everything away.

      Scaril’s ears twitched more, the only sign he gave of some momentary discomfort at the sight. Even for the vicious wheyr, there were limits.

      “Do not question my part, dog. Just be prepared not to fail in yours.”

      The Mord growled.

      Ignoring his companion again, Feirge confronted the rise once more. He held both hands toward it as he began muttering under his breath. Unseen by Scaril and the other wheyr was a sudden rippling of his skin, as if small creatures crawled just underneath.

      A wind arose. As it did, the three soldiers with Scaril became restive. They peered around as if aware of other figures near them, although none could be seen.

      The unsettling rippling magnified. As it did, Anam Feirge’s single eye turned upward until only white remained visible. Despite all this, the necromancer continued muttering.

      A low moan that at first sounded like the wind moving through the ruins caused the three soldiers to grow even more anxious. One started to step back, only to draw Scaril’s angry attention. He barked at the other canine, who jumped back into place.

      The moan picked up a bit and, as it did, it took on a more mournful quality.

      “You cannot rest,” murmured Anam Feirge. “Your deaths were brutal. Hacked apart. Bludgeoned to a pulp. Ripped to shreds. You must heed my summons.”

      An element of protest accented the moan now. It also became apparent at last that what the party heard was not one moan, but countless ones bound together by a united, horrible fate.

      Feirge’s voice rose. “Darnathia betrayed you, leaving you to fend for yourselves while your masters retreated to the homeland! That betrayal drives your unrest even more than your deaths! You cannot deny my power with such foul grievances at your cores!”

      He drew a six-sided pattern vaguely resembling a skull in the air. The pattern flared, taking on a grey-silver color before dissipating.

      The moans swelled in intensity.

      Faint spots the same color as the pattern began dotting the rise. Anam Feirge made fists as he called, “They left your ruined bodies in a mass pile, with some of you yet breathing as you were buried under the slaughtered! You fed the ground, but you yourselves hunger for vengeance…against anyone now, if they are living! Come now! You must obey!”

      The dots swelled, at the same time shaping into vague forms with two arms and legs. They began to drift toward the necromancer and, as they did, more coalesced behind them. Within a few breaths, a legion of misty figures marched to Anam Feirge and the waiting wheyr.

      As the forms closed, some details defined, dissipated, and defined again, revealing grotesque, rotting faces and bloodied and battered armor bearing the lion motif of the Darnathian empire.

      The hovered more than stood before Feirge. This near, the bitterness and hatred keeping them from true rest became very apparent despite the ruined features. Anam Feirge nodded with satisfaction as he surveyed the ghostly throng. A legion they were in fact, for they were the lone one left to defend against an impossible force. They had sworn to do their duty even as their masters had abandoned them without a second thought. Promised reinforcements had never been intended to be sent and the soldiers who had been slaughtered here had realized that before their ends.

      “Will they do as needed?” asked Scaril.

      “They have no choice but to obey…yet, I can feel their eagerness to strike out, to be given a chance to appease just a little of their dark hunger.” The hooded figure turned to the Mord. “Your soldiers, they are strong?”

      “Strong, they are, as promised.”

      “This will wear them thin and likely kill a few. I can feel the intensity growing. They anticipate the chance to kill, to wreak havoc as was wreaked on them.”

      Scaril bared his teeth. “Seen, they must, as planned. All depends on that.”

      “And they will be. The night will veil them enough and the mask they place upon your warriors will be sufficient to fool the most observant.”

      “Do it then.”

      Feirge faced the other three wheyr. Their ears moved and they sniffed the air with a distinct wariness, but they retreat.

      He pointed at them.

      The ghostly figures flowed forward. They split away as they reached both the necromancer and Scaril, but made no attempt to evade the trio.

      One came into contact with the foremost of the three. Rather than pass through, the undead appeared to drape over him like a cloth. The canine’s semblance blended with that of the spectre. As that happened, two other spirits did the same to the remaining wheyr soldiers.

      The other translucent figures continued on into the forest. They had their destinations already in mind, Anam Feirge having placed a compulsion in each. In truth, though, the slaughtered Darnathians needed little encouragement. They were being given their dark desire. They would deal death and much of it.

      When the monstrous legion had passed from sight, the spellcaster and the Mord looked to the three figures still with them. Nearly all hint of wheyr had been obscured, leaving instead three shadowy human soldiers wearing the armor of a realm long, long extinct. Their bodies were whole now, although the flesh was pale and the eyes, if studied closely for some time, were dead.

      His skin continuing its constant wriggling, Anam Feirge waved his hand across the trio. The images grew indistinct, then defined once more. The armor continued to bear some semblance to the ancient style, but also had similarities to those worn by Vledarian soldiers.

      “The Vledarians consider themselves the successors to the Darnathians,” the necromancer commented. “When seen by those they battle, the armor will bear enough semblance to make them assume as we desire.”

      Scaril studied the threesome. He finally walked up to the foremost and poked the disguised wheyr. The soldier’s expression did not change.

      “Solid to the eye and to the mind, even though only a phantasm wrapped atop a living host. They will fight with the skill and ferocity of the dead and with the strength of the living.”

      The Mord cocked his head. “And all the rest? The same, they will be?”

      “There will be no question as to whom the defenders face.”

      Scaril nodded. “Your part, you have done, spellcaster. Go now, we do, to fulfill ours.” He slapped a paw against his chest. “Glory to Gnarfang!”

      The necromancer did not reply, instead watching in silence as Scaril and the disguised wheyr disappeared into the forest to join the many more awaiting their orders. Anam Feirge knew that Scaril would see to it that they obeyed perfectly. While Feirge had no love for the lead wheyr, he knew the faith that she had in the canine. Scaril had become the vessel for the Lord of Chaos, who would enter the mortal world when the moment came.

      Anam Feirge’s half mouth twisted into a smile. Gnarfang would return to claim his power over Tiberos…and the necromancer would slay him in the only way possible for a mortal to kill a god, taking both the Lord of Chaos’s new realm and the goddess the spellcaster desired in the process.
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      Amble paced back and forth. Despite his somewhat full appearance, he could move very quickly and with agility. Yatima Ndege, watching him trudge through the tall grass, decided that the wizard could have been an excellent assassin in his youth…in fact, probably still could have been, even without his powerful magic.

      The ebony-skinned woman lithely rose from her seat at the base of a tree. As she headed to the bearded mage, her movements made no sound, not even a soft padding by her boots as they pressed down the grass. Yatima had been trained since a child to move without the slightest noise and that training, while at times brutal, had kept her alive not only in her role as an assassin, but as one of those who found themselves caught up in the worldwide madness the Dragon Moon appeared to be fostering.

      “What, by the great dragon, is taking them so long to decide?” Amble muttered to himself. “Blasted druids! Always thinking in terms of generations and not moments. Other than Wellin, I just can’t be bothered with them most of the time, no indeed.”

      “He will convince them. Wellin is very capable,” the short-haired woman responded with some defensiveness. Wellin Oak might have been a druid, but in the time that she had spent fighting and surviving at his side, Yatima had found him very different from what she had known of his order. The imposing druid had not only seemed far more worldly than expected, but had proven quite good in battle. He also understood much of the tension coursing through her as the assassin struggled with both her own past and her inner demons.

      “Oh, Wellin is very capable. The lad’s always been one to see things right. Should’ve chosen the path of wizardry, but he always like the thought of being able to transform into an animal.” Amble abruptly chuckled as he stared off for a moment. “Was always keen on that, even as a child.”

      Sometimes such statements caused those like Yatima to pause, as they reminded themselves that Amble was very, very old. He did not look that old, seeming to her to be only forty or a little over. Yet, there were tales of him going back far into the past, even into the heights of the Darnathian Empire. No one knew exactly how old the master mage truly was…possibly not even Amble, at this point. She only understood that, as far as reckoning went, there was no one of his magical path older.

      He tapped his staff on the ground. “Still, I wish that he’d get it done. I promised Erik and Kaldara that I’d get word to them on our progress here. Lord Kronwyn cannot be pleased at the delay.”

      “He strikes me as an impulsive man, from what I have heard. Hardly seems like a good trait in so high a commander.”

      “Oh, Kronwyn’s very methodical and excellent at strategy. Of course, he does seem a bit more impatient than I recall him from --- what was it? --- ten or twenty years ago. I suppose people change, but he won’t that much. May the gods preserve us if he would suddenly throw his men into danger. That won’t happen, though. Shouldn’t, anyway.”

      A very faint sound made Yatima instinctively draw a dagger. She whirled toward the source of the noise.

      “Be at ease, it’s just Rath returning.”

      “How do you ---” the slim assassin bit off her question. This was Amble, after all.

      Moments later, a male minotaur with red-brown fur emerged in the small clearing where the wizard and his companion had been waiting. Roughly seven feet tall, Rath towered over the pair. His ears twitched and he snorted on occasion as he neared them, both signs that he was not happy.

      “Still nothing from those infernal druids?” rumbled the minotaur. “Gnarfang hopes to return to ravage all of Tiberos and they have something to debate?”

      “They are druid,” Amble answered, sounding as if that was all the explanation needed.

      “The others are getting wary, spellcaster. It took quite a bit of convincing, most of it on the part of Memna and Aylin.”

      The blue-robed mage nodded in a knowing fashion. “But convince them the three of you have. That is the point. We need the Feragir.”

      “Only because they’re minotaurs.”

      “I would rather say precisely because they are minotaurs, my friend. You cannot do what is needed alone.”

      Rath snorted. “I feel as if I’m betraying my own at times.”

      Pointing the staff at him, Amble bluntly responded, “You know what ails the empire. This is not betraying your own; this is trying to save them.”

      “Yet, none of them would believe the truth, not even my own family.” As he mentioned the last, the minotaur’s ears shifted back and forth in a mad manner and his eyes narrowed in recollection of something.

      Going to Rath, Amble patted him on the arm. “The paths of your brothers Masut and Tawryn are indeed complicated ones, but they’ve chosen them. It is likely that we’ll confront one or both in the time to come, yet, for now, we must concentrate on the war that is imminent.”

      “Do you think that there’s no way to stop it now?”

      “I think there is still a chance for diplomacy since neither side has yet attacked. That is what I’ve convinced Lord Kronwyn and the council of, since theirs is the judgment by which the rest of the Kingdoms Alliance will follow. Even jealous Vledarian and aloof Solanas will not argue the knighthood’s decision in this and that means Hesh and all the others will follow.”

      More sounds of movement from where Rath had emerged ended the discussion for the time being. The minotaur casually turned to face the newcomers, who proved to be a darker but no less imposing female of his race and a female Dracomian knight with pale skin and attractive if seemingly human features. It was only when one noticed the tapering of her ears that it became apparent that she had a partial elven background…in this case, due to her father having been one.

      However, there was far, far more to Aylin Brightstar’s origins than something so mundane as an elf…or so she had discovered to her dismay. A much more significant and potentially world-shaking secret that had already made her the object of a hunt by ancient, inhuman powers. That had forced her to seek the guidance of Amble, a choice that the young knight did not always seem pleased to have made.

      Behind the pair came four other minotaurs. They were of varying shades and on the younger side. They also wore their fur shaggier than either Rath or Memna, the female with Aylin. Part of that had to do with habits developed when orphaned children and the other part a defiance of the norms of the empire. These were all Feragir, the unwanted ones. Their clans had all at some point collapsed and, in the harsh eyes of minotaur society, proven their weakness. These young all had no one to claim and so, to the empire, no longer truly existed as citizens.

      Feragir had generally been kept on Gath Kazar in order to not let the outside world use them as a symbol of some part of the empire’s lacking. However, some years earlier, many had been shipped to the then fledgling colony at Axehead Point. Several of those had later fled to the Edge Kingdoms, where they had developed a small settlement just north of Marianos and its neighbors.

      It had hardly been Rath’s notion to contact the Feragir. Despite all that he had been through, and well aware of the troubles surrounding the imperial throne, deeply-ingrained beliefs were hard to shake off. Memna, too, had spoken her misgivings early on, but she had seen the merit of what Wellin Oak had suggested and what Amble had agreed gave them an opportunity, if a desperate one.

      The four newcomers studied those before them with open wariness. While their lives had vastly improved since their departure from imperial territory, they remained aware that many in the kingdoms still perceived them as just minotaurs and, therefore, suspect at all times. Wellin had explained that a pair of druids in the region aided the settlement with trading with the human and dwarven villages nearby.

      “A druid originated the idea of the settlement a few years ago, but he died before it could come to fruition,” the burly Wellin had explained. Nearly as strongly-built and tall as a minotaur himself, Wellin Oak had, at some point, become one of the main contacts between his order and the Feragir. However, with Amble having drawn him into current events months prior, others had taken up his task with the minotaurs. “I knew him and help take up the cause.”

      However, with Wellin still among those of his kind, contact with the settlement had required more judicious effort. Amble now eyed the newcomers, finally voicing the obvious. “Only four?”

      “There was much doubt as to the plan,” explained Aylin. “These four were the only ones who volunteered, although the two females in charge expressed their trust. However, they refused to order anyone to go and dared not leave themselves under the circumstances.”

      “They will have to do. Great victories have been achieved with less.” The wizard looked off to the side. “I’m minded of General Anmar Kozuth during the Battle of Serus Ridge in the midst of the war with Isklia ---”

      The half-elf frowned. “Isklia?”

      “Oh, you wouldn’t know it. Hesh and Ergyn cover most of its old territory.”

      Yatima spoke up. “Hesh has been around since before Darnathia fell.”

      Amble nodded. “Well, yes. Those two parts were carved out after the Isklians lost the war.” He rubbed his chin. “Let’s see, was that during the Twelfth Dynasty or the Fourteenth? I get them confused sometimes.”

      Rath snorted. “May we get back to current matters?”

      “What else have we been talking about? These four will do just fine, especially with your guidance, my friend.”

      “Mine?” The male minotaur’s ears wiggled furiously and his eyes narrowed. “That was not what we discussed earlier, Amble!”

      The spellcaster tapped the tip of the staff against the ground. There was a slight flash of light where at the point of contact. “Did you think it could be otherwise, friend Rath? It has to be you.”

      “My brothers ---”

      “May be anywhere north of the Trapped Sea…if they aren’t now south of it or even west. Not likely east, though, since that would put them in elven territory. The point is that, if you are destined to cross paths with them, you will. Meanwhile, we’ve a catastrophe to seek to deter.”

      Rath glanced at the Feragir, who returned his distrustful gaze with strong ones of their own. He finally nodded, although neither he nor they appeared anymore pleased by the situation. “Let’s get on with it then.”

      “You start working with them. While you do that, I will once more seek to find out just what is taking Wellin so very long.”

      The male minotaur shrugged. “They’re druids. Other than him, they all seem to live in another world.”

      “Yes,” Amble agreed as he started concentrating. “That is just what I am afraid of.”
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      Druids did not exactly assemble together the way wizards did nor even as sorcerers on occasion chose to. While far more willing to gather together than necromancers --- who, other than the Order of Legoria, had little use for one another --- the strong bond between each druid and the world meant that they tended, for the most part, to prefer communing with nature and not other people, even those of the same calling. Councils
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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.
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