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        The Wheyr

      

      

      

      Snorting from exhaustion and the draining effect of the long red gash on the right side of his neck, Rath shoved through the brush keeping him and the others from the longboats.  The minotaurs had not been expecting the wheyr.  The damned jackals had played a clever waiting game, letting the two scout vessels anchor in the natural harbor on the southernmost point of the island the charts only listed as Bab and even waiting in hiding while the majority of both crews came ashore to seek new supplies.  Wheyr generally had a scent a minotaur’s good nose could pick up, but this batch of marauders evidently had a captain who could see past the wheyr’s overwhelming taste for bloodshed.

      Or, perhaps, Rath thought with a grim realization, that captain had simply believed the slaughter would be more worth the wait by allowing the minotaurs to blunder into their doom...which they had.

      Shame filled Rath, even though it had not been his choice to come ashore and ferret through the unknown forest without a proper guard arrangement.  That fateful decision had been Captain Traga’s.  The Hawk Wing’s captain would be making no more such rash decisions, as her throat had been cut wide open by a sharp wheyr blade during the initial ambush.

      Behind Rath, Feric grunted under the burden of Memna’s limp body.  She had been knocked unconscious by a glancing blow from an iron hammer, one of the wheyr’s favored weapons.  Feric, himself sporting three shallow wounds, had scooped her up the moment the survivors had managed to cut a path through their foes.

      Rath and the other seven warriors still able to wield weapons slashed their way through the darkening forest.  Rath had managed to leave a false trail using his own blood to trick the wheyr’s canine senses long enough to give the minotaurs a chance to regroup.

      Regroup... He snorted again, this time at the choice of words. Minotaurs did not retreat...but they did regroup. There was no honor in retreating, but regrouping suggested a desire to return to the battle and crush the enemy.  Rath knew better, though.  He and the others had to reach one of the ships before the wheyr caught up again.  There were just too many for even capable minotaur warriors to ---

      A howl that set the hair on the back of Rath’s neck stiffening erupted from the forest.  It was answered by several more from locations much too near where Rath and his party currently were.  The howls continued unabated, sounding closer with each new one.

      “Blasted...wheyr...” Feric rumbled.  “Eight I could take...but eighty...”

      Rath did not respond.  If there had only been eighty, the minotaurs would have made short work even having been ambushed.  Indeed, he had no doubt that they had left at least half that number dead, even as skilled as the jackals could be.  The only trouble was, the wheyr had come at them with several times that number.

      The rumors are true, then, the lead minotaur realized.  Imperial command had downplayed word from the human kingdoms that there were larger and larger wheyr packs forming northwest of the Mired Mount and heading south.  That in itself had not concerned either imperial command or the empress herself.  Wheyr had been throwing themselves into minotaur axes since long before the fall of the third moon; why should there be any worry about a few more?  Humans in general were smaller and frailer than minotaurs, so it was no surprise to the court that they would show fear at the thought of an increase in wheyr breeding.

      But right now, Rath found himself very much sympathizing with the humans.  They had not been irrational in their concern, not if this was any example.

      The lead minotaur’s ears twitched as he heard the welcome sound of waves lapping on the shore.  The sun had already nearly set, casting shadows over the beach. If they reached the longboats, they stood a good chance of escaping.  Unfortunately, the Hawk Wing was anchored a bit farther out than the Trident, which meant that Rath’s time as captain was going to be short-lived one way or another.

      Behind them, the forest rustled violently.  The howls repeated, ever closer.

      Shaking a branch from his ax, Rath slowed.  To Feric, he ordered, “Get everybody into one longboat!  I’ll protect the rear until I hear you shout!  If it gets too ---”

      A snarl was his only warning.  Rath spun to face a savage canine face with long fangs and wicked red eyes.  Looking very much like the beast that Rath had thought of earlier, the wheyr grinned as he brought down a war hammer already dripping with minotaur blood on Rath.

      Rath’s ax met the hammer just before it reached his head.  Other races often found out to their detriment that minotaurs were not merely strong, but agile and even swift.  Still, Rath silently swore as the weapons made a clang that a deaf wheyr could have heard, much less the pack pursuing them.

      His adversary was no less agile, the wheyr bringing the hammer down below Rath’s upraised ax.  The jackal was wiry compared to the minotaur, but well-muscled.  Rath knew a single good strike would shatter his ribs and damage organs.  He leapt back, receiving instead a glancing blow that made him wince but otherwise did no harm.

      From behind him rose more canine growls and the grunts of minotaur warriors moving into action.  For a moment, Rath believed that the pursuit had caught them, but no swarm of wheyr fell upon them, only this small handful.  The minotaurs had evidently had the misfortune of running into a search party.

      As the clash of arms rose about him, Rath charged the wheyr.  The canine grin vanished as Rath’s opponent readjusted his grip and turned the long, wicked point atop the hammer’s head toward the horned figure.  However, Rath had expected just such a move.  His charge was a feint; he instead came to an abrupt halt just out of the wheyr’s reach.  As he did, he extended his grip on the ax as much as he could, gaining more than half a foot on his foe’s reach.

      It was just enough to enable him to bury the ax in the wheyr’s chest, the worn breastplate the jackal wore an insufficient obstacle against Rath’s strength.

      The wheyr managed an abbreviated howl of pain before collapsing.  Rath did not even bother to wait for the body to hit the ground, the lead minotaur already turning to help Feric.  True to his nature, Feric sought to fend off two wheyr with one hand while still carrying Memna.  Thus far, he had managed to keep them at bay with his ax, but could not manage a clear blow.  The two wheyr had separated and were coming at Feric from opposite directions.  One wielded a hammer akin to the one Rath’s adversary had, while the other utilized a long blade of obviously human origin.

      Rath swung at the sword wielder.  The jackal noted him out of the corner of his eye and quickly dodged.  Rath grinned as a moment later the wheyr let out a whine.  The lead minotaur had purposely forced the wheyr closer to Feric and while Feric had not managed to kill the attacker, he had delivered a cut to the jackal’s other arm.  Blood spilling over the wounded limb, the wheyr retreated several steps.

      The retreat gave Feric the advantage he needed.  Even with his unconscious shipmate over his other shoulder, he moved skillfully and even lithely against the remaining wheyr.  The jackal swung his hammer, only to meet a wall in the form of the head of Feric’s ax held by a minotaur strong by even his own race’s standards.  The wheyr’s entire body shook from the clash and the hammer went flying from his grip.

      With an almost casual twist of his hand, Feric buried the ax in the wheyr’s chest.

      Maneuvering toward the wounded jackal, Rath shouted, “Take her and move on!  Anyone who can follow Feric, do so!”

      With a look of frustration at being forced to follow his superior’s order when sense demanded otherwise, Feric charged ahead. Three of the remaining crew followed.  One eye on his own foe, Rath quickly looked to the rest of his party.  Two of them stood back to back against five wheyr.  A pair of crumpled bodies at their feet revealed that thus far the wheyr had been on the losing end of the struggle.  Unfortunately, not far to the north of that battle lay the still form of the last unaccounted for crew member.  The deadly half of a broken sword blade stood wedged in the back of the minotaur’s neck.

      His fury fueled Rath’s attack on the wounded wheyr.  The jackal stumbled back, then turned and fled in panic.  The minotaur made certain it was no feint, then joined his comrades.  With him assisting, two more wheyr quickly perished.  The rest abandoned the fight, intending to return, no doubt in Rath’s mind, when their numbers were much greater.

      As if to emphasize that point, the howls from their pursuers rose higher --- and nearer --- yet.

      Muttering a brief oath over their companion’s corpse, Rath then urged the others on.  They could ill afford Feric and the rest getting too far ahead.  The wheyr would love nothing more than for the minotaurs to become split up.

      The scent of water grew stronger.  Rath had calculated that Feric and the rest should have reached the longboats by now.  He hoped Feric had not done something foolish like waiting.  Someone had to get back to the ships and warn them before ---

      The acrid smell of smoke mixed with the scent of the sea.

      “By Ramrath!” he snarled, calling upon not only one of the minotaur races’ favored deities, but also the one for which he had been named.  Minotaur priests presented each newborn with a patron god and some parents sought to bind the fates of their young further by giving them names related to that god.  Despite, as his name indicated, a deity with different animal features, Ramrath represented strength and endurance.  Rath knew that he needed those traits even more than ever, especially once he stepped out onto the beach and saw the reason for the smoke.

      One of the ships was aflame.

      Although it should not have been to his relief, it was the Trident that burned.  As Rath joined Feric, the larger minotaur rumbled, “Can’t see no sign of our kind!  Just a bunch of mutts running around deck torching everything!”

      Rath could not make any of that out, but trusted to Feric’s superb vision.  Once more, the minotaurs had underestimated the wheyr.  The jackals had sent off part of their number to cut off the only hope the crew had of escape.

      In the longboat that Feric’s group had just begun shoving toward the water, Memna moaned.  Rubbing her head where the wheyr hammer had hit, she looked up.  “Captain Traga ---”

      “Dead,” Rath interrupted, trying to keep the other’s instinctive questions short.  “Everyone’s dead except those you see around you.  Everyone...including those aboard the Trident.”

      The female minotaur glanced at the Trident.  Her darker, almost black fur, marked her as from Seer Rock in the westlands of the empire.  It was a sharp contrast to both Rath’s red-brown --- denoting his ancestry in the north parts --- and Feric’s simple wood brown hair, most common everywhere else.  Most of the crew of the Trident had been from the same region as Memna.  In fact, the only survivor of the Trident --- and now currently assisting the launch at the stern --- was Mojak, a distant cousin of hers.  A decade older, he already sported a long, silver mane seen only among the males of the westlanders.  Mojak had been acting as liaison between crews when the attack had happened.

      Memna snorted angrily.  “The Hawk Wing?”

      “We still have a chance.”  As he spoke, Rath followed the launching of the longboat.  He waited until the rest had climbed aboard, then hesitated.  Ax gripped tight, the lead minotaur hurried to the second longboat.

      “What’re you doing?” Feric shouted.  “Hurry!”

      Rath did not waste breath replying.  Hefting the ax, he chopped through the frames, leaving a hole large enough for a shark to swim through.  There would be no threat of the wheyr using the longboat.

      Exhaling, the new --- and still possibly very temporary --- captain of the Hawk Wing rushed into the water after the outgoing longboat.  Feric gave him a hand aboard.  Sitting, Rath eyed the shore, grateful to see it grow more and more distant.

      A wave of wheyr broke from the forest.

      Gripping the gunwale, Rath counted twenty attackers in the initial rush with at least that many again erupting from the forest moments later.  The wheyr did not pause when they reached the water.  They plunged in, to Rath their light breastplates seeming no impediment at all.  Weapons slung onto their backs, the wheyr continued after their prey.

      “Stupid mutts,” Memna muttered.  “They’ll never catch us before we reach the ship.”

      Mention of the Hawk Wing turned Rath’s attention to their goal.  The scout ship looked untouched, but thus far, he had seen no sign of the crew of six left aboard to guard her.  Rath toyed with his ax, wondering if the wheyr had gotten to the vessel and set a trap.

      “They’re giving up the chase!” Feric declared with a snort of derision.

      Sure enough, by the time Rath turned back, most of the wheyr were already heading back to shore.  Minotaur muscle had managed to push the longboat out much farther than the jackals had probably calculated.

      “If they stay at the edge can we lob a few stones at them from the catapult?” Memna asked eagerly.  She had command of the Hawk Wing’s lone ballista catapult and was renowned for her aim.  Rath had no doubt that she chafed at having been knocked out of the battle early on.

      The rest of the party looked very agreeable to her suggestion, but Rath knew that they could not wait around.  The empire had to be alerted to heavy wheyr activity here.  Bab was situated in the middle of the open territories between the minotaurs and the predominantly human kingdoms.  While Rath could not imagine humans allying themselves with the packs, he could not ignore the possibility.

      His silence was answer enough for the others.  Memna frowned, then nodded.  Feric returned to assisting with the rowing.  Rath studied the wheyr on shore, noting with suspicion how they quickly melted back into the forest.  In their position, he would have not given up so easily.  Bab was an island; there had to be at least one wheyr vessel anchored in the vicinity.  The captain could only imagine that it was on the other side of the island.  A ship large enough to carry so many wheyr would have been easy to spot otherwise.

      “Nearly there, Captain,” Feric informed him.

      “Any sign of the guards?”

      “Not so far.”  Feric’s response had an edge to it.  They all knew that there should have been guards responding to their approach by now.  At the very least, those aboard were derelict in their duty ---

      Suddenly, a lone minotaur came to the rail.  Rath could not make out who it was, but the other minotaur began urgently waving them toward the ship.

      “Praise be,” muttered Memna.

      Rath grunted.  “Stay wary.  The rest of the ship is awful quiet.”

      The longboat neared the Hawk Wing.  As it did, the lone minotaur stepped back from the rail, disappearing from sight.  A moment later, a rope ladder dropped over the side, the bottom reaching just above the longboat’s gunwale.

      Feric reached for the ladder, but Rath stopped him.  “I go first.”

      “But captain ---”

      Ignoring him, Rath secured his ax in the harness on his back, then started climbing.  Throughout the entire climb, he kept his gaze on the rail above.  Not once did the other crew member reappear.

      Rath pulled himself up over the rail...and found himself confronting a slaughter.  At a glance, he counted up to a dozen wheyr, all dead.  A few bore the savage work of a minotaur ax, while others had no visible mark on them.

      Waving a warning hand to those in the longboat, Rath drew his ax and headed to the nearest unmarked wheyr corpse and quickly inspected it.  There was no chance that the jackal was pretending.  Rath even punched the chest just for safe measure.

      The clink of metal against metal caught his attention.  He turned just in time to see the hand of a dead minotaur drop limply to the bloody figure’s side.  Rath could not recall having seen the dead minotaur earlier, but the body’s location was near enough to the rail to make the captain wonder.

      As if pushed by an invisible hand, the corpse tipped over.

      A furious snort presaged Feric’s appearance at the rail.  Rath glared at his second, but could not fault Feric for disobeying.

      A veteran warrior, Feric made no more sound as he climbed over the rail.  Weapon ready, he joined Rath.

      “What goes on here?” the larger minotaur whispered.  “They’re all dead!  Who lowered the ladder?”

      Rath gestured at the tipped corpse.  “I think him.  You recognize him?  Not from our crew.”

      Feric glanced around.  “There’s a couple of other bodies I don’t recognize.  They must’ve fled here from the Trident.  They took on some new crew at Karku
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