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        The Druid

      

      

       

      Wellin Oak blamed the wizard Amble for the druid’s current trek through the wilds just north of the Edge Kingdom of Scala. Wizards were always poking their noses in the affairs of the world instead of trying to understand the world itself. Druids knew that the path to truly protecting life was to immerse oneself in it, to appreciate that emperors, conquerors, and knaves came and went with the passage of time, but that Tiberos itself always endured. True, in the process, Tiberos often suffered because of elements of that life—such as the wheyr—but in the end, it did go on.

      The druid had come to the conclusion that Amble spent too much time in his books. That was another trouble with wizards. They were constantly reading and researching when they should’ve been meditating and opening their minds to Tiberos's many voices. The trees—including the oak, which Wellin had chosen for his spirit guide—were especially good at relating the health of a land to those who would actually listen to what they said.

      As the last glimmer of light faded from his rocky, lightly-wooded surroundings, the lanky druid drew the hood of his thick, forest green and earth brown leaf cloak over his head. There was wheyr taint here. Not recent, but still strong enough for Wellin's exceptional senses to notice. All druids developed magnified senses. Those helped them to better commune with nature. Unfortunately, it also meant that foul odors like those left by the canine wheyr assailed a druid’s senses far more than they did those of a wizard or even a sorcerer.

      Wellin paused. Leaning on the long, gnarled staff he had fashioned from the limb gifted to him by the great oak Father Sunreach, the druid paused to sniff the air again. There was something else faint, but Wellin could not identify it. Not lupine, but similar. Not wheyr. Whatever it was also had a mustiness to it.

      The druid stroked his rust-red beard in contemplation. Thus far, his journey had only verified that the wheyr were on the march. Breeding like rabbits, they had once more built up their forces to dangerous levels.

      But Amble had hinted at other concerns, things he had not wanted to specify until he visited Aryon of all places. As far as Wellin was concerned, the wizard was more than welcome to the port city. Aryon smelled worse than most cities, even the largest ones like Avondale.

      Thinking of smells, the druid sniffed the air yet again. Now he noticed an acrid odor, one that was growing by the moment. Wellin peered around, seeking the source, then, grimacing at his own forgetfulness as he gazed up.

      The Shatter had risen.

      The druid had seen many a strange thing in his two hundred plus years, but like everyone else, the Shatter demanded his rapt attention as it spread through the sky. Countless fiery fragments hovered above, so many in fact that they blanketed the land with a monstrous crimson illumination that parodied sunset all night and would repeat itself for an untold time beyond. No one knew exactly how long each cycle of the Shatter would last. In some circumstances, it’d gone on for entire seasons. Each time, something of consequence also occurred.

      Too often, something dire.

      You are letting Amble's words color your imagination, you are, Wellin reprimanded himself. Still, now the druid could not shake his unease. True, he much preferred a lush forest to his current location, but even being here was a much better choice than fighting his way through a packed city. Still, nowhere was entirely pleasant under the rise of the Dragon Moon, as the Shatter was also called. The fiery remnants dotting the sky were all that was left of Tiberos’s third moon, Drak. Named for one of the sons of the tempestuous storm god, Tawyr, it had supposedly been destroyed when Tawyr had taught his children the price for rebelling against him. Drak, the strongest of the three, had paid the price.

      Wellin glanced up once more. The gods were a capricious lot, and most who lived on Tiberos were glad that, after the destruction of the moon and the terrible Shadowtimes that followed that disaster, the deities had, for the most part, retreated from the direct affairs of mortals. Some said Gnarfang was stirring up the wheyr, but the druid had found nothing to substantiate that thus far.

      Let the world be and it will be, Wellin thought as he moved along. It was an old saying among druids, as much as druids actually gathered together to discuss anything. Once every five years, the council met to pass on knowledge, but for the most, Wellin and his kind were loners. Wellin occasionally assisted Amble—not even a druid—only because the wizard had been there for him when Wellin had been very young and a novice in his calling.

      There! He stopped dead in his tracks. This time, it’d neither been the Shatter nor any other scent with which Wellin was familiar. This time, he’d gotten a good enough whiff to catch an underlying hint of decay…

      The leaves of the surrounding trees began rustling even though the wind was slight. Frowning, the druid gripped the wooden staff tighter yet and headed toward one of the more imposing trees, an elderly ash. The ash would be easiest to communicate with. It had a more direct nature than the birches surrounding it.

      Planting his palm against the trunk, Wellin began concentrating—

      Run…

      The single word came with such force that he pulled his hand back. Staring at the ash, Wellin once more put his palm against it.

      Run…

      Behind him, the druid heard a low growl…followed by several more from various directions.

      Wellin tugged a few leaves from his cloak, at the same time tapping the tip of his staff on the ground. Under his breath, he muttered in the language of the trees for a little of their power.

      They gave it gladly, which warned the druid that whatever stalked him might sound like an animal, but was no friend of nature. Wellin funneled their gift into the spell he’d been weaving and threw the leaves.

      They scattered despite the faint wind, turning from a few into a swarm in less than a breath. Simultaneously, they began spinning rapidly and growing in size. The leaves, now the size of his palm, became razor sharp as they darted toward his unseen adversaries.

      A moment later, snarls arose. Not pained ones, Wellin noted, just angry.

      He’d already turned and dropped to all fours. The staff faded away much in the same way his cloak, forest green robe, and the rest of his garments and belongings did when he transformed. The druid took on one of the two animal shapes his long studies had enabled him to emulate.

      His hooves tore expertly into the rough soil as he leaped forward. Two long, curling horns sprouted from his narrowing head as his transformation completed. The casadan was akin to an antelope crossed with a mountain goat—especially its bearded face—but larger and with hooves adapted for both running and climbing.

      Wellin knew the creature from his youth, when he had grown up in Koma, western neighbor to elven Solanas and south of dwarven Stonetorn. The elves and dwarves might have avoided one another, but the casadan knew nothing of such boundaries, migrating from one domain to another with the seasons and moving from deep forest to rocky hills with ease.

      The druid raced along, heading south to Scala. Behind him, he heard growls and the shaking of leaves and bushes as those pursuing him dropped all attempts at stealth.

      Howls cut through the air. Wellin estimated more than a dozen pursuers just from what he could hear. It also sounded as if what gave chase was lupine, but there was a hoarseness to those howls that made no sense to the druid. Try as he might, Wellin could not identify what they might be.

      He sped up, thanks to a casadan's instincts, artfully dodging obstacles and nimbly crossing hazardous uneven ground. Yet, all the while, he sensed his pursuers keeping pace. That disturbed him. Their distance remained consistent. Too consistent. He was not leaving them behind. They were pacing him.

      No, not simply pacing him. Wellin realized that they were herding him. He was basing his direction in great part on where the growls and movements sounded nearest. That, he realized, was sending him away from safer terrain.

      The druid started to veer toward where he needed to go—and a long, sinister form leaped upon him.

      Wellin let out a strong bleat, then rose on his hind legs and shook the creature off. A stench filled the air around the transformed druid, the stench of something rotting.

      Could it be? Wellin thought with abject horror. No! They are no more! Wiped out by the Darnathian Empire with the aid of the Emerald Hand!

      He had no more chance to ponder legends of the far past as several shapes converged on him. With them came another powerful wave of rot. For the first time, too, the druid caught glimpses of decidedly canine shapes much akin to the calf-sized dogs used by the aristocracy of Vledarian for hunting. These creatures, though, had longer snouts that had some passing resemblance to those of wolves.

      Rearing again, Wellin kicked hard. He sent one shadowy form flying back, but two more filled the space. Three others came around his left flank, trying to cut him off from that direction. The latter move hardly surprised Wellin; rocky hills lay that way, hills that in his current form he could have climbed with far more ease than his attackers.

      Whirling, he brought down his horns and skewered one of the attackers on his flank. He lifted the squirming beast high, then shook it so that it came off and fell hard on another pair. More angry snarls resounded around him. None of the creatures he had battled had thus far emitted any cry of pain as pain was not something they knew, being among the unliving.

      A huge shape—perhaps the pack leader—landed in front of him. It stood poised for a moment, giving the druid a very clear view of itself. Wellin knew it to be an intentional move; fear was a great debilitating weapon and the sight of a massive canine baring its long, sharp teeth would have been disturbing enough even without the horrifying fact that its eyes glowed a nightmarish dark green and its fur and flesh hung on a skeleton visible in several places.

      Lich hounds! The druid fought to keep his mounting anxiety under control. What he had just suspected was true. Somehow, they had survived the ancient purge.

      Wellen involuntarily shivered, a reaction perhaps not entirely due to the revelation. It had been said that these fiendish beasts radiated fear as part of their attack on prey. Wellin thought they did not need such an insidious ability, their appearance alone enough to frighten many to madness. Still, he threw as much effort into not panicking as he did fighting. For a second time, he ran through one of the lich hounds. A toss of his head sent the monster crashing against a tree trunk. Unfortunately, the lich hound leaped to its feet and returned the struggle, the bone-cracking collision doing it no harm whatsoever.

      Try as he might, the druid could not get any nearer to the hills. At least a dozen lich hounds surrounded him. Despite their pale, decaying forms, they had mouths filled with savage teeth, and paws ending in sharp claws, both capable of rending Wellin’s flesh.

      He had no choice. Speed had failed him for the moment. Now he needed strength.

      The druid spun around, kicking and jabbing at anything near enough. He managed to clear a small area around him, buying time for his second transformation.

      His body swelled. The lich hounds became smaller, less disturbing. Wellin rose to a height of more than twelve feet, his body taking on what to an onlooker might have at first seemed a powerful ursine shape. Only when the arms extended longer and abruptly ended in huge, curved claws sharp enough not only to dig through the thickest bark but also easily tear other beasts apart did it become apparent that this was no gargantuan bear.

      The blunt-snouted Grendil ground sloth was an ancient beast, a giant from an age of giants before humans and even dwarves strode the land. Left to its own devices, it moved among the high forests of the Grendil Mountains. Ogres honored  the massive sloth, its strength phenomenal.

      Wellin had been forced to study the beast for twenty-two years to be able to successfully emulate it. Even then, though, there was risk that the raw essence of such a titan could overwhelm his human senses, making him forget he was a druid and not an animal.

      At the moment, though, Wellin had no choice. With a low, rumbling roar, he swept one paw across his nearest foes. The long claws raked three of the lich hounds, ripping two apart at the torso and all but beheading the third. The druid wasted no time, seizing another and smashing it into the ground. Again, there were no whines of pain, but now the snarls grew frustrated. The lich hounds had not expected such an adversary. Wellin grew hopeful as the pack fell away before his onslaught. He tore into the undead creatures, mangling more than a dozen and then a dozen after that.

      And yet they kept coming.

      The druid began to just rely on instinct, striking wherever he sensed one. It became an endless battle of strength versus numbers, raging on and on until Wellin had long lost track of time...and then began to lose track of himself.

      Discovering that new danger, Wellin struggled to reclaim his identity as the sheer number of monsters he had ripped apart also became of greater concern. How could there be so many, he wondered. Swinging his ponderous head around, he saw in his immediate vicinity nearly another dozen. Quickly glancing around, the druid found no trace of the monsters he had destroyed. He knew then that his worse fears were realized.

      Wellin slashed another. This time he saw what happened.

      Its side a mangled mess, the lich hound landed in a gory heap just a few scant feet from him. For a second, it lay there. Then, the damage quickly began to repair itself, although never enough that the hound looked more lifelike.

      Green eyes opened. A low growl escaped the beast as it jumped up and rejoined the fray.

      An animalistic fury overwhelmed the druid as he understood the futility of his fight thus far. With a bellow, Wellin swung both massive paws back and forth. Rampaging through the pack, he finally opened a path to freedom.

      And yet, he did not take it, as he had initially intended. His mind was suddenly overcome with the thought that his attackers had to be crushed. Once more overwhelmed by the sloth persona, he continued to assail his adversaries, who in turn relentlessly pursued their attack.

      But while the lich hounds did not tire, even a powerful beast such as the giant sloth finally did. Wellin started panting, and his blows left weaker repercussions on the undead. Some of the hounds began leaping on his back, where they then attempted to bite through his tough, furred hide. Bellowing again, the sloth shook one loose, but could not dislodge the other two. He finally threw himself back against a nearby tree, crushing one attacker and at last knocking away the final.

      Panting harder, the giant animal noticed the hills. Thoughts forced themselves back into the mind. Wellin remembered himself and what he had hoped to do.

      The druid barreled into the lich hounds before him, throwing some aside and trampling others. He finally reopened the way to the hills

      and immediately transformed back into the casadan.

      The maneuver caught the pack by surprise. Wellin raced to the mound, always choosing the most uneven path in the process. The hounds pursued, but stumbled as they entered the rockier landscape.

      The druid started uphill. The lead pursuer lost its footing and slid back several paces. The two now closest fought to narrow the gap, but their paws could not find firm ground. One slid down, colliding with another.

      The lone monster still keeping pace succeeded in following Wellin more than halfway up, but at last made a misstep. As the others had done before it, it tumbled down.

      The top beckoned to Wellin. He pushed himself up, finally reaching the crest. To his relief, there were no signs of danger ahead. If he kept at his current pace, he would soon enter Scala, where he could safely change to himself.

      And at that moment, huge claws seized him from above and dragged him into the burning sky.
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        The Quiet Suddenly Broken

      

      

       

      At long last, the repairs on the Hawk Wing were nearing completion. There was still a short list of minor details left, but Rath had been assured by the lead boatwright that everything would be in order within three days at most.

      The towering minotaur snorted in relief. The ship’s resurrection was something of a miracle. After being initially told the Hawk Wing would never sail again, Rath had been surprised to find out that further inspection had shown that it could still readily be salvaged. Even more miraculous, the empire had even sanctioned the necessary funds, albeit reluctantly.

      Rath could hardly wait for the work to be finished. While there were aspects of Aryon he would remember with fondness, there were more he would prefer to forget. Dragon folk, flying ships, invading wheyr…those were just the tip of what he would have preferred never to deal with again.

      The wooden dock creaked under his weight as he left the human. Ahead, Memna and Feric waited impatiently for the news. Feric, brawny even for a minotaur, was first mate. He had been of the opinion that the crew—the six survivors counting themselves, that is—should have repaired the ship themselves. Memna, her nearly black fur a tremendous contrast not only to Feric's plain brown but even Rath's own reddish brown, served as both second mate and principal operator of the Hawk Wing's ballista. Her clan was noted for their sharp eye and, in addition to onboard the minotaurs' vessel, she had shown her proficiency with Aryon's weapons during the recent attack on the port by the wheyr. Like Rath, she had been content to allow the local humans, with whom she had grown more familiar than Feric had, to finish the work.

      “Three days at most,” the captain informed them.

      “Could finish it in two if we did it,” Feric insisted.

      “We don’t have the tools or supplies,” Memna countered. “Besides, Commander Tyrano says that Aryon has serviced countless Imperial ships since we were allowed to establish an outpost here.”

      “Aryon is known for its neutrality even in Gath Kazar,” Rath pointed out, referring to the massive island that was the heart of the minotaur empire.

      “Three more days of Commander Tyrano, too, then,” Feric muttered.

      Rath shrugged. None of them cared for the senior officer in charge of the imperial outpost. Tyrano seemed to find constant fault with the Hawk Wing’s surviving crew. For a time, it even appeared as if he blamed them for the wheyr's attack. Still, as the empire’s representative here, he had been the one to agree to paying for the repairs. “He looks to be as eager to avoid us as we are him.”

      Feric grunted. Rath knew that he had not convinced his first mate, but didn’t have the inclination to try anymore. He had only recently become captain, his predecessor having perished during a wheyr ambush on the island of Bab. Most of the rest of the crew had died there. The survivors had managed to reach the ship, only to be tossed around by a violent sea Rath felt certain was the result of magic. Somehow, the crippled ship had drifted to Aryon…and then matters had really gotten complicated.

      “Where to, captain?” Memna asked.

      “The Broken Horn. The others might already be there, but if not, we'll have an ale while we wait.”

      “Praise Dauc!” Fenric bared his teeth in the minotaur equivalent of a grin—to most other races often indistinguishable from a look of anger—and clasped his hands together. “Now that you’ll get no disagreement on!”

      As the minotaurs left the docks, Rath made certain to check that they all had their axes well secured in their back harnesses. Although Aryon permitted an imperial presence, the minotaurs were still greatly outnumbered. True, Captain Grey Gage, one of the ranking officers of the watch, could be counted as an ally, but even after their part in defending Aryon, the minotaurs were not entirely trusted by everyone. Tensions between the empire and the human kingdoms were very high at the moment, although Rath and a few others now suspected that both sides were actually being used as pawns in a never-ending war between two ancient races. Of course, he was also aware that convincing those in command of the empire and the kingdoms was an impossible task. Who would believe that the legends of the dragon folk were true?

      Most of Aryon remained ignorant of the situation that had recently taken place. It had cost several lives beyond those lost in the battle against the wheyr, including the Dracomian knight, Randol. He had perished directly at the hands of the mad Afafni who had, in fact, instigated much of what had happened.

      Afafni against Fafni, Rath thought with disgust. ‘The Flight of the Day Sky’ against ‘The Flight of the Night Sky,’ he added, recalling the old stories he had grown up with. Two sides of the same damned coin, if I’m any judge.

      The Afafni had perished at the claws of an even greater power than the dragon man—so Randol’s comrade, Erik, claimed—but the Fafni called Codon had slipped away. Rath doubted that Codon had fled Aryon. Something was brewing that reached far beyond the one Afafni’s insane attempt to reach the burning remains of the moon, Draka.

      They entered the Broken Horn to find it empty, save for two human mariners hunched over their tankards. A moment later, a dark brown minotaur with several scars, including one wicked cut across a nostril, stepped out of the back. He had an impressive set of horns, their span nearly three feet. The minotaur nodded at the newcomers.

      “Ale do?” he asked. “Some of Dano’s supplies are out right now.”

      “That’ll do just fine, Aryth,” Rath replied. “The offer still stands, by the way. We could use another hand aboard.”

      “We could use several,” Feric interjected. “But we’ll settle for yours for now.”

      Aryth snorted, but otherwise did not reply to the slight. As he left to get the ales, Rath turned on his first mate.

      “I’ll have no more of that,” he muttered. “I’m captain...unless you’d like to settle it in a duel?”

      It was not uncommon for minotaurs to advance in rank by duels. If Feric wanted to be captain, a duel was the quickest way. It did not necessarily have to end in death—unlike in the early days of the empire—although it often still did.

      Feric’s ears flattened. “I’ve no quarrel with you, captain. We’re like brothers, you and I. Always been.”

      Rath decided not to mention the fact that brothers, too, often dueled. He understood what Feric meant. The two had been comrades since youth.

      “Then I’d appreciate not having every decision questioned. Aryth is a capable fighter and has shown in the fight against the wheyr, that whatever led him to leave the empire can be forgiven. I’ll stake my life on it, you understand?”

      Aware that the captain meant that literally, the first mate nodded. “You’ve the right of it, Rath. Sorry.”

      “I doubt he’ll join us, anyway,” Memna remarked. “Mojak says he’s beholden to Dano.”

      Mojak, Memna’s older cousin and part of the crew, was not someone to state things wildly. What he had said made sense to Rath. The elder human who ran the establishment had taken in Aryth when few others even in the port city would have.  Dano—fully known as Giordanos Ripieni, although no one apparently called him that—had taken one look at the minotaur who had walked into his establishment one day and offered him not only work, but a place to stay. Aryth had told Rath that Dano did not see races; he saw individuals. Even kwillum were apparently welcome in the Broken Horn, something unheard of considering their thieving ways.

      “Likely he is,” Rath commented. “But as long as I’m captain, the offer stands.”

      The other two nodded. Rath led them to a table distant enough to keep the mariners from growing uneasy. As the trio sat, Aryth returned with the ales. He shook his head when the captain started to reach for his money pouch.

      “Dano says the first ones are on the house.” Despite that cheerful news, the scarred minotaur looked distracted. “I’ve got some barrels to move. I’ll be back to see what you need in a moment.”

      Rath watched him leave, wondering at the same time what bothered the other minotaur. Aryth did not strike him as someone easily disturbed. It was odd, though, for Dano not to be up front greeting his customers.

      Don’t go hunting more trouble, the minotaur reprimanded himself. Get the ship repaired and get back to the empire. There’s plenty that needs reporting.

      As he drank, his mind went to the knight, Erik Constantin. While not a minotaur, the human had proven an excellent comrade in arms. He and the rest of the Dracomians were stationed at an outpost near where the Trapped Sea led to the ocean. The location was an inhospitable one, more so after the previous garrison had apparently been slaughtered by the Afafni in order to hide his plot. The knights were very on edge right now, and although Rath was on good terms with both Erik and his commander, Lord Justinio, the captain knew that the Hawk Wing’s departure would be watched carefully. Rath made a decision there and then to journey out to the post before sailing away. Perhaps, somehow, that small step would even defuse some of the troubles between the empire and the kingdoms.

      Just as his thoughts waned, an explosion rocked the tavern. An explosion strong enough to rattle bottles, and even cause a couple to fall off the shelves and break.

      Everyone jumped to their feet. Rath immediately led his companions out of the Broken Horn. Another, smaller explosion followed, enabling Rath to determine which direction to go.

      “It’s the docks!” he growled. “Maybe wheyr! We’ve got to secure the ship!”

      The trio joined the growing throng racing that direction. Several lightly armored members from the watch cut through the crowd. A clean-shaven, determined looking young officer on horseback, the blue sail insignia of Aryon on his breastplate, rode up near the minotaurs. Rath immediately hailed the blond figure.

      Captain Grey Gage pulled up the reins. “Captain Rath! We may have need for your crew’s skills again, especially hers!”

      “We’ll do what we can! Do you know what happened?”

      “No! I was riding back to headquarters just now. I heard the first explosion the same as you! Forgive me now. I’m riding ahead!”

      The watch officer urged his mount on. Rath and the other minotaurs pushed on as quickly as they could. As they neared, all could see smoke rising.

      “That’s close to our vessel!” Memna growled. “We’ve got to get her away from there!”

      “The Hawk Wing can sail in an emergency!” Rath said. “The three of us can get her out of—”

      He stopped dead in his tracks as the docks and all that what was happening came into view. Rath had expected another attack by the wheyr, the canines brazen enough to try something even in the middle of the day. However, there was no sign of the sleek black brigs, nor even a single wheyr. In fact, the only thing different in the harbor was the swelling dark cloud and the fire spawning it.

      And the crumpled, burning wreckage of the Hawk Wing, itself clearly the location of both explosions.
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      Erik heard the explosion and immediately abandoned his simple meal of roasted goat and porridge. Grabbing his visored helmet, the black-haired Knight of the Shield raced past Aylin Brightstar, who was already in the
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