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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,” he added, mentioning the last imperial port the two ships had stopped at before departing the minotaur realm.  “First voyage, last voyage.”

      “They must’ve abandoned the Trident when it became obvious the vessel was lost.  Maybe that’s why the wheyr didn’t get a chance to torch this one as well.”

      Feric saluted the dead by raising his ax briefly to his forehead.  “Their sacrifice, our chance.”

      “Get the others aboard.”  As Feric obeyed, Rath strode across the deck to get a better glimpse of the island.  There was no sign of the wheyr, which bothered him.  The jackals were nothing if not tenacious.  If they were nowhere to be seen, then they were heading back to their black brigs.  Wheyr could be savage animals in battle, but they were also excellent at adapting to whatever weapons and other equipment they managed to get their paws on.  Long ago, they had captured a minotaur brig.  A few scant years later the seas had seen the first of the wheyr’s own notion of the swift, square-rigged sailing vessel, most notably the utter black color from the top of the mast down to the keel.  Minotaur and human ships coming across a wheyr had two choices, retreat or fight. If the wheyr spotted an outsider, they attacked.

      “All aboard now, Captain,” Memna shouted.

      “Let’s get the ship underway!” he called back.  The coarse hair on his thick neck itched.  As Rath scratched his mane there, the lead minotaur eyed the outermost parts of the harbor.  He had a bad feeling.  “Let’s get it underway fast!”

      The survivors took up positions around the deck, some instinctively filling in wherever the usual crew member who handled that particular station proved to be among the dead.  Feric raised anchor.

      The sails billowed.  As first mate, Feric continued to shout orders to the rest.  “Memna, keep the wheel steady!  Garan!  That line needs tightening!  Bulroc...”

      Rath let the rest of the orders fade from his hearing as he continued his careful surveillance of the island.  Bab offered him nothing out of the ordinary until he happened to catch a faint tendril of smoke deep inland.  The captain squinted, wishing he had Feric’s better eyes.  Still, after a moment, all he could determine was that a fairly good fire had been set somewhere in the island’s midst.  He hoped it was the wheyr’s encampment and that they would have to return to it before giving pursuit.

      “We’re making good speed!” Feric shouted.  “We’ll be out of the harbor in moments!”

      Instead of replying, Rath peered at the clear sky.  Dauc, the goddess of the sea, appeared to be on good terms with her mate, Tawyr, lord of the sky and storms.  The two had a turbulent relationship that minotaur sailors tried to placate with a prayer at the beginning of each major voyage.  Still, Tawyr was also the patron god of the wheyr and so in Rath’s eyes not entirely to be trusted.  He had more faith in Dauc, who had taught the minotaurs to tame the waters and whose personification in the empire was the high priestess.  Dauc could be a cruel mistress, but she also provided a tremendous bounty in fish and other miracles of the sea.

      The Hawk Wing finally came about.  Rath gratefully turned his back on Bab, more than happy to leave it to the wheyr.  As captain, Rath now had no greater task then to return to Gillan, the imperial capital, and report the wheyr presence here.

      The open sea beckoned.  Rath inhaled, then snorted when the stench of dead wheyr mixed with the otherwise refreshing saltiness of the water.  With the rest of the survivors keeping the ship on course, the Hawk Wing’s new commander went to the nearest wheyr body, plucked it up, and tossed it unceremoniously over the rail.

      “Permission to join in the cleanup!” Feric called.

      “Keep us on course!  I’ll deal with the refuse.”

      Not waiting for a reply, Rath made his way to the next wheyr.  He had still not decided what to do about the dead minotaurs.  With so few left to control the ship, they could not pause for a proper ceremony.  Rath decided that a prayer to Dauc would have to suffice.  After some consideration, he even began muttering a prayer before dumping each wheyr body out of concern that the sea goddess might take offense at him leaving her with such flotsam.

      He had only dropped the third wheyr over the side when a shout from one of the crew made him stiffen.  Rath did not bother to look to see where the other minotaur pointed.  He knew exactly from where the danger came.

      The two black ships veered into sight from around the western edge of Bab.  They moved swiftly, cutting through the water like hungry sharks.  Rath hated to give the wheyr their due in anything, but they were as skilled mariners as they were savage fighters.  Too skilled at the moment.

      “We need more speed!” he shouted to Feric.

      “The sails are full now!  They must’ve promised Tawyr our hides as sacrifice!”

      “Then, he’ll have plenty of theirs alongside ours,” Rath growled.  The greatest death a minotaur could dream of achieving was death in combat.  Rath had done what he could to try to get the knowledge of the wheyr’s intrusion here to the empire, but if it was the fate of him and his comrades to die here, then so be it.  They had already sent many wheyr ahead of them to the afterlife; soon, they would send many more.

      “Permission to ready the catapult, Captain!” Memna called.

      “Permission granted!  Mojak!  Take over for her!”

      Memna waited until her cousin reached her, then hurried to the ballista catapult.  Unlike humans and wheyr, a minotaur could generally handle such a device by themselves.  She quickly adjusted the weapon so that it would fire its ten-pound stone balls at a virtually flat trajectory.   For anyone firing such a ballista, striking the hull of the enemy at two hundred yards was good fortune; Memna could hit a target with deadly accuracy at nearly three hundred.  Barely more than two decades old, she already had three sunken ships --- one of them wheyr --- to her record.

      The twin black vessels split apart.  Rath had expected just such a strategy.  Why present the minotaurs with a better target?  The wheyr would have ballistas of their own, lighter ones but still deadly.  Rath doubted they had someone as skilled as Memna, which meant that she would surely have the opportunity for at least two shots.

      The female minotaur adjusted her aim the moment the wheyr separated.  She knew which ship she wanted and no longer even paid any attention to the other.  As soon as she believed she could fire with effect, she would.

      Rath knew that even if she managed to sink the one attacker, the other would still have more than enough fighters aboard to swamp the surviving minotaur.  That was assuming, of course, that the wheyr did not try to sink them in turn.

      Howls broke out from the black ships, the jackals eager to catch their prey.  Rath snorted.  He and his comrades would give the wheyr much to howl about ---

      The Hawk Wing abruptly shook with such violence that Rath nearly tumbled over the rail.  The sea all around the ship foamed as if boiling.  The minotaurs seized whatever fixed hold they could as the Hawk Wing rose up and down as if it weighed nothing.

      As he braced himself, Rath saw that the wheyr ships were also in trouble.  He also noticed that some distance beyond the three vessels, the water was nearly calm.  The captain swore under his breath.  He knew of no act of nature akin to this.

      Thunder roiled.  The sky above them filled with dark, sinister clouds.  The wind ripped through the vicinity, turning the minotaur vessel toward one of the oncoming attackers.  Yet, like the turbulent sea, the storm was limited to an area just encompassing the ships.

      “Magic!” Feric roared unnecessarily.  “Magic!”

      A huge wave rose in front of Rath.  It easily plucked up the Hawk Wing as if it were a toy.  At the same time, the catapult fired, followed by a vicious oath from Memna.  Rath glanced her way just long enough to see that in having to keep from being thrown to the opposing rail, she had had to make a grab at the weapon.  Unfortunately, in doing so, she had set it off.  Rath doubted that she would have another chance to ready it.

      The wave continued to carry their ship back.  One of the other crew lost his grip on a rope and went sliding down the deck toward the rail.  Rath watched helplessly as the flailing minotaur crashed into the rail, then tumbled over the side.

      Unable to do anything but hold on, the captain focused on locating the rest of the crew.  Feric held tight.  Mojak hung from the wheel.  Another ---

      Rath’s eyes widened as he saw a lone minotaur somehow calmly standing at the rail facing the wave.  The minotaur had his hands raised toward the mountain of water in a manner that did not seem to be pleading with the wave to stop, but rather beckoning it.

      Then it occurred to Rath that the figure he stared at was not one of his crew.  He did recognize the dark male minotaur, though.  The last time that Rath had seen him, the other had been lying dead on the deck after apparently dropping the ladder for the survivors.

      Minotaurs did not in general deal in magic.  Minotaurs relied on strong arms and quick wits.  Most had disdain for wizards and the like, not that they were not cautious around them.  There were occasional rumors of minotaurs who had secretly followed the path of magic, but Rath had not met one...until now.

      The ship listed dangerously.  Rath managed to hook his ax on his back, then tried to crawl toward the stranger.  Despite the worsening angle of the deck, the mysterious minotaur continued to stand as if unimpeded.  The wave pushing against the Hawk Wing now rose so high that it completely obscured sight of the two wheyr ships.  Rath thought no more of their pursuers, only interested in stopping what appeared to be a mad wizard of his own kind.

      He pulled himself forward.  Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Feric doing the same.  The first mate was a few feet closer to their adversary, but there was no good hold beyond.  Rath knew that he had the best hope.  If he could just get close enough to use the knife he carried at his belt, he would make short work of the traitorous minotaur, mage or not.

      The dark minotaur abruptly paused and looked Rath’s way.

      Reptilian eyes narrowed dangerously.

      The hands came down.

      The figure vanished.

      Rath swore as he glanced up at the wave...which was now crashing down on the ship.

      “Hold tight!” he shouted, aware that the roar of the wave drowned out his warning.

      The mountain of water smothered the Hawk Wing ---
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        Aryon

      

      

      

      Aryon was a small officially-unaligned realm with an open port of the same name, meaning that both the kingdom and the port stood neutral to most races save the wheyr and some ogre tribes.  Set on both sides of the narrow straits between the Great Ocean and the Trapped Sea, it enjoyed a status unique among all locations.  By silent --- very silent --- agreement, the minotaur empire and the human kingdoms of Dracoma and Vledarian provided a shadow defense.  Both sides even sent military contingents to Aryon on a regular basis.  They did not act as if on duty, but on the few occasions when wheyr raiders, migrating ogres, or other threats loomed over Aryon, the kingdoms and the empire stood side-by-side to fend the dangers off.

      But now, the knightly council in Avondale --- capital of Dracoma --- feared that the minotaurs were looking to end the ‘truce’ and take Aryon and all its wealth for their growing empire.  As he rode a few paces behind Lord Justinio, Erik Constantin eyed the crowds in search of any sign of the towering horned soldiers.  Thus far, the young Knight of the Shield had only seen individual minotaurs, not any contingents of thorakites --- the armored infantry of the empire --- that had spread fear in the free lands until Lord Garan et-Karaban had stopped their advance dead and forced the first peace between the two sides at the end of the Shadowtimes.  Over the next three hundred years, that treaty had held --- albeit tenuously at times --- as both the empire and the knighthood had spread their influence over the Westwater Kingdoms to the southwest and the murky dwarven kingdom of Denk to the far northwest.

      Yet, if reports to the council held merit, war of a magnitude not seen since Lord et-Karaban’s time was nigh.  Erik had fought ogres in the wilds south of the Grendil Mountains, but those had been simple skirmishes compared to the legends he had read and heard.  During the Shadowtimes, war had been constant, as kingdoms and empires fell overnight and bloodshed had covered so many of the lands.

      Lord Justinio raised his right fist, signaling a halt just within Aryon’s gates.  A Knight of the Grey Hand, he sported a short brown beard ending in a sharp point --- a style consistent since Lord et-Karaban himself had worn it.  Lord Justinio’s armor, once a pale bronze like those of Erik and his fellow Knight of the Shield, now had dark grey borders on the breastplate and visored helmet, including the dragon spine crest running from the top of the helmet down to the neck protector.  With his strong, aquiline features and brooding eyes, Justinio had a more than passing resemblance to the images of the knighthood’s founder.  Indeed, the blood of Lord Karaban --- Vledarian by birth but a knight of the Dracomian Guard by virtue of his sworn loyalties --- likely flowed through the senior knight’s veins through Karaban’s daughter, Kalesa.

      “Randol!” Justinio called.

      The swarthy knight next to Erik urged his chestnut charger forward.  As he did, a lone figure looming over much of the throng ahead of them caught Erik’s attention.

      A minotaur.

      The beastman had to be almost eight feet tall and with a span of nearly three feet between the deadly tips of his curving horns.  A long scar cut across his muzzle, especially at the snout where one nostril had been slashed in two.  Under the thick brow, wary but highly intelligent eyes darted back and forth from the minotaur’s path to the newly-arrived fifty knights.

      “Erik Constantin, such inattention will cost you the lives of good comrades one day,” Lord Justinio abruptly remarked.

      Next to their commander, Randol smothered a smirk.  He still wore the mark of the Shield, but everyone expected him to join the order of the Grey Hand when next they opened their ranks to newcomers.

      “Forgive me, sir,” Erik murmured.  “I ---”

      “Yes, I saw him, too.  For your penance, you will accompany Randol to wherever the minotaur is heading and report the destination to me.”

      Randol frowned.  “My lord ---”

      “Be swifter in hiding your dismissiveness of a comrade because of a fault or do not even express such disdain at all.  A Knight of the Grey Hand must be purer than that.”

      A chastened Randol nodded.

      “Sir Nathaniel! Sir Varvara!” Lord Justinio called.

      Two other knights, the first male and the second female, broke from the ranks to join the commander. There was just enough similarity in their blond-haired, pale appearances to mark them as related, which, as siblings, they obviously were. Both were Vledarian by birth and of fairly high status, but had broken from their family to join the order.

      “With Sir Randol occupied elsewhere, I need you to head to our station near the palace. You know the location?”

      “Yes, my lord,” Varvara answered. Nathaniel nodded, the brother rarely speaking unless required.

      “Good. Take up guard there. There may be one or two men still assigned there. If so, have them return to the outpost first thing in the morning.”

      Sir Nathaniel nodded. He and his sister saluted the commander, then rode off.

      To Erik and Randol, Lord Justinio added, “Follow only. Do not engage. The empire has every right to be here. We are not at war with them.” When both men had acknowledged his orders with nods, he finished, “Get a move on, both of you. Night is descending.  The Shatter is rising.”

      As if drawn by magic, both Erik and Randol glanced skyward.  Neither Huum, the bright, silver moon honored by the elves, nor crimson Nuin --- honored by the dwarves --- hovered overhead.  Their presence would have given the coming night some semblance of normalcy, of comfort.  Their absence instead presaged the rise of what had once been the darkest of the moons, Drak...and what was now known only as the Shatter.

      “Come,” Randol ordered.  The other knight had no superior rank, only seniority based on his extra two years in the knighthood.  Still, Erik followed without protest, preferring to keep matters as friendly as possible.  He had no trouble letting Randol take the lead, anyway.  Randol had been to Aryon several times and knew the layout far better than most in the party.

      The two knights directed their steeds through the throngs.  The pair received several stares, but most due to curiosity, not suspicion.  Most of the crowd was human, but stout dwarves from far-off Stonetorn also passed within sight.  Despite its neutrality, Aryon was still tacitly considered one of the human kingdoms, although apparently the House of Tassonfeld --- masters of the tiny realm since King Brendel III of Spanya had granted Lord Isak Tassonfeld the territory after the first Wheyr War --- seemed content just to reap its share of Aryon’s riches and not actually rule. Traffic and trade naturally flowed much easier into the region from the connected human settlements as opposed to the more distant mainly island-based minotaur empire of Gath Kazar.

      Then, Erik spotted the minotaur.  The knight quietly tapped his leg, the slight metallic sound enough to draw Randol’s attention.  The senior knight nodded and the pair dismounted.  With Randol keeping an eye on their quarry, Erik brought the horses over to a post and set their reins around it.  Neither knight had any fear someone would try to steal their mounts; the trained steeds would teach any would-be thief the folly of assuming they were just docile creatures.

      As he returned to Randol, the other knight muttered, “He just entered that tavern.  The one called the Broken Horn.”

      “Did you see any others?”

      “No.”  There was the crux of the situation, the reason the duo had been sent to see where the lone minotaur had been heading.  In Aryon, minotaurs generally travelled in pairs or larger numbers.  The beastmen were aware that they would always have the disadvantage in Aryon should peace break down.  Erik’s instructors even brought this point up in their discussions of minotaur activities and tactics.

      So, a lone minotaur had immediately garnered the party’s attention...but not, it seemed, that of the locals.  Erik studied those passing by.  “No one appears concerned.  They should know this is wrong, shouldn’t they?”

      “This is Aryon,” Randol remarked dismissively.  “Half of them are probably into activities that would have them arrested in Dracoma.  The prince is probably doing business with most of those.”

      Erik glanced around, but saw no sign of the State Watch.  While hardly a threat to two trained knights, what passed for the local authority could protest to the duo’s superiors and have both sent home in disgrace to Dracoma.  Neither man wanted that, so statements such as Randol had just blurted did not help them.

      “You enter first,” Randol suddenly commanded.  “I’ll follow after a count of twenty.”

      Erik had no trouble with taking the point.  Keeping a hand on the hilt of his sword, he strode toward the thick oak door.  Above the entrance, a cracked horn that looked suspiciously like that which might have come from a minotaur hung from a pair of small chains.  The knight eyed the window next to the door, but might as well have been staring at a wall, so thick was the grime on the panes.

      He pushed the door open.  It squealed slightly as it swung.

      Erik stepped inside --- and found himself standing face-to-chest with the very beastman he had been pursuing.

      “Not got much of your fancy, sweet wine,” rumbled the towering figure.

      So very close, Erik could smell the musky scent of the minotaur.  He also saw several scars of varying age, some of them clearly from vicious wounds.  The dark brown fur was patchy in many places around the chest, whether from the many wounds, illness, or something else, the human could not say.

      “You are thinking of Vledarian fare,” Erik returned.  “Dracomian stout ale would flatten a dwarf.”

      The minotaur let out a muffled snort --- his damaged nostril clearly beyond repair --- and then chuckled.  “It would, indeed, which is why the old goat keeps it stocked!”

      “Are you acting as guard or door?” remarked a human voice with a slight rasp from farther back in the tavern.  “Business generally functions better when we let the patrons in, Arythaxillus!”

      “Six years and the old goat still can’t just say ‘Aryth’,” the minotaur grumbled.  He stepped aside.  “Don’t let him slip you that Kazarian mead.  Not like home.  It’s watered down so much that even a kwillum won’t touch it.”

      Unsure what to do next, Erik nodded to the minotaur and headed to the nearest table.  The interior was old, but well-kept, which made the condition of the windows all the more odd.  Two bearded old men sat in a corner sipping their beers, but otherwise the tavern was empty.

      The three-legged chair creaked as the knight sat down.  From the shadowy counter at the back end, a slightly overweight figure wearing a faded but elegant outfit Erik would have expected to see in the royal court of Dracoma headed to him.  The newcomer had a short, well-trimmed beard with a narrow, pointed mustache.  His graying hair hung bound behind his head, the tail bobbing as he bowed to his supposed customer.

      “Giordanos Ripieni, proprietor, my good knight, but all here call me ‘Dano!’”

      “All here call call me ‘Aryth’ except you, you old goat,” the minotaur snarled from the door.

      “Ignore him.  He has distemper.”  Dano bowed again.  “May I interest you in some rare Kazarian mead?  The finest drink you can find outside your own Dracomian fare ---”

      “Already warned him.”

      Dano scowled at his horned companion.  “Perhaps it would be better if you were a door.”

      At that moment, the door swung open and Randol entered.  He froze in his tracks when confronted by Aryth.

      “You must be looking for him,” the minotaur remarked with a finger pointed at Erik.

      “Please!  Please, sit!” Dano came over and guided Randol to Erik.  “I was just about to suggest some Vledarian wine!  Are you familiar with it?”

      Erik surreptitiously glanced at Aryth.  The minotaur gave him a very slight nod.

      “Yes, the Vledarian wine.”

      Randol studied the proprietor as the man walked off.  “He looks familiar, but I do not know why.”

      Erik looked at some of the decorations near the bar.  Musical instruments that had seen much use.  Ribbons marking festivals in Dracoma, Vledarian, Hesh, and most of the other human realms.  “He may have been a bard.  Those look real and recent enough to belong to him.”

      The other knight tapped a gauntleted finger on the table.  “A bard.  That’s it.”  Randol sneered slightly.  “A life of chaos.  A few years of infamy and sin, ending in this hole in Aryon ---”

      “Randol...”

      “Let’s have the drink since we must not seem to be spying, then leave.  The minotaur is clearly an outcast of his kind if he must work here.  Nothing of concern to Lord Justinio.”

      Erik was not so certain, but bowed to Randol’s seniority once more.  Dano returned with their drinks, then grinned at the pair as they sipped.

      “Good, eh?  First tasted some pursuing a pretty lass in Oria, the Vledarian capital!  Now she was a fine wine, you know...”

      “Very good,” Randol returned with little interest.

      “Are you two lads here as replacements or reinforcements?” Dano cheerfully asked.  “Should I be expecting more trade?”

      Erik doubted many other knights frequented the tavern.  Not only was it fairly far from where the knighthood had set up its headquarters, but it was hardly the atmosphere that the council encouraged.  This was a place for outcasts and ruffians, as Lord Justinio would have put it.  Not knights sworn to duty every breath of their life.

      “Thank you for this fine drink,” Randol said instead of answering.  “You never told us how much, though.  Erik?”

      Nodding, the younger knight reached for his coin pouch...only to find it missing.  “Randol...check for your pouch.”

      His companion did, scowling when his hand found nothing.  “Thieves!  A den of thieves!”

      “Hardly that, sir!”  Dano looked highly offended.  “Hilna!  Where are you, you confounding little creature?  You know what I said about doing this!  I forgave you only for the sake of Esc Irontoe!  You want to tell me you didn’t keep your promise?”

      As the former bard called out, the door opened and two sailors from a ship Erik suspected probably doubled as a privateer entered.  Scarred and with faces that could scare a wheyr, they stared briefly at Dano as if he were mad, then headed toward one of the other tables.

      Suddenly, one of them sniffed the air, then grabbed at his belt.  “Kwillum!”

      His companion, almost identical in appearance save for his shorter yet equally grimy beard and a nose almost bent to the side, reached by his own belt.  As that happened, Erik saw a small, furtive figure behind the second sailor.

      The man noticed the figure at the same time.  He grabbed for what Erik finally made out as what appeared to be a female child perhaps ten years of age and covered on the back by an incredible mane of coarse brown hair.

      “Not your hand, fool!” the first sailor growled.

      It was too late.  As the second sailor grabbed at the child’s mane, the hair suddenly stiffened.  The tips became sharp points thrusting upward.

      The sailor put his hand right into several.

      With a shriek, he pulled back.  Two of the stiff hairs remained in his palm.  Drops of blood splattered the worn oak floor.

      “Damned kwillum!” snarled the first sailor.  “Thought I smelled your foul stench!”

      Erik thought the sailor was hardly one to talk about stenches, but that became a minor consideration as he saw the man draw a long, worn but sharp knife on the small figure.

      But before the knight could react, a massive hand grabbed the sailor by the scruff of the neck, pulled the man two feet off the floor, and shook him until he dropped the knife.

      “No fights in the tavern,” Aryth calmly rumbled in the sailor’s ear.  “You want to drink...drink.  You understand?”

      The sailor managed a grunt.  At the same time, Dano stepped out with two mugs.  “Come!  Come!  You gentlemen sit down over here and have some good Kazarian mead on the house while I get a towel and water for that slight cut!”

      The mention of free drink mollified even the injured sailor enough to make them start to the table.  As they did, Aryth looked around.

      “Hilna!” the minotaur growled.  “Their purses!”

      “Yes, Aryth.  Just protecting them.  So many thieves.  Not what I was searching for.  Here they are.”

      The sailors started as both their pouches landed next to their hands.  Erik himself marveled at both the swiftness and stealth with which the kwillum moved as she next returned the knights’ purses.  Only after she had stepped far enough away from her victims did the slight figure even seem to come into view.

      “Magic...” muttered Randol.

      “No magic!” piped Hilna with what Erik supposed indignation.  As with so much about her, it at first resembled the open emotions of a human child.  However, from what little he knew of the kwillum, Hilna might have been twice his age.  Kwillum showed little sign of aging during their some sixty years of life.  The brown ‘hair’ would fade a bit to tan and some of them would fall out, but that was about it.

      “No. She’s just bloody fast and quiet,” Aryth interjected.  “And too much for her own good!  What did Master Dano tell Esc about you coming in here alone?”

      “She wouldn’t have been alone if she’d stayed with me --- two one-hundredth of an inch lean since last season.  Tsk.”

      At the door, a dwarf with an astonishingly short beard for one of his kind, carefully inspected the frame.  Instead of armor and ax, he wore a grease-smudged dark brown coat with a multitude of pockets, each of which contained what to Erik looked like engineer’s tools.  The dwarf pulled out a small magnifying lens and studied the frame in more detail.

      “Always doing that,” Hilna volunteered almost cheerfully.  “Waited and waited.  Waited and waited more.  Minutes even.”  She grinned.  “Found a lot of wonderful things...but not what I’m searching for.”

      “Not good material,” Esc concluded.  “Ten and three-quarters years.  Eleven and five-sixths years at most ---”

      Randol cocked his head toward Erik.  “Is that dwarf trying to play gnome?”

      Esc --- not a normal dwarf appellation as far as Erik could recall --- put the magnifying device back in the pocket.  He blinked, suddenly seeming to recall where he was.  “Hilna!  Where are ---”

      “Here.  Master Dano has the food.  We can go now.  So many places to go.  So many places to search.  We can go.  Maybe I’ll find what I’m searching for today.”

      “Here now!” the proprietor called.  “There’s a matter of money, remember, my little kwillum!”

      “Money.”  She shifted the large cloth and reached into one of several pouches at her side.  “Money.  I should have the money.  Esc, you have the money?  The food smells good.  Can we eat some of it now?  I think I have the money, but it’s not what I was searching for...”

      Erik watched her slim fingers move with amazing speed from one pouch to the next.  He imagined that same speed and dexterity wielding a weapon.  Of course, kwillum were not known to be fighters.  Indeed, that lacking had been one reason why the human kingdoms now had to deal with their kind wandering all over the place, endangering pockets everywhere.  The kwillum were a people without a land, theirs torn from them early in the Shadowtimes by the wheyr.  With no actual allied force willing to shed blood for them, the kwillum had simply spread wherever the whim sent them.  Erik had even heard rumors of the spiny beings wandering Solanas, the elven realm.

      Esc sighed.  “I have the money.  You know we can’t trust you with it.”  He reached into a pocket, then another, and then another.  On the sixth try, Esc located a small pouch.  “Here, Master Dano.”

      The former bard accepted the payment.  “And how is your grand project doing today, sir?”

      “We shouldn’t talk.  Esc, we have to be going,” Hilna interrupted.  “I’ve got to keep searching.”

      The oddly-clad dwarf ignored her.  “Oh, very well!  I’ve found a number of gases that are very light!  Can’t be flammable, naturally.  Lift is not as important as flammability, you know!  Especially up there!”

      “Do you see success soon?”

      “Well, I have to if I am to ---”

      Hilna all but pressed against the dwarf.  “Esc ---”

      A horn blared loudly.  It was followed by another and then a third.

      Both knights leaped to their feet.  Erik glanced around and saw only grim expressions.

      “What is that for?” Randol demanded.  “Are we under attack?”

      Aryth shook his head.  “No, wrong signal.”  Nevertheless, he charged toward the door.  “No...”

      The sailors followed, their anger --- and more significantly their drinks --- abandoned.  Erik looked for Master Dano, but to his surprise, the proprietor was nowhere to be found.

      “Erik!” Randol called.  The two knights raced out the door and over to their steeds.  As they mounted, other inhabitants of Aryon ran past them toward the docks.

      “Should we return to Lord Justinio?” Erik asked.

      “No time!  Besides, he might be there already!”

      Erik nodded, he and Randol of one mind for a change.  The pair urged their steeds through the anxious throng.  The younger knight could think of few things that could stir the populace so much other than an attack.  Yet, none of the familiar sounds of combat resounded through Aryon.

      Their sturdy mounts cut through the swelling crowd.  Moments later, Erik spotted the masts of two ships.  They looked untouched.  In fact, there was thus far no hint of danger.

      Then, the final wave of bodies moved aside and the two Dracomian knights beheld an ominous sight.

      A ship drifted toward the docks.  A ship that looked as if it had been ripped apart by a gargantuan beast.  Erik marveled that it could still stay afloat, much less drift so perfectly through the other ships gathered.  One mast was missing and the other was cracked in half, the tattered sails draping part of the broken deck.  The ship listed dangerously, although the knight thought that perhaps had been a saving grace considering the shattered planks in the other side of the hull.

      But what made it even more astounding was just what kind of ship it was.  Not a nautical man, Erik would not have been able to identify the type if his life depended on it, but as with almost anyone in the human kingdoms, he knew the symbols on the ripped banner dangling from the broken mast, the two animal horn symbols looming over a stylized ax.

      A minotaur ship.
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      Rath’s head throbbed as he struggled to push his face from the damp deck.  A horn echoed in his ears, a horn he at first took for just another effect of his battering by the sea.  That he actually lived --- barely --- astounded the captain, but he felt no gratitude toward Dauc.

      With much strain, the minotaur pushed himself up to his elbows.  Blinking away the sting of salt water in his eyes, he stared up at the rail.  The ship apparently floated, but at a precarious angle.

      “Captain,” croaked a male voice.  Strong hands helped Rath reach a sitting position.  That enabled him to see the other minotaur, Memna’s cousin Mojak.  Both sailors adjusted their seating to make up for the Hawk Wing’s list.

      “The others?” Rath managed as he glanced up.  The remnants of the sails had done an excellent job of enshrouding much of the deck.  He could see nothing of the ship’s actual location.

      Mojak shrugged.  “Just woke up.  Saw you first.  Crawled over as best I could.”

      The horn blared again.  Both minotaurs looked in the direction of the sound.

      “Find the others,” Rath ordered.  “I’m going to climb to see what’s going on!”

      “Wheyr, maybe?”

      “Doesn’t sound like one of their signals.”  As Rath moved on, he tried to make a list of who just might be the source of the horn.  The list was short and mainly human, yet that made little sense to the captain.  Bab was far enough away from the Trapped Sea and the human kingdoms that the damaged vessel could not have floated there by normal means ---

      Normal means... Rath snorted angrily, the last image he had seen burned in his thoughts.  The minotaur with his arms raised to the sea.  Magic cast by a minotaur, an almost unheard of thing.

      He reached a part of the rail that looked not only secure, but was near enough to one of the ragged edges of the sails to enable the minotaur to peer outside.  Adjusting his grip, Rath shoved aside the soaked cloth.

      An epithet escaped him.  It had been years since he had been here, but it was impossible to not recognize the free port of Aryon.

      “Not possible,” he muttered.  “Not possible...”

      Rath had sailed for years, his first trip just after his tenth year celebration.  Most minotaurs went to sea early.  He knew the sea very well.  He especially understood its currents and how storms could affect those currents.

      By no natural means Rath knew could the Hawk Wing have ended up here, at the nexus between the ocean and the Trapped Sea.

      The ship abruptly rocked.  Human voices shouted.  Rath twisted around as best he could and saw that two other ships had come around his.  They could not be the source of the rocking, but they were evidence of what was.  Rath envisioned one or more vessels on his blind side, each with men
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distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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