
  
    [image: Rex Draconis: Shadows of the Dragon Moon]
  


  
    
      Rex Draconis: Shadows of the Dragon Moon

    

    
      
        Richard A. Knaak

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Richard A. Knaak

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      ISBN: 978-1-937979-77-5

      Hydra Publications

      Goshen, Kentucky 40026

      www.hydrapublications.com

      Cover Art by David Benzal

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Richard A. Knaak

          

        

      

    

    
      The Black City Saint Series

      

      Black City Saint (2016)

      Black City Demon (2017)

      Black City Dragon (2019)

      

      The Dragonrealm

      

      Legends of the Dragonrealm, Vol. I

      (featuring the novels Firedrake, Ice Dragon, & Wolfhelm)

      

      Legends of the Dragonrealm, Vol. II

      (featuring the novels Shadow Steed, The Shrouded Realm, & Children of

      the Drake, plus the novella “Skins”)

      

      Legends of the Dragonrealm, Vol. III

      (featuring the novels The Crystal Dragon & The Dragon Crown, plus novellas “Past Dance”, “Storm Lord”, & “The Still Lands”)

      

      Legends of the Dragonrealm, Vol. IV

      (featuring the novels Dragon Tome & The Horse King, plus novellas “Dragon Master”, “A Wolf in the Fold”, & “A Game of Ghosts”)

      

      Shade

      

      The Turning War:

      Vol. I - Dragon Masters

      Vol. II – The Gryphon Mage

      Vol. III – The Horned Blade

      

      The Dragon Throne

      Vol. I - Knights of the Frost

      *Vol. II - Sword of Ghosts

      *Vol. III - Dragon of the Depths

      

      The World of Warcraft

      

      Day of the Dragon

      Night of the Dragon

      Stormrage

      Wolfheart

      

      The War of the Ancients:

      Vol. I – The Well of Eternity

      Vol. II – The Demon Soul

      Vol. III – The Sundering

      

      Dawn of the Aspects

      

      Diablo

      

      Legacy of Blood

      Kingdom of Shadow

      Moon of the Spider

      

      The Sin War:

      Vol. I – Birthright

      Vol. II – Scales of the Serpent

      Vol. III – The Veiled Prophet

      

      Dragonlance

      

      The Legend of Huma

      Kaz the Minotaur

      Land of the Minotaurs

      Reavers of the Blood Sea

      The Citadel

      

      The Minotaur Wars:

      Vol. I – Night of Blood

      Vol. II – Tides of Blood

      Vol. III – Empire of Blood

      

      The Ogre Titans:

      Vol. I – The Black Talon

      Vol. II – The Fire Rose

      Vol. III – The Gargoyle King

      

      The Age of Conan

      

      Vol. I – The God in the Moon

      Vol. II – The Eye of Charon

      Vol. III – The Silent Enemy

      

      Individual Titles

      

      The Janus Mask

      Frostwing

      King of the Grey

      Dutchman

      Shattered Light: Ruby Flames

      Beastmaster: Myth

      Pathfinder: Reaper’s Eye

      Dragon Mound

      The Flash: Climate Changeling

      

      * --- Forthcoming

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      I would like to gratefully acknowledge the countless fans of this series for its longevity, with special thanks going to the following supporters:

      Monti Andrews, Jason Williamson, Ross Bishop, Freddy Lea, Shawn Adams, & Jonathan Gage, for magically adding to the cast of characters for this tale.

      Luigi Ammendola, Cbris Horner, Stephen Franz, Robert Olson, James Kieffer, Shan Winslow, Richard Bergstrom, Phil Beckwith, Michael Spakousky, Christopher Barnhart,   Don Cody, Neil Klopsch, Scottie Bogue, Brian DiTullio, Ehren Pierle, Ang Yee Zhen, Trampas Whiteman, Tim Roberson, Allan Sindbaek, Joel Norden, Bruno Feo, Phillip Kraszewski, Jr., Gavin Gates, Robert Olson, Matt Byers, Jose Colon, Stuart Gormley, John Rhyne, Kevin Hopson, Trevor Juntunen, Charles Lawrence, Frank Vana, Brian Hoffman, Matt Byers, Todd Heath, Ryan Clevenger, and Jeremy Reynolds for their added support to this effort.

      I would also like to acknowledge those working with me behind the scenes:

      Dale Russell for tracking the already extensive amount of lore, plus light editing.

      P.B. Publishing & Pyromaniac Press - collaborators in the upcoming Rex Draconis RPG adventures - for their excellent coordination of the gaming material with my stories.

      Tony Acree, publisher at Hydra Publications, for enabling the world of Tiberos to reach more readers.

      And everyone else who has ever been a dedicated follower of the wonderful tales of Krynn!

      

      Richard A. Knaak

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        1. The Shadows

      

      
        2. Deadly Waters

      

      
        3. Traveling Companions

      

      
        4. The Colony

      

      
        5. A Whisper of Gods and Monsters

      

      
        6. In Pursuit

      

      
        7. Waters of the Empire

      

      
        8. The Darkening Trail

      

      
        9. Unwelcome Arrivals

      

      
        10. The Beast

      

      
        11. Into Hanithios

      

      
        12. The Empress

      

      
        13. Shadows Over Gillan

      

      
        14. Captive

      

      
        15. From the Deep

      

      
        16. In the Lair of the Dhurgheet

      

      
        17. Under the Sea

      

      
        18. Ralama

      

      
        19. Ashore

      

      
        20. Treachery in the Forest

      

      
        21. Gods and Other Monsters

      

      
        22. Hand of the Necromancer

      

      
        23. Traps

      

      
        24. Stolen Souls

      

      
        25. The Darkest Magics

      

      
        26. Undead Reckoning

      

      
        27. The Gray God

      

      
        28. Lingering Shadows

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Rising Tides

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            The Shadows

          

        

      

    

    
      Masut could have been mistaken for one of the statues lining the main hall of the imperial residence, so still did he stand. The slight hint of gray to his otherwise rust-brown fur only added to that effect. The veteran Shirud warrior barely even breathed, his entire body in a state of pause in order for him to not only conserve energy, but to allow his senses to keep careful track of any noise, any movement of the air, any wrong flicker of the torches.

      Minotaur warriors in general went through a lifetime of rigorous training that most other races would have found far too taxing. However, the Shirud trained at a level beyond the endurance of most minotaurs, creating a special bond between those who survived that training. Moreover, the Shirud did not just work the body and mind, but the soul as well. To be a Shirud was to take on an existence forever separate from the rest of those who lived and served in the empire.

      This did not mean that Masut did not think of the clan and the family to which he had once belonged. Behind the fiendishly laughing mask of the hero Ornin the Quickslayer --- Masut’s chosen guiding spirit from the Twelve Who Stood --- the scarred minotaur’s narrowed, black eyes saw not just his surroundings, but the memory images of his siblings. Fourteen there had been born from their parents, nine males and five females. Three brothers and a sister had died at birth or in infancy --- minotaur life being often rough --- and two more of each had perished either in battle or been lost at sea. Now, news had come of the disappearance of the most shameful of his remaining brothers, one whom Masut should not have cared to mourn...but did.

      The tale had come from one of Tawryn’s dubious companions, a minotaur unsavory by even human standards. The wretch had even had the audacity to seek Masut at the palace, no doubt hoping for a reward of some sort for the news. The senior Shirud had paid him, but more to see the other leave quickly.

      He hoped the Prime Master had not noticed the intrusion. Master Fuuna had been there when Tawryn had shattered the rules and, by doing so, had become Arugir --- one cast out of not only the two hundred strong of the Shirud, but minotaur society in general. Master Fuuna would remember those events all too well even after five years.

      The part of Masut’s mind that he had trained to deal with his personal life, while he fulfilled his duties as one of the empress’s primary protectors, mulled over the possible necessity of alerting the other siblings of Tawryn’s loss. Most were far away, either serving on ships or near the borders of the mainland portion of the empire. With the canine wheyr stirring again, and the kingdoms testing the sea boundaries, the empire was very much on alert.

      In the end, he decided it was not worth disturbing them. Most felt the same as he did about Tawryn --- so appropriately named to honor the storm god --- and the few who had retained some ties to their Arugir brother, such as Rath, were scattered far away.

      Masut imagined Tawryn’s ghost staring at him from the crimson darkness outside created by the rise of the Shatter. Tawryn had grown up wanting so much to follow his older brother into the Shirud and, to his credit, he had passed all the rigorous requirements with astonishing ease, even, at the time, filling Masut with pride. Unfortunately, more subtle deficiencies in the younger brother had not revealed themselves until Tawryn had already secured a position in the strict order.

      Something the Shirud felt rather than heard or saw attracted his attention. All thoughts of his errant brother faded as his well-honed senses focused on finding out what had disturbed him. There were always some fifty Shirud on duty protecting the empress, along with several times more that number of imperial guards stationed around the palace, but that hardly meant that she was safe from harm. Twice now, Empress Hulana had nearly suffered accidents while among the populace of Gillan, the capital, accidents that both the Prime Master and Masut believed were anything but. They had convinced General Atu, leader of the imperial guard, of the potential for threat, which had resulted in a doubling of the commander’s troops. Still, in the end, Shirud only truly trusted Shirud. Fuuna had put Masut in charge of the empress’s life, at cost of his own, if necessary.

      Masut tightened his grip on both the hand ax and longsword he wielded. Like all of his order, he was proficient in a variety of weapons, the pair in his hands those he favored most. Despite their lightweight leather breastplates and shin and arm guards, Shirud eschewed shields, preferring instead to take the battle to their foes with two weapons simultaneously.

      As he moved, Masut continued to focus his senses. There was still only the feeling that something was amiss, but he trusted his instinct enough to investigate. The lightness of his armor and matching kilt, along with the fact that as a Shirud Masut wore strapped sandals instead of boots, meant that not only did he move quickly and efficiently, but in utter silence as well. The rough soles of the sandals meant that he also had good traction as he made his way along the marble floor.

      Through the wide curved eye slits that enabled him to see perfectly even while wearing the masked helmet, Masut observed row upon row of statues honoring previous emperors. Masut found such self-honoring uncomfortable, but it was not his place to question the ways of those on the imperial throne. Certainly, Gath Minuc, he who had transformed the fledgling kingdom into a true empire, deserved to be honored, but some of those who shared the halls with him had not been the best of leaders. The outside world remained ignorant of what was considered by most minotaurs as the dark eras. The Shadowtimes had been bad enough without rulers to match that period. Indeed, as Masut passed one particular empty pedestal, he was reminded that even minotaurs had their limits as to what they would accept from those who won the throne.

      A sudden tension filled the Shirud as he reached the next hall. Not only should Taruc, who had been the first of Masut’s chosen for this mission, be on watch near here, but three imperial guards as well. The fact that all were not at their stations was most disturbing.

      Masut sniffed the air. Few other than a Shirud would have had the heightened senses to note the minute scent of fresh blood. With its history, there were many places where blood spilled generations earlier could still be smelled by one of Masut’s order, but in this location, there should have been no hint of anything recent.

      Weapons ready, he headed in the direction of the scent. It took him around the corner and to where two more rows of past emperors peered down at him. Masut ignored their eternal gazes as he focused on something barely visible behind one of the thick pedestals.

      It was one of the missing guards. Someone had expertly slit his throat, then set him here. Immediately Masut’s senses went to a much higher level yet. He peered down the gloomy hall, surveying all the other statues with a single glance. One caught his attention. Masut moved smoothly over to it, discovering, as he had expected, a second corpse.

      Only, this corpse was Taruc, his mask --- that of overly somber Thul --- still perfectly in place. Other than the long valley cut into his throat, the dead Shirud looked very peaceful. There was no hint that his weapons had even been used. That, most of all, disturbed Masut. Taruc had been very skilled, his honed senses some of the finest among the two hundred...and, yet, Masut could not deny the ease with which his comrade had been killed. Shirud did not just die.

      Despite what he suspected were at least four deaths, Masut had not only heard nothing, but still only noted silence. The assassins responsible for this were so skilled that they had not raised any alert.

      Masut had no time to waste. He raced toward the empress’s private chambers, situated in the center and two floors above. Four Shirud were supposed to stand guard outside the entrance, no one actually allowed inside besides Empress Hulana and two trusted servants who took turns watching over her while she slept, servants chosen from the top military units of the empire. Like the Shirud, they took blood oaths to defend the empress at all costs.

      Oaths, Masut realized, that they were very likely to fulfill tonight.

      There should have been more guards along the way. Four, at least. There should have been two more Shirud. Masut knew that, on the one hand, he should have sounded the alarm, but, on the other, that would also warn the assassins they had been discovered.

      Bounding up the marble steps, he finally reached the empress’s quarters. None of the Shirud that he had handpicked were in sight. The iron doors, with the minotaur imperial symbol of the horns over the ax central on each, were still sealed shut. Masut hesitated for a moment, then tested the doors. They were, indeed, locked from the inside.

      After a very brief consideration, the veteran Shirud tapped on one of the doors.

      A female voice asked, “Who?”

      “Masut of the Shirud. The Ax of Gath.”

      Without hesitation, the other responded, “The Twelve Who Lived.”

      On the surface, the two phrases had nothing to do with one another, save that they both dealt with the founding of the empire. The lack of direct links between the phrases was why they served as current passwords.

      “Where are the guards?” he demanded. “Are the wards in still in place?” Minotaurs did not use magic much, preferring the clean strength and honor of weapons made of steel and wood, but because of its use by other races, necessity demanded that the empire at least counter such power. In addition to her guards, the empress had wards around her personal chamber protecting her --- so the court mages assured her --- from magical assault.

      There was a pause, then, “The wards are untouched. The outer guards...they should be there with you.”

      Masut peered around. Other than flickering shadows made by the oil lamps hung along the walls, there was no movement. There was also no place where bodies could be hidden. He supposed that the guards --- both Shirud and imperial --- could have been drawn away, but knew that the Shirud, at least, would have left someone.

      From the other side of the door, he heard the sliding of a bolt. It made sense that the empress’s personal protectors would want to see the situation outside for themselves ---

      His eyes widened as he suddenly realized the truth. Quickly turning his back to the doors, he leaned hard against the one, and growled, “Bolt the door again! Keep the wards from being broken!”

      He was not certain as to what to do about the latter but trusted those within to know. All that mattered was that Masut had nearly helped open the way for the assassins.

      His gaze swept across the area before him, judging every flickering shadow...and realizing then that one shadow did not flicker at all, even though it should have.

      Most other races assumed --- wrongly --- that minotaurs moved slowly in comparison to them. It was a blunder that had turned the advantage to the empire more than once. With a nimbleness and speed that would have startled an elf, the Shirud leaped toward the shadow. As he did, he thrust with the sword, while raising the ax for a follow-up attack.

      However, the shadow cleaved in two. becoming a pair of murky forms too thin in his mind to be minotaurs. Almost too thin even to be humans or elves. They moved as if partly mist, easily evading his sword.

      What the one on his right could not evade, however, was the ax. Masut brought the weapon down on the shadow, only to have the blade deflected at the last by a very long dagger...almost a short sword. Despite its narrowness, the dagger did not shatter against his blow. Neither did the assassin lose his grip on his weapon. The pair struggled against one another for a few vital seconds before Masut felt the other assassin closing in on him from his far left. The Shirud could not see or hear the second assailant, but just knew he was there.

      Even as he dueled with the first, Masut brought the sword around to ward off the other. Despite the short reach of their weapons, he did not take for granted his foes. They had slain several guards and Shirud, albeit likely through devious means. Still, their sword skills were already clear. Each time he tried to break through the defenses of one, the other adjusted his attack, causing the minotaur to fall short with the first.

      Then, to his horror, he heard the doors beginning to open. Those inside intended to come to his aid. In doing so, they very likely had to break the wards. That was what the assassins had been waiting for. Clearly utilizing magic in some manner, they had no doubt slain those outside the doors, then discovered that the magic within would not allow them entrance.

      Shirud were trained to be adaptable to abrupt changes in plan, and so Masut knew that the assassins had decided to wait until someone noticed the missing  sentries, and, as the imperial guards probably would have done, requested entrance to the empress’s chambers to make certain of her safety. That opening apparently was all this pair would have needed to deal with the wards.

      “Shut it!” he roared. “Shut it or they will get in!”

      Even as he spoke, he noticed the one on his left beginning to slip behind him. The Shirud could not allow that. With a feint at the other assassin, he quickly spun and brought the ax around to cut at the weapon arm of the one making his way to the door.

      The heavy blade cut through the billowy sleeve and then the arm itself as if neither had any substance. Masut might have lost all hope if not for the fact that the long dagger dropped to the floor as if the forearm had indeed been severed.

      Barely had he accomplished that then he sensed the second assassin moving in to take advantage of what the shadowy form no doubt thought a fatal move by the minotaur. That might have been the case with a member of the imperial guard, but, trained to sense all things in all directions as best as possible, Masut had never lost focus on the other threat.

      The dagger darted toward his throat. It came within a hair’s breadth before Masut twisted to the side and drove his sword through where he hoped the murky shape’s heart was located.

      A low hiss escaped the impaled assassin...and then, he faded away as if literally smoke.

      Masut wasted no time. With no need to pull his sword free, he easily turned to the remaining assassin and beheaded him with one clean stroke of the ax.

      Both head and torso dissipated the moment they were severed from one another. The same low, almost angry hiss escaped the last figure just before he vanished.

      The Shirud stood poised, waiting for any hint of threat. Seeing none, Masut lowered his weapons. As he looked around one last time, he heard one of the great doors start to open again. Masut huffed with anger at this disobedience of his earlier warning, despite the present calm.

      “I warned you to keep inside,” he growled at the scarred female figure moving to join him. She wore a simple cloth tunic and sandals akin to his. This was no sign of laxness on her part, but rather one of the rules set down by Hulana herself, who had not wanted to be guarded by anyone with such an advantage should they decide to turn on her, as had happened with some previous rulers. However, at the moment, all the Shirud cared about was that she had done the unthinkable.

      “The empress ordered ---”

      Masut paid her no more attention. His mind constantly calculating, he had already determined one more possible threat...but, perhaps, too late.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the one shadow separate from the rest. How he had missed it, he still could not say, unless somehow it had made itself seem to flicker with the normal ones.  It flitted behind the guard, who only belatedly sensed something amiss.

      There was a glint of metal, and the guard gasped. A deep stream of red poured out of her neck where the dagger had penetrated deep.

      Even as she fell, the shadow moved to the open door.

      Masut moved faster.

      He had known he would not be able to save the guard the moment the third assassin revealed himself, and while he regretted the loss, his oath to the empress forced him to shove aside any further thought and instead pursue the new threat.

      They had been very thorough with their calculations, these assassins, willing to die simply so one of them could reach the empress. However, what they could not calculate on was his reflexes. Masut dove to the doorway and met the dark form before the latter could get through. Thrusting, he cut off the shadowy figure’s path with the blade. Despite their ethereal look, they had substance enough to be slain and so the assassin was forced to come to a halt.

      The Shirud swung his ax.

      As swift as he was --- far swifter than the remaining guard inside would have been --- the assassin succeeded in turning to him and thrusting in return. Too late, Masut saw that he, in turn, had miscalculated both the reach and dexterity of his opponent.

      As with one of the previous assassins, the ax did a clean job of severing the head.  Also, as before, the murky form simply faded away.

      Unfortunately, it did not do so before sticking Masut in the side of his ax arm.

      Grunting, the Shirud dropped his sword and grabbed the blade as his foe dissipated. Blocking the doorway, he pulled the dagger free, all the while watching for any sign of yet another foe.

      Instead, imperial guards, apparently finally discovering the danger, came clattering down the hallway. They spread out as they arrived, clearly intent on checking every nook for a potential enemy.

      At the same time, from behind him came the unmistakable voice of his empress. “Get him to a chair. See to his wound.”

      Masut took a glance at the dagger. To his surprise, it began to disintegrate. However, it lasted long enough for him to finally recognize its origins.

      “Vledarian...human...” he muttered.

      The world began to spin. The Shirud somehow found himself facing the imperial chambers and the tall, jet-black figure of Empress Hulana.

      “The tip...of the blade...” Masut began.

      He collapsed.
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      “I still don’t think this is wise,” Erik Constantin muttered. “We are sailing into the heart of the enemy.”

      Amble eyed the young, clean-shaven knight. “It would be best not to think of them like that...especially with so many aboard, too.”

      The burly wizard gestured behind them ever so slightly with his ash staff. Erik, his visored helmet tucked in the crook of one arm, pushed back sea-soaked black hair cut off just at the shoulders. He still fought to maintain a proper footing on the deck, his look of frustration also in part due to the fact that nearly everyone else appeared to be having little trouble. Amble had suggested that it would be simpler if he perhaps did not come on deck in full armor, but as a Dracomian knight, such a notion not only did not appeal to Erik but made no sense to him. As far as he was concerned, not only did it seem perfectly reasonable to be ready for unexpected pirates or some other threat, but the Dracomian also believed the added weight enabled him to keep what balance he had.

      “The captain has raised the blue banner,” a male voice behind them rumbled. Despite both men being of better than average height, they had to look up a bit to meet the gaze of the towering minotaur.  The reddish-brown figure peered past them at the open waters. “My people will honor the symbol of neutrality, but the wheyr will not. We must be ready, should their black brigs appear.”

      “We have a ballista, Rath,” Erik pointed out. “and if they dare to board us, we have our weapons.” He patted the longsword sheathed at his side.

      “Memna is not with us, but her cousin Mojak can outshoot anyone aboard,” Rath returned with a nod. The deep-set black eyes narrowed in anticipation. He indicated the huge, twin-bladed ax strapped to his back. “My ax would not mind tasting more wheyr blood, sour as it is to me.”

      “Really now!” Amble looked at both with visible dismay. “Sometimes, it’s a good thing to avoid bloodshed, you know that? We should always attempt that.” He indicated his robes. “Have you never noticed that those of my calling wear a color similar to that of the neutrality banner? Wizards do not look for a battle ---”

      “And, yet, you always seem to find one,” Rath commented wryly.

      Ignoring Erik’s grin, Amble went on, “Sheer happenstance. We wizards are, after all, always seeking to find ways to better the world. Unfortunately, that often means being confronted by those seeking the opposite.”

      Neither the knight nor the minotaur looked inclined to believe his words. Amble finally shrugged. Both knew that the mage had a history of physical, as well as magical, combat behind him. Indeed, despite some fullness to his form, Amble still looked more like an old warrior. He was not unhandsome either and, if rumors were true, had even romanced Dauc, goddess of the sea, when younger. Never mind that not only was Dauc a spirited deity to say the least, but she also had had children with Tawyr. One did not get on the storm god’s bad side --- not that anyone knew of a good side --- if one could help it.

      Heavy grunts, followed by cheers, made all three turn to the center of the deck. There, two minotaurs --- one brown and the other black --- wrestled with one another while sailors not on duty cheered them on. The black one, Memna’s cousin, briefly had the advantage, but then the larger minotaur twisted out of his grip, came around him, and brought Mojak down.

      “Feric generally wins,” Rath remarked.

      “I remember a gray-brown minotaur named Caram,” Amble said as he looked at the sea once more. “Something of a champion wrestler, he claimed. Liked to claim it a lot. Fairly personable, otherwise.”

      Rath stared at the wizard. “Caram Silvermane?”

      “He did get called that by some. Didn’t really apparently care for it, I gather.”

      The minotaur took a step toward Amble. “Emperor Caram? That was...just how old are you, mage?”

      “Oh, I’d say about --- look there!”

      The cheering faltered as a shout came from the crow’s nest. The crew rushed to their stations as the other minotaurs quickly joined their captain near Amble and the rail.

      A sail appeared on the horizon, a sail so far away that its realm of origin could not yet be placed. Crew members readied the ballista. Others began gathering bows and other weapons.

      “Orders, captain?” Feric asked.

      “Stand down for now,” Rath answered. “We’ll know soon enough if they’re with us or against.”

      “I think...” the mage squinted. “I think that unless your people have chosen to suddenly follow the fashion of black sails, then that vessel is wheyr.”

      Erik leaned as far as he could over the rail. “You can see that far? I doubt even an elf could!”

      “An elf could do what?” asked a musical female voice.

      “He was merely complimenting your eyes.” Amble ignored the glare the knight surreptitiously gave him. “Come see this, Kaldara.”

      Rath shifted aside as a graceful woman with a thin, wooden staff and clad in a long, green travel cloak that obscured most of a gossamer gown of a lighter green joined them. Her face was slightly narrower than a normal human’s, no surprise to the others since she was instead an elf. Despite the fact that she barely appeared two decades old, Kaldara was, in fact, at least four times that.

      Her long, emerald-silver hair, generally loose nearly to her waist, was all but hidden by the hood of her cloak. What was not hidden was her great beauty, especially her golden eyes. “What is it? I noticed the change in tone from the crew and decided I should leave my cabin.”

      Elves were not seen much outside their ancient realm of Solanas. Despite being allies of the human kingdoms, they were not trusted by most due not only to their reclusive ways, but also a perceived sense of superiority over men and dwarves. There was also the ancient legacy of the Solan Perfectionate, when the elven leader, Ki Solan Nis, had declared the need to bring to the world the glorious rule of his people. The elves had enslaved the dwarves as part of that magnificent future, only to discover that the dwarves did not appreciate the fact. The ruined statue of Ki Solan Nis remained at the border of Solanas, the gargantuan feet and lower legs --- all that still stood in place ---  a stark reminder of that period.

      Kaldara had chosen to stay in her cabin most of the journey so as to avoid any trouble. Erik and Rath had suggested she stay behind in Aryon, where as an elf she was better tolerated, but Kaldara followed a vision and that vision now guided her to the empire.

      She leaned on the rail, seemingly untouched by the elements save for a soft breeze that nudged her hair back slightly. “A sail. It looks black. Wheyr?”

      “So it would seem,” Amble answered. His expression hardened. “Tell me. Do you sense anything else about it?”

      Kaldara did not answer, her own features already screwed up in thought. “We should avoid that ship. We must avoid that ship.”

      “We can take on a single wheyr vessel,” argued Rath. “Let me and mine take the forefront and the fight will end sooner yet!”

      “I stand with Rath,” Erik added. “I will not run from the curs!”

      The mage tapped his staff once on the deck. “Running is not always necessarily fleeing, you two. Sometimes the most sensible path is to step away first.” To Kaldara, he asked, “What do you feel? Tell us.”

      She shuddered. “There is nothing on that ship with love for the Lady of the Lands...or any love for life itself.”

      “Indeed.” Frowning deeply, Amble turned to survey the deck. “Where is our erstwhile ambassador?”

      Erik joined him in searching. “Grey is likely with the ship’s captain.”

      “Be so kind as to ask him to have the captain evade the oncoming vessel if at all possible. Tell him Lady Kaldara and I recommend it.”

      Nodding, Erik hurried off as best as his footing would allow him.

      The minotaur glared at the distant sail. “What’s going on, wizard? What do you and she see that we can’t? It’s just a ship full of wheyr, isn’t it?”

      “Well, that’s what the black sail represents...but Kaldara put it best. There is something that cares little for life on that ship.”

      Rath snorted. “Necromancy?”

      “We know that such powers have influence on the wheyr expansion going on. The ghostly Darnathian ships indicate that one or both of the Valcos brothers may have survived their burning at the stake centuries before. My bet is on Marabius, if that’s the case, although both did have their ambitious acolytes. That means we could have a new necromancer --- relatively speaking --- at work here.”

      “Serving themselves or Gnarfang?”

      “Both. Neither. We know the Lord of Chaos is attempting to fully return to Tiberos and has indeed been stirring up the wheyr, but that hardly means that he is the only --- I am so sorry, Kaldara! I tried not to mention him.”

      He put a comforting hand on the elf’s arms. Kaldara, her pale skin even paler than normal, shook her head. “It is all right. I should ask for forgiveness...for so much!”

      “Gnarfang is devious, and the brother of Niso, the Lady of the Lands. I doubt you are the first to be tricked by him into thinking you are serving her, when it is actually him.”

      “Nevertheless, I did his bidding. I could have cost many lives ---”

      Before Amble could counter her, Erik returned with an earnest-looking young officer with shoulder-length blond hair and wearing a breastplate with the same blue sail insignia emblazoned on it that also flew high above the ship. It was no coincidence that the insignia bore some resemblance to the neutral banner, for Aryon was, in fact, the origin of the latter symbol. With its great port open to all who came in peace, Aryon, despite being nominally part of the Kingdoms Alliance, was known throughout Tiberos as something of a sanctuary.

      “Ah, Grey Gage! Did Erik relay our suggestion?”

      “He did and the ship’s captain and I both think it’s preposterous! We have to cross paths with it to reach our destination and we doubt the wheyr are just going to let it happen!”

      “I assure you, wheyr are the least of our problems with that ship. There is something dark aboard it.”

      “Then, we must destroy it.”

      “Exactly!” roared Rath eagerly. “Wipe out the blight!”

      The elf vehemently shook her head. “No! We cannot!” She began to shake. “We must not!”

      Erik came to her side. “What is it?”

      “I don’t...it just repels me, even from this distance.”

      “There you have it.” The bearded mage tapped the deck once more. “Listen to me, Grey. I would prefer, for many reasons I will not go into, to avoid casting anything. It might affect us as well, by the way. I gather you also have reservations about using your abilities here, my dear.”

      Still shaking, Kaldara nodded. “I am bound to the Lady of the Lands. My skills are somewhat muted here in the realm of Dauc.”

      Amble winced as she mentioned the tempestuous sea goddess. “There you have it, man. We must avoid the other vessel at all cost.”

      Grey ran a hand through his hair as he thought. “I have the authority, of course, granted me as official representative of Aryon for this mission. Still, the captain thinks ---”

      From the crow’s nest came another shout. Rath was the first of the party to see the reason for the shout. “More sails!”

      Kaldara followed his gaze. “By Niso...no!”

      Sure enough, three more sails materialized behind the first. Despite some obvious distance between the initial ship and the trio, it was clear that the newcomers were rapidly catching up to the first.

      “We can’t face all those,” Grey muttered. “We’ve no choice but to turn about and hope we reach a port.” He shook his head. “So ends my brief term as ambassador. I didn’t want this task, but I also don’t want it to finish this way.”

      “You’ll still have your chance to show Lord Vespin that he made a better choice than he imagined, I promise,” Amble countered as he leaned on his staff and watched the oncoming ships.

      “He only chose me to satisfy the king’s request and that because I know you and Captain Rath. I don’t think the prime minister will be at all bothered that I met my fate out here far from my supposed goal.”

      The wizard chuckled. “Your fate may still await you in Gath Kazar. I don’t believe those are black sails. What do you say, Kaldara?”

      The relief in her voice was evident. “No. Those are not. In fact, I think I spy the imperial banner, Rath.”

      “Hmm?” The minotaur’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll take your word. If so, they can’t be from Gath Kazar. They must be from the mainland colonies, maybe Axehead Point.”

      ‘What does it matter where they are from?” Erik asked. “The point is, they are here now.”

      No sooner had he said that than all heard a distant cracking sound.

      “Thunder?” Grey Gage eyed the sky. “Is Tawyr toying with us?”

      A moment later, there was a tremendous splash next to the mysterious wheyr ship, followed by an explosion and a startling, if brief, funnel of water that rose to half the height of the black vessel’s main mast. The ship did nothing to evade the funnel, its path still directly toward the party.

      “What ---?” the knight started.

      Amble shushed him. As he did, they heard another distant crack.

      “I see something in arcing in the air toward the black ship!” Kaldara blurted. “Amble ---”

      “Yes, I see it now. You have sharp eyes, my dear. This should be intriguing,”

      Rath snorted in frustration. “It would be more so if you’d let us know what’s going on!”

      The mage shrugged. “We are about to be treated to the ingenuity of the minotaur empire.”

      “It is going to hit the wheyr vessel!” Kaldara announced.

      As all eyes focused on the black ship a violent explosion abruptly shook the ominous craft. Flames shot up, swiftly engulfing the deck. The fire spread rapidly through the rest of the vessel.

      “Legatian’s sword!” the knight gasped. “Was that some sort of magical fireball?”

      “We do not use such things,” Rath countered. However, there was a lack of certainty in his tone that all could sense.

      Amble pointed the staff. “I do believe there’s smoke rising from one of the minotaur vessels as well.”

      Sure enough, a plume of smoke rose over one of the pursuers. The size of the plume gave indication of tremendous trouble.

      “Did the wheyr ship do that?”

      “No, I fear they did it to themselves.”

      The crew of their own vessel had not been idle all this time. Most remained armed and ready for the worst, while others maintained tight control over the ship’s functions. A crew member rushed up to Grey and whispered in his ear.

      “Let me check.” To the mage, he said, “The captain wants to know what course we’re to take. Lord Vespin put the responsibility of everyone in my hands...or rather, likely yours, Amble. He mentioned you several times while speaking of this mission.”

      “Artur Vespin takes after his grandfather...or was it his great-grandfather? Never mind. Better we have say than depend on his commands. Tell the captain we will await the minotaurs. They will abide by the blue banner, right, Rath?”

      “No one needs to ask again.”

      “There you go.”

      Grey nodded to the sailor, who ran off to inform the ship’s captain. The party then watched as the craft they had been so concerned about began to collapse into the ocean even as it continued to close on them.

      “Will we have to maneuver out of its way?” Erik wondered.

      “No.” Amble cocked his head. “I think it’s about to...yes, there it goes.”

      The black vessel’s hull cracked in two, both halves sinking at the same time. The masts collapsed, dragging sails and rigging into the water.

      “You see? There will be some bits floating about, but nothing threatening to our ship.” The wizard exhaled.

      Kaldara studied him. “You seem very relieved.”

      “You felt it...probably still do. Dauc is welcome to deal with the evil someone set loose on that vessel. I, for one, am happy to have avoided it.”

      The elf’s brow wrinkled, but she said no more.

      The minotaur ships continued to close on theirs even with one of the three clearly in peril. As the Aryonian vessel sailed through the debris, those aboard were at last able to see Rath’s people working frantically to put out a fire near the bow. There, the ruins of a mechanical device collapsed before the party’s eyes.

      “What is that thing?” Grey asked with a skeptical tone. “Looks like something Esc might’ve dreamed up.”

      Rath let out a loud snort. “We do not consort with nor use the questionable abilities of gnomes...or dwarves who think they’re gnomes!”

      “I would be more concerned with the fact that we are being flanked by your people, Rath.” Amble swung the staff to indicate the other imperial ships.

      “They will abide by the banner.”

      “Let us hope so.”

      Within scant minutes, the minotaurs were near enough to board. The Aryonian captain strode with open hands toward the first of the horned warriors to come onto the deck.

      “We fly under the banner, with passengers intended for the imperial capital,” the captain declared.

      The first minotaur merely glared. The second, one with reddish-brown fur slightly lighter than Rath’s, first looked at the Aryon captain, then at the party. He pointed at Rath.

      “You. Explain.”

      Grunting, Rath headed toward the other minotaur. Feric started to join his commander, only to be halted by a slight shake of the head by him.

      Facing the imperial officer, Rath said, “I am Kartuus Rath-Tian, formerly captain of the Hawk Wing. We made it to Aryon, where Commander Tyrano of the imperial post gave me this as proof of our story.”

      From a pouch, Rath produced a small medallion on the one side of which was the ax emblem of the empire. Turning it over, he revealed the profile of a female minotaur...the empress.

      The other minotaur inspected it, then returned it to Rath. “Kartuus. A strong clan. My grandmother was of Kartuus. Very well. I am Commander Orym. You are granted passage into the empire. You and your crew will board immediately. This ship will turn around and head back to Aryon.”

      “There’s more.” Rath gestured at Amble and the rest. “They must come with. The one represents a diplomatic mission for Aryon, then ---”

      “If you’d be so kind as to take a look at this, I think we can finish discussing matters on our way into the empire,” Amble interjected, in the process causing the two minotaurs to jolt from surprise at his sudden nearness.

      “I’ll be damned if you ---” Orym rumbled angrily. Then, his eyes widened as he stared at the bronze disc in the wizard’s palm. The side up bore the image of a figure both akin to a minotaur and yet having a blunter countenance and thick, curled horns. “The Key of Ramrath! I’ve only seen one given out and not in the hands of any human! In fact, the only human to be gifted one was just after the Shadowtimes, the wizard ---”

      “Amble,” Rath muttered. “Of course.”

      Looking disconcerted, Orym gestured toward his vessel. “We’ll take you and yours aboard. We’ve got to dock in Axehead Point, but from there either my ship or another will get you to Gillan.” He slapped a fist against his breastplate. “You have my life oath on that.”

      “A simple assurance is good enough, my good sir.” Amble smiled ruefully. “I want no one ever again swearing a life or blood oath to me. No, indeed.” Expression relaxing, he tapped the staff once, then added, “Well. Come everyone! The sooner we board, the sooner we reach our destination!”

      As they started for their few belongings, the Aryonian vessel rocked just enough to put Erik off-balance. However, before he could fall, Orym managed to catch him.

      “Thank you,” the knight muttered after a hesitation.

      The minotaur nodded. “Not everyone gets their sea legs so easily.”

      Erik’s eyes narrowed, but he remained silent. As the Dracomian followed Kaldara away, Rath gestured for his crew to get their things. As he turned to do the same, he noticed Amble eyeing the minotaur craft.

      “Amble? You want me to get your belongings?”

      “Oh, they’re already aboard. Thank you for asking, though.”

      Rath and Orym stared at one another. Then with a slight snort at the thought of traveling with a wizard --- especially Amble --- into the empire, Rath hurried to get his gear.
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      “The thought of Amble sailing into the empire still does not sit well with me,” Lord Justinio commented to the hooded figure before him. The senior officer, a member of the Dracomian knighthood’s order of the Grey Hand, rubbed his short, pointed beard as he not for the first time considered the potential consequences of the legendary wizard among the Kingdoms Alliance’s enemies.

      “I assure you, it is the empire that should be wary of stepping on Amble’s toes,” the lanky, hooded figure standing directly before him replied. Both the hood and cloak of which it was part were covered in a generally dark green mass of leaves. If one looked close, one would have seen that the leaves came from a vast variety of plants. As a druid, Wellin Oak knew the origins and properties of each and every one of them...and how they could also be used with his druidic spells.

      “That does not ease my tensions in the least.”

      Wellin, his own rust-red beard much fuller than that of the veteran knight, chuckled. “No, I suppose not. Rest assured, then, that this is the best thing. Both the empire and the kingdoms are being led into a war neither side can afford and that will benefit no one save those attempting to set it in motion.

      “You mean the Afafni? Or the Fafni?”

      “This may involve more than both of the two warring sides among the dragon folk, my lord. Amble believes --- as do I --- that the would-be chess masters are themselves only pawns.”

      Justinio stared out the window of his office. The outpost was a short ride from the actual port city of Aryon. Thanks to the machinations of both the Flight of the Day Sky and the Flight of the Night Sky, as the Afafni and Fafni were also called, respectively, several knights were dead, in some cases slaughtered without any chance to defend themselves.  The druid was well aware that every one of those deaths ate at the veteran knight despite his outwardly calm demeanor.

      “Amble mentioned the Lord of Chaos, Gnarfang,” the commander muttered. “and then there were both the lich hounds and undead wheyr, both signs of powerful necromancy. There are terrible shadows gathering, Wellin Oak, and yet, I know that most of those to whom I would pass that knowledge would merely think me mad. The gods have left us mostly on our own since the destruction of the moon, Drak, and the coming of the Shadowtimes. I have my doubts that even some of the clerics would believe.”

      “Kaldara thinks otherwise and, as an elven mystic, she is akin to human clerics. Still, there can be no hope of convincing anyone if we don’t at least try, my lord.”

      “Yes, as to that, I’ve considered your suggestion and agree on it...with some stipulations.”

      Wellin raise an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      Looking over some parchments on his desk, Lord Justinio went on, “A druid is not a common sight in the royal courts, even in Dracoma. Lord Kronwyn, the Master of Swords, will certainly hear you out, so you need not concern yourself with any troubles with the knighthood, but King Tanos, the thirteenth of that name, is newly ascended to the throne and is said to distrust spellcasters of any sort even more than he does the knighthood.”

      “Are you suggesting I don’t attempt to see him?”

      The knight held up one of the parchments. “As a matter of fact, I have written up a document outlining who you are and the importance of your information. It is to be given to Lord Kronwyn. It also recommends that he call for a personal audience with King Tanos. Despite the king’s enmity toward the orders, he will understand the severity of the request simply due to it being made by the Master of Swords himself.”

      Taking the parchment, Wellin started reading it. “I see your point. And I will accompany him ---”

      “No, I have something else in mind.”

      “Oh?” The leaves of the druid’s cloak rustled despite there being no breeze whatsoever in the room. “What might that be?”

      The commander met the druid’s narrowed gaze. “No matter what the difficulties with Dracomian politics, things will come together there. I am certain of that. Spanya, situated between Aryon and Dracoma, is also likely to fall into line. What is less certain are the kingdoms beyond Dracoma, especially Vledarian, which not only believes itself the inheritor of the Darnathian mantle, but the true leader of the Kingdoms Alliance as well. They have a tendency to counter anything Dracoma --- or the knighthood, for that matter --- brings up merely due to those claims. With that in mind, I have decided that you are to be joined in your journey.”

      “I am what?”

      Instead of replying, Lord Justinio called out, “Enter!”

      The oak door swung open, to reveal three knights with whom Wellin was familiar due to recent events. The choice of the trio immediately stirred the druid’s thoughts. He had some vague idea about the siblings, Varvara and Nathaniel. Their shorter, blond hair and fair, rounder features marked them as having roots in Vledarian aristocracy, which had initially made their being part of the knighthood something intriguing to the druid.

      As for their companion, she was more of an enigma, and not just because she was clearly half-elven. Aylin Brightstar, slimmer by nature than her comrades but no less clearly a seasoned knight by her stance and demeanor, saluted sharply.  The shape of her eyes gave the most obvious hint as to her partial parentage, as did her pallor, which on almost any full human would have been a sign of extreme illness.  The female knight’s helmet also obscured her ears, which, while not as severely pointed as those of Kaldara or any other true elf such as Aylin’s father, were still too unusual to pass for those of her mother’s lineage.

      “Please hand that parchment to her, Master Wellin...if you don’t mind.”

      The druid’s face revealed no emotion as he turned Lord Justinio’s missive over to Aylin.

      She kept her eyes on her commander until she had the parchment, then began reading. A frown finally escaped her as she poured over the contents.

      “Questions, Sir Aylin?” asked the veteran knight quietly.

      “No, my lord,” she slowly answered. “Only an opinion ---”

      “If it is that you are not capable of what I am requiring, I have already considered that notion and have rejected the absoluteness of it. There is no demand for success, only the best of effort. We do not go into battle only when we are certain of victory, do we? We fight as circumstance demands we must, no matter what the outcome, is that not so?”

      “Yes, my lord.” Aylin clearly wished to say more but did not.

      The druid grimaced. “Lord Justinio ---”

      The commander leaned back. “That part is settled, then. Good. Now then, Sir Varvara and Sir Nathaniel. If you would be so kind as to glance over the last part of the parchment.”

      “Lord Justinio,” Wellin began again. “It will be difficult enough ---”

      Still ignoring the druid, the senior knight asked, “Well, do either of you two have any questions?”

      The siblings glanced from the document to Aylin and then to Lord Justinio..

      “No, my lord,” Varvara responded. Nathaniel merely shook his head.

      “I thought not. Now, Master Wellin, the guarantees you need are bound to the efforts of these three. Not their success, just their efforts...and before you think I am entirely devoid of sanity, there are other knights in this contingent with ties to some of the realms involved in this journey, but those knights lack one factor that made choosing Sir Aylin, Sir Varvara, and Sir Nathaniel the only possible option.”

      Leaves of his cloak rustling more, the druid asked, “And what might that be?”

      “Lineage.” As Wellin Oak turned to study his unwanted companions anew, Lord Justinio added, “even if those have given these three nothing but grief thus far.”

      Before the druid could ask what that meant, there was a heavy knock. Wellin eyed the door.

      “Ah. She is here,” the commander murmured. “Very punctual, just as expected.”

      “Who is here? What now, Lord Justinio?”

      “Drastic times demand drastic measures, druid. Know that this was arranged in conjunction with Commander Tyrano of the imperial outpost, in his position as official representative of the empress.”

      “Little scares me, my lord, but I think you’re managing quite well.” The rustling had become quite audible. “Surely, you can’t be saying ---”

      The door swung open again, but what stood there could never be mistaken for a human, much less a knight. The female minotaur towered over everyone, her dark fur giving her an even more ominous look.

      “I knocked, as you said,” she rumbled at Lord Justiinio.

      “Yes, you did. Forgive me for not responding as I said I would, Memna.”

      She gave a slight snort, then nodded with her head toward Wellin. “You tell him?”

      “I did.”

      “Good. When do we leave?”

      The druid spun around to study the rest of those present, his expression hardening as he came to a conclusion. “They already know about this! Kind of you to inform them before me!”

      “Master Wellin...”

      “You want me to bring a minotaur deep into the Kingdoms Alliance! This is a plan truly worthy of Amble! Did the two of you cook this up together?” When Lord Justinio did not immediately answer, Wellin threw his head back and laughed harshly. “Of course! Of course...”

      “Master Wellin,” the veteran knight attempted a second time. “If ---”

      The lanky spellcaster waved off any comment. “Never mind, my lord. I know when I am defeated. If Amble has a hand in this, it’s inevitable that I will have to go through with it.” He sighed. “And here I thought when I took up my calling I would find a path to peace and quiet. How naive I was.”

      Lord Justinio calmly took up another parchment and held it toward Wellin. After eyeing the new document for a moment as if it were a poisonous adder, the druid took it. He started to read it, only to stared again at the senior knight.

      “You already assumed I would give in even to this. Am I that predictable, my lord?” Wellin finally asked.

      Justinio shook his head. “No, I was that determined...and desperate...to make certain that you agreed...no matter what.”
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      Yatima Ndege experienced a slight shiver as she strode toward what had, until recently, been a tavern called the Broken Horn. It had been owned and run by a jovial older man by the name of Giordanos Ripieni, known to most as simply ‘Dano’. Based on what she had learned, Dano had often regaled patrons of his experiences as one of the greatest bards and entertainers in all the kingdoms. There had been truth in those stories, just enough truth to hide the man’s great secret.

      Dano had not merely been an entertainer. He had also been among the most highly skilled spies and assassins. For those few who knew the truth, his list of deeds and misdeeds would have been staggering. To Yatima, in particular, though, one of his darkest misdeeds had been dragging a small, orphaned child from the Westwater Kingdoms to a frightening place where he had begun turning her into his deadliest protégé.

      And then, after all Yatima had suffered through due to that training, after the deeds she had done afterward, she had been left to rot ---- so she believed --- at the hands of the skilled torturers in Hesh.

      The lithe assassin did not shiver because of those memories, however awful they were. No, she shivered because of a surreal chill sweeping over the vicinity despite the general warmth of this region.

      Gritting her teeth, Yatima peered over her shoulder. Shadows tainted by the crimson glow of the Shatter greeted her. Empty shadows.

      Scowling, she focused on her journey once more...only to stumble to a halt at the sight of a small, murky figure. A boy, perhaps eight to ten years old. with dark, tousled hair. Very slim and in simple peasant garb.

      Yatima forced herself not to take a step back. It would not matter which direction she turned. He would be there.

      The face coalesced just enough for her to make out the small nose, the joyless mouth...and the blackest of pits where the eyes should have been.

      He raised his left hand toward her.

      Come play with me...

      Yatima felt the urge to step to him, to take that hand. A low, guttural sound escaped her, and she shook her head.  “Not our bargain,” the black woman hissed under her breath. “You made a promise to me.”

      To her relief, the hand lowered. For just a slight moment, Yatima thought she saw the hint of a smile.

      “Why are you here?” she managed.  “You’re not here for me and you’re not here for what we agreed. Why are you here?”

      No sooner had she asked than she noticed a taller figure behind the child. A man as dark as her and near her age. Several inches taller and clearly strong. The bloody glow of the Shatter added a monstrous tint to the figure that emphasized his fatal condition.

      “Mnara...” Yatima blurted. “No...”

      The man faded away.

      All fear of the child fled her. Filled with fury, Yatima raised her fists toward him and snarled, “When? When? Who did it?”

      She found herself glaring at empty air, only belatedly realizing she had been about to try to hit a god whose very touch could have reduced her to dust. The Death might appear to be a child --- and, indeed, one of his names was the Child --- but he was as ancient as any of the other gods and very likely more powerful than most. It had been a combination of sheer desperation and audacity that had made her reach out and offer him a deal she had never truly believed he would accept.

      He had, though...and every day since then Yatima had wondered if she had made some dread mistake after all.

      Something fluttered by her head. As she looked up for it, a male voice whispered, “Talking to yourself in the dark. If madness follows you, this will be our last contact.”

      She turned to her left. A more solid form now appeared from the shadows, a slim male figure clad in a dark green and brown outfit. His cap did not hide to Yatima’s sharp eye the subtle cuts her new companion had had made to his ears to make them pass for human instead of those of an elf.

      “If all goes as I plan, this will be our last contact, anyway, Aydonius.”

      “Do not call me that!” he hissed. “I am Ayden now.”

      Yatima shrugged. “As I said, this will likely be our last contact.”

      “One time too many, apparently.” Still, the elf sighed. “I have asked my sources what you requested. You did not give much time.”

      “So, nothing.”

      He chuckled. “I did not say that. I have my methods. Yes, there is knowledge of a Heshite with one red eye. In Spanya, of all places. Are you not the fortunate one?”

      “Spanya...” Yatima could scarcely believe it. There was a very good chance that she had passed the Heshite by on her hunt for Dano. She had let her obsession with one man make her miss the trail of another. “I need supplies and an extra horse, Aydonius.”

      “You will get nothing, if you keep calling me that.”

      She raised a fist to his face. As she did, there was the fluttering of wings. “Call him off!”

      The elf made a low whistling sound. The fluttering shifted. A moment later, a leathery creature the size of a small falcon alighted on his shoulder. The reptilian creature folded its webbed wings and wrapped its sinewy tail around its master’s upper arm.

      Yatima stared into the silver eyes. She kept her gaze steady, well aware of the poisonous nature of her contact’s ‘pet’. Her people called the creature the kala somu, a reference to the potency of its poison. The beast’s more well-known name was the vryoc. They were rare, an effort to stamp them out some fifty years ago by the various Westwater Kingdoms having proven fairly effective.

      The vryoc broke contact in order to lick one of its forepaws. In many ways, it resembled a miniature dragon, if dragons had silver eyes and a mouth more akin to a beak. The claws were more avian, too, but in most other respects, one could see the relationship between the two-winged, reptilian beasts. Of course, while vryoc were fairly clever animals, they hardly had the legendary intellect of dragons, said to be wiser than most wise men.

      “You missed the berth I arranged for you when you first arrived here,” the renegade elf pointed out. “Cost me. You want extra horses and supplies, you better have something with which to pay for them...and my time procuring them.”

      “You seem to have adapted well to the human world.”

      Ayden tilted his head to the side. The vryoc mimicked his movement. “Adaptation is the human world. Elves rarely adapt and generally only when forced to. Someday, there will be no elves, for just that reason.”

      Yatima lowered her hand. “Prove your adaptability and find me what I need. See also if you can find anything more about him. I want all that by tomorrow night.”

      He tipped his cap in response. His pet dipped its head. “I will see what can be done.”

      With that, he slipped back into the shadows. Yatima quietly grunted. While older than her, the elf was still very young by his people’s standards. The five or six decades she estimated he had lived meant that he was barely an adult. Still, he had proven very useful thus far, so she had hopes he would be able to give her what she required.

      And then, Yatima would continue her hunt for vengeance, Mnara’s death now an added factor in the situation. He had been following up a trail for her, one that should have not left him in any threat of harm.

      She quickly strode from the area. More than ever, she had to make certain of one last thing tonight. If things were as she expected, she would need every tool and weapon available to her.

      It did not take her long to reach the building in question. Fortunately, not only was there no other traffic in this part of Aryon so late at night, but thanks to the efforts of others, the workshop had been moved close to where she stayed.

      The assassin slipped without a sound into the blocky structure. From a lit room ahead, Yatima heard constant muttering. As she approached the entrance, some words became clear enough.

      “Maybe rebuild the joint...or add another. Need to make the angle two and a quarter inches more to the...”

      Ahead of her, a small figure hunched over a long bench. A multitude of what Yatima considered odds and ends lay spread across the top. Some had been attached to one another. At present, the muttering figure bent over a parchment nearly as large as him, but on two separate occasions, he briefly touched a few of the objects.

      Sharp brown quills abruptly filled much of Yatiuna’s view. A form a little taller than the Death stood eyeing her with brief suspicions.

      “It’s late. He should be asleep, but he came up with something new, he always does, always finding something new, but not what I was looking for....”

      The spikes settled down and the short female in front of Yatima stared up with the expression and features of a girl about ten years of age. What now appeared to be a luxurious mane of hair covered her from the top of her head and over her shoulders to well below her waist. Although she could pass for human from a distance, those with the misfortune of having met one of her kind never forgot again what a kwillum looked like.

      “You know me. You know why I’m here...Hilna.”

      Hilna nodded rapidly. “You asked him and he started on it, but he does get distracted, even though I do try and try and try again to keep him focused, he can often go from one thing to another thing to another thing to ---”

      Stifling her impatience, the black woman interjected, “Did he finish it?”

      “I think he did, but he might have ---”

      Frustrated, Yatima slipped past the kwillum
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