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The PleiadesSeries Book Il

Part 8: The Chalice of Blood

They watched the event unfold fro ~ m afar, to the distant
side of the plateau where the battle took place. Fire and
lightning had lit the darkened night sky as well as a myriad
of other magickal colours. Screams of anguish and the
dying, as well as the battle cries of blood lust and trium ph
had filled the twilight air.

Thieves both, the Scorpion and Ruskin waited for the
conclusion of the battle before opening a portal back to
BadolLura with a repoThéroguds t heir f ai
considered simply fleeing rather t
Conquerords wrath; too many ti mes t
news were the victims of their mas
dire information. They both looked at each other, as if

reading the otherds mind and then
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shoulders in defeat or at least acq  uiescence of their fate in
the hands of the Demon Lord.
oHedl |l find us anyways, 6 the Sco
rubbed a hand through his black wavy hair.
oYeah, 6 was all the | ight and | a
With no more talk then, he looked expectantly at the dark
abode that lay at the other end of the magickal portal. A
nightmarish landscape of perpetual darkness loomed
thickly around the jutting spires and arched bridges of the
awesome Shaithen city.
Darkwolfe and his Dragon Band had secured the
plateau, killing the kobold Lieutenant, and the small army
of orcs, goblins, and trolls. The Pagan leader had
communed with whatever god called this lonely hill its
home. Would this information be useful? The pair of
cutpurses coul dnodét sawasabiialt t hen a
position, ZadVaruk woul d rmaee prob
resistance.
This in mind, the Scorpion and Ruskin walked
t hrough the gate to return to the
beneath the surface of the planet, deep into the

Underworld.
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OWe cand6t wait, 6 Darkwol fe decl a
oSilverworm is | ost and it would b
fine weapons. 0 He sl ung the gl ori
one should and tucked the Elven longsword into his belt,
jeweled sheath and all.

oCome on, 06 he said and tramped d
path toward Heather who waited below with the horses.
oWe will travel through the night
the next until we reach Grathmoor. We cannot lose the
Demon Gate! o

Cat, Willow, Little Sunflower, Sir  Gedrick, and
Harmineethsa followed their leader down the steep slopes
of the plateau. Surprisingly, no one had questioned the
heroic arrival of the mighty barbarian. He had slain at
least a dozen of the enemy in his furious on slaught, and
when the battle had come to its bloody conclusion he had
but a few profound words to say to the group.

0l serve the Dragon. o

Silverwormbs death was too fresh
small talk with the newcomer, so few if any words had been
spoken to the man. He seemed happy to keep his peace,

whether it was his nature, or if he sensed the mourning

6
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effects of the Dragon Band, the party could not tell. His
sincerity seemed honest enough and they bid him follow
when they moved on out.

The quiet pall of death settled over the flat in their

wake. |t woul dndt be | ong before

came to feed on the remains and in time the isolated
temple to the Wild God would be left to its loneliness and
where the Pine Tree Wind would howl through the frigid
days and hollow nights.

o®Oh my goodness, youdre all
hysterically, setting the horses to whinnying and prancing
from the noise. She ran over and clasped her arms around

Darkwolfe in an awkward hug.

ONo, wedre ganmn, di hhestPat ed.

has fallen and we have a new friend, Harmony by name, if

you would think before you speak once in a while you

mi ght have realized that.o
The girl went stiff in his arms, trembling in fear and

tears welling up in her doe  -like e yes.

The king slowly extricated himself from her arms and

wal ked of f toward the horses.

mounts for them all and he planned on finding a solution

for the problem in short order;
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but not wasting sever al days in returning to the castle was
pivotal in whether or not they could make it in time to try
to stop the theft.
Willow stalked up to the wounded girl and embraced
her in a warm hug. 0OShhh, honey |
upset that o6s awhathesaybpersanally. Wa k e
| ost a good friend today to the en
Heat her put her head next to the
hiding in the long tresses of red, soft hair. Her warmth and
lilac scent eased her pain and the aura that emanated from
the strange, magickal priestess calmed her turbulent soul.
Sir Gedrick chanted a soft prayer of magick; the
surrounding area burst forth in a dim amber light,
illuminating the many rocky clusters and rows of
evergreens; like sentinel warriors protecting the Band in
silence.
ol 61l | be right back, 6 Dar kwol f e
off down the trail. His soft magickal boots were soundless
on the rocks and dirt. He quickened his pace effortlessly
with swift strides enjoying the wind racing in his ears.
Once he found a pla ce a short distance away and looked
back to make sure no one was watching, he pulled out the

short sword, the sentient weapon Kirianna.

8
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Nothing.

[Where are you? What has happened?]

Again there was a long silence. The air was crisp, but
he felt warmth com ing from his dragon scale armour; its
shining scales caught the moonlight in scintillating
colours. Darkwolfe marveled at how sometimes the armour
was dull and even helped him to blend in with his natural
surroundings, and now was brilliant and wonderful to
behold. The magickal properties of the items he acquired
in the Dragon Temple were slowly revealing themselves to
him, but one in particular, the sentient sword, was
somewhat troubling.

{I am here.} Kiriannads voice wa
not hearing it for so long, it was a welcome and comforting
sound to the young man.

[Where have you been?] Darkwolfe asked and finally
took a seat on the ground to rest his weary legs.

{1t is difficulté} The voice was
sounding. There was alo ng draw of breath, silence, and
then a hint of sadness in what followed. {Was your father
close to you?}

[What?] The young king half thought and half gasped
out loud. [What does my father have to do with anything?]

9
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{I was just wondering. | lost someone dear to me once.
| thought you could share this with me. | was human once
you know; | was not created magickally like some sentient
weapons. | died, and my soul was bound to this blade that
| might help whoever wielded it}

The young man found his eyes  watery when he
thought of the loss of his parents. [l loved both my father
and my mother. My mother was sick and went away for
healing and never returned or recovered from her illness.
My father never recovered from her loss. H e was a fine
man once and that is how | would like to remember him.
His last days were something else, someone else really.
Some call alcohol spirits, and | think | know why. For if
one drinks it, over time, the people disappear and then
there is someone else there. It may loo  k like your father or
your friend in question, but | 06l |
spirit or ghost come to take them away, slowly destroying
the mind and body and leaving only a faint image in
replacement of what was once a glorious individual.
Painfull y wearing away at their bodies like a cancerous
disease; it makes feeble the mind, lessens the morality of

the man, and casts down their mortal soul.]

10
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{l see you understand very much; do you miss them
then?}
[Of course | miss them, but what can one do? Wh at
can | do?] He stood up and began pacing around on the
dirt and rocks, his fine leather boots making only a slight
noise with his restless trespass.
[l have to go on. | cannot sit around lamenting their
passing. | must go on. | am king now, at least in this little
neck of the woods, and if the spread of the demon threat
continues, a lot of people will die. They are counting on
me. | cannot give up; | cannot surrender to my pain and
emotions; | am the only one who stands between peace and
total chaos and destruction. The land is full of nobles and
kings and barons and counts and whatnot, but out of the
| ot 1 Om chosen to make a differenc
hazard a guess as to really why, b
of a | ob u nlypulerizeddburndd,ihacket,
smashed, or whatever else way the gods see fit to dispose of
me. Are you going to help me or not?]

{1 dm | istening.}

Sometime later Darkwolfe crept back into the company

of the Dragon Band with his glowing armour. It kept h im

11



6 HNnno ! RI-Neff5Q! YI

warm and radiated light. The waiting group sat in their

own sphere of light, but sta  red in awe at their returning
king. His sleek legs and feet were black and appeared as
naught but shadows. His abdomen was aglow in an

orange -red glimmer, silhouettin g his three -swords and the
bow on his back perfectly. His crown even seemed to lend
him an animalistic nature and the sudden glare in his

hazel eyes showed a fiery determination to continue with

the quest.
o | have the means of gettbyng us
morning, 6 he stated fl atly. o | ho

of these horses. o

Everyone simply looked at him as if he were crazy, and
subconsciously took several steps away from the tethered
steeds as though they were suddenly diagnose d with a
contagiou s and deadly disease.

The Pagan King waved his hands, ushering the party
further out of harmds way, his fac
way before them was clear, he held his hands up and
murmured a few arcane words.

OAdal aged mi 6l ee zaokl aged. 6

The bracers o n his arms, which were intricately

adorned with sigils and curving designs of braided ropes

12
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with no beginning or end, slowly began to glow a crimson
colour. Then there was a brilliant flash like an explosion of

a million rose petals of light. When the party blinked their
eyes, Darkwolfe included, there stood four adult wyverns
between them and the horses.

The huge reptilian beasts, smaller than true dragons,
instantly tore into the horses and ripped them to shreds in
their great, razor -like maws. For af ull minute the still air
of night was filled with the screams of the dying horses and
the hungry feasting of the dragon  -kin.

Then once sated by the meal of flesh and blood, the
wyverns knelt down for the party to climb aboard. Willow
noted with wonder tha t each beast had a double saddle
tightly strapped to the backs of their twenty -foot-long
bodies. Willow and Heather boarded one, with the bard
Little Sunflower and the thief Cat on another,
Harmineethsa and Sir Gedrick climbed into the saddle of a
third, and Darkwolfe took the last, largest beast for his
mount. Once everyone was in place and Little Sunflower
wrapped her arms around Cat for sympathy at his fear of
heights, the four wyverns and their riders launched into

the black sky.

13
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The ever-present darkness would have been all -consuming

and claustrophobic to creatures from the surface of the

planet. But here, several kilometers beneath Alcyone, not

too far from where Darkwolfe and his band took to flight on

their wyverns, the war party set out from the western gate

of BaodoLur a.
The vampire Sciloren, leader of the fearsome crew,

sported black clothing from leather  -clad toe to supple

gauntlet to the velvety hood of his cloak. Only the skin of

his pale face showed with ruddy lips and yellow feline eye S

where shifted the phosphorescent grains of the Abyss; a

constant reminder of the origin of the beast and the

restless fury of the domain of its
Accompanying the otherworldly Captain were no less

than seventy -five Shaithen warriors, pr  iests, and wizards.

A large war party by Shaithen standards and with the aid

of one vampire of energy, ZaodoVaruk

adequate force to infiltrate the lower levels of the

Grathmoor castle and make off with the artifact before

14
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surface reinfo rcements could be sent down by the Dwarven
contingent.

It was likely the dwarves would eventually follow in
pursuit of the Demon Gate, but coming within proximity of
the great city of BaoLura would be
them ever made.

The animated vampire set a grueling pace through

twisting caverns of dark rock and inky blackness. Any
creature without the aid of some kind of altered vision
would have been totally blind in the environment. The
Shaithen were equally adept above and below the surface of
the planet; Sciloren was from the Abyss.

The day wore on, though not counted by the passage
of the planetds sun through the sk
cycles of lichen colours. Interestingly, the ubiquitous
species ran through the colours of the rainbow and white
once a day. This equated to three hours in each colour, and
white one hour before, during, and after high sun on the
surface above.

Sciloren held his hand up high to warn the party into
stillness and silence. The vampire shifted his head from

one sid e to the other. His eyes narrowed dangerously and a

15
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wicked smile split his hard marble like facial features
grotesquely.
Then he leaped forward and up toward a ledge twenty -
five feet above the general trail line they had been following.
The flat shelter bu rst into a flurry of activity.
Several Savolid hunters twisted
and swinging thin spear shafts at the horrific intruder.
Wood splintered on contact with the hardened edifice of the
vampireds bones and the small punc
instantly once Sciloren grasped a hunter or two and
drained the energies from their mortal shells.
The Shaithen were hesitant to intervene. If they
di srupted the monsteros feeding, t
frenzy. However, if somehow the vampire were to be killed,
both Prince Lachesis and the demon
them responsible.
Finally, the second in command, a Shaithen sorcerer,
mentally communicated to the rest of his war party. {Let
the fiend fend for himself. If a few Ape -men kill him, then
th e fool deserves to die.} There was a roll of mental
chuckling between the serpentine men.
With lightning speed the vampire soared down from

the ledge and seemed as if to miraculously appear in the

16
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Shai thends midst. Hi s hourglass ey
snhake mands vertical pupils to the ne
of them to question his power and authority.
Slowly they bowed their heads in submission.
[Remember | hear all.] The vampire communicated to
the war party telepathically. Total control and confidence
rad iated outward from the abysmal monster. He quickly
stalked off again eager to reach the gate and drain the life
from the enemy.
The lieutenant wizard shouldered past the nearest
warrior forcefully and stalked out in the lead behind the
vampire, continuing  through the labyrinthine tunnels that

would eventually lead to the dungeon of Grathmoor castle.

R I B S I S S S S B B S S I S S S b

Darjeeling was a respected hunter for his tribe and his
people in gener al . umhbroidcréamreso |l i 06 wer
with grey to black skin. They were born and died within the
Underworld of Alcyone and thus their eyes were milky -
white, and for the most part blind in the physical sense.
However, not only did they have very keen hearing and

tactile sensa tions, but they possessed a certain kind of

17
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extra sensory perception. They were able to project psychic
wavelengths that created images within their minds. This
caused a perceptual dexterity that bordered on the
supernatural to humans and other inhabitants of the
realms.

Darjeeling traversed the lonely stretches of Plains
where his kind often went to hunt for the tasty undaboars
that foraged for food there. He toted a fair sized kill over his
wide, muscular shoulders. The images of his surroundings
flashed in his mind as he walked. He stopped suddenly as
he approached near the ledge where his small hunting
party was waiting.

The Savoli o men would rot-ate hun
colour increments of the lichen. The other hunters would
tell stories, rest, or shar  pen their weapons as they waited
for their turn to hunt. Darjeeling had hoped to show the
younger hunters his prize kill and how he had killed it
quickly with one thrust of his spear.

The trained man sensed something was awry and
noted the recenttrespass of many Shaithen; the
sworn enemy. The snake men hunted the Savoli for food,
and to make them into undead slaves. The Ape men as the

Shaithen called the Savoli 6, jJust

18
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creaturesd way, but far tteo-o often
tribesmen were forced to engage the menace with force.

Darjeeling dropped the carcass of the undaboar and
sprinted toward the wall beneath the ledge. He tapped into
his innate power, and scaled the sheer face of the wall with
his bared hands and feet.  This ability was a mental -earth
el emental function and in the | ong
race, many of them had fallen from their perches having
gone unconscious in battle or being foolish enough to climb
and drink the Rainbow Lichen Liquor.

Thisbrewhad sent even the stout dwar\
onto their oO0arseso, when they c¢ame
passing from one dwarven stronghold to another.

Darjeeling gasped in fright and anger when he spotted
the drained husks of his brothers and comrades. He sat
softly down, touching each slowly in turn and whispering a
prayer of passage to the Goddess. Once done, he climbed
back down the cliff leaving the bodies for the elements and
scavengers as was the Savoli o way.

He checked his retractable spear, making sure i t was
securely fastened to his back. Then, slowly but
purposefully he tracked the murders hoping to find revenge

for this outrage. There would be no hiding this time. No

19
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running away from the Shaithen. The enemy was many
and he knew that he would die, but he would die a warrior
and not a coward fleeing into the endless passages of the

Underworld like some lost and frightened soul.

R S S b S b b S b e S e I S S S

ol think it iIs time you two were
sat on a huge marble throne and both the Lady Amethyst
and the karateka Topaz couldnot f a
comfortably. The dragon lounged in the giant chair in her
human form more like a velvet cape than that of flesh and
bone. She seemed pleased with the  recent events of
birthing the mysterious child from the corpse of the
priestess she had called Charlemette. The child had been
sent back to Earth with the psychologist Dr. Arthur
Hackney and Topazds and Lady Ameth
companions had been sent  back to their prospective worlds
as well.

oMay | ask you a question, my L a
Her blonde hair was tucked neatly back in a bun and her

features beautifully matched that of the dragon woman

20



6 HNnno ! RI-Neff5Q! YI

before her. She was confident and a woman always in
control of any situation, but Eleanor noted a minor
undertone of fear as she spoke.
Will | ever be amongst my own? Eleanor pondered.
What | wouldnot give to know peace
companionship. | am not some wild beast like the wyvern
race, but what am I? Certainly not human. Perhaps | have
spent too much time in this form and now | cannot even
think clearly anymore. She slowly came out of her reverie
and looked at the two humans before her. Would they die
too in this mess? She hoped not, she could se e the love
bonds between them even if they were too stubborn to
admit it to each other.
oYes, 0 El eanor finally replied,
| i ke to know?4d
OA | ot has happened in the past
taken on intuition, but now on some level | feel that | have
to understand them to go on. Can you tell us what is going
on?o
OAnd how do you feel ?06 The drago
hearty stout warrior. His skin was olive coloured and he

had slanting brown eyes. He was short, perhaps five foot

21
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six inche s, but he was solid muscle and Amethyst had
never seen someone so agile and flexible.
ol would I|Iike to know also, but
and protect her without such knowl
oOSuch devotion in a servant 1 s r
remar ked. 0 e, twethousdra years ago during
the Demon Wars, the wizards and priests and dragons
fought to control and subdue the greater demons who
sought to destroy Alcyone and all of the Pleiades. 6
O T hRdeiades? 6 Amet hyst enquired.
oOoYes, Al cyone i sinamsturgofeighe pl anet
These planets are very far apart and only through very
powerful magickal gates can one travel between them. The
child and Arthur returned to a planet called Earth, it is the
furthest planet from where we are. Sergeant Ho and the
ranger and Anisette went to two of t
0OThat 6s kind of hard to i magine.
bl inking her eyes in contemplation
child then? Why do | feel tied to this Pagan King you call
Dar kwol fe?6
0The chil d dferthe futtre aand | hanestly
dondt know exactly what role he wi

But for now, the demons who were banished behind a

22
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powerful gate so many years ago are now escaping and
planning to begin the wars anew. If they succeed, this chil d
wonot matt er Pleades will be destfoyed ih e
raging fires and chaos. 6 El eanor s
the conversation. o0l am a dragon o
| can only guide and assist the natural races in their
struggle. Thisis why |  cannot go with you and aid you. The
Pagan King, Darkwolfe by name, is the peasant leader who
has risen in the past and has recently done so again to
fight the Demonds to preserve the
Mother Goddess.
OThose individualestonghtdyhtssige de st i
are magickally drawn to his side in time for assistance. |
warn you that there lies great danger ahead. Some of his
companions have already fallen by his side, and in time
perhaps you shall too. There is always free will in your liv es
and if you go the other way, it is your choice and | will not
stop you. However, if you do not go, the balance may swing
the other way and the demons may u
There was intensity and even love and curiosity in
those eyes of hers. She waited quietly as the two humans
thought about what the dragon had said. The chamber

within which they were in was peaceful and cool, but
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welcoming. Torches lined the walls emitting magickal
radiance rather than mundane flames, and the effect was
pleasant and oth erworldly. How long had this Eleanor lain
within this chamber they wondered? Thousands of years?
What would it be like to live so long? Would the ravages of
time make the human mind go insane with such passage?
It was hard to tell, difficult to fathom, yet the dragon
seemed almost divine -like in her station and the couple
could not say no to the likes of her.
oWe will go of course, 0 Amet hyst
shook his head in agreement at her
| mmedi ately. o
ol am pleasadadtt oCbeamar |l €6t me wal k
The human pair followed the dragon Eleanor up the
winding cavern passage and out into the open refreshing
air. ol have used most of my magi c
for the others else | would have sent you straight away to
the castle. | do however have enough energy left to speed
you on your way and you should make it there by the time
the king arrives. o
With that she pulled a slender blue wand from her
robes and spun it in a gentle arc upwards. She whispered a

command word a nd there emerged a dancing spray of
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yellow and orange lights from the tip of the wand. There
before them forming out of the playful lights stood two
magnificent unicorns.

They were the most massive and muscular steeds the

two humans had ever seen and were the most brilliant

sivery-whi te. OAmet hyst, 6 Topaz whi spe
beauti ful .o
ol know, 6 she said.

The two unicorns, a male and a slightly smaller mare,
rubbed their ivory spiral horns together affectionately.
Then they looked from the dragon to t he two humans,
nei ghing and shaking their heads I
wi || respond to the two of you now
tucked the wand into Amethystoos fi
0OThe command weMal o se R@ana

0OThat means wind oandd tfoinrgeu ei,nd tThoe
stated more to himself than the ot
stallion and the mare would be wind, | gather. The
unicorns can be summoned separately as Rana or Malose,
or together by the combined phrase of Rana -Mal ose. 6 He
turned his dark ey es on the two women. There was not an
egotistical flare there but one that said simply that just

because | 6m qui et doesndt mean t ha

25
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OA scholar and a gentl eman, 6 EI e

of course you are correct. Do you know the duration of the

spel | and how often the steeds may
o | have had training in the temp

while magick is somewhat different across the seas |

suspect there is a natural similarity between our lands. |

also suspect the duration will depend on how quickly we

expend the energies of the unicorns. That is if we ride them

hard toward our destination they would not remain with us

as long as if we rode them slowly. Most devices of this

nature approximate the recurrence of recall to about once a

day or every other day depending on if the servant animal

has been wounded in battle or merely expended its energy

without taking damage. In death -like instances, the steeds

may take a fist or longer to recover and if the wand itself

were destroyed then the  unicorns would also forever be

| ost . O
oWow! 6 Lady Amet hyst excl ai med.

had it in you. You know, youoOre sm
He peered back at her, but found only a playful gaze in

her | ovely Dblue eyes. He coutl dnodt

been his intention to do so, not with that underlying love
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he saw there, and she saw that fondness in his eyes as
well.
Amethyst walked over before the dragon Eleanor.
oThank you, 6 she said. The two wom

kissed each other on the chee ks in farewell.
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Lady Deerbourne stood over her dead son Thuja. His corpse was drained
of all water and |ifeds essence. H
husk after his deadly walk in the Abyss. His body lay on a wide slab of

red marle. The room was round with slanting walls and brilliant torches
flared noisily from their wall brackets. The flooring was of reflective

black onyx set with ancient arcane symbols of mother of pearl.

The Ladyds hair was straaihgphts,e 6lsl
tail. Her eyes were dark and squinted in concentration as she pondered
all that had recently transpired; all that was going to unfold by her
hands.

She looked over at the man whom she had called her husband for
so long: Lord Deerbourne. He wastithe great imposing figure he once
was. He was beaten and tired, and weak from not having eaten for many
days. He was shackled against one wall, opposite the one single door
that permitted entrance and exit from the unholy chamber.

AMy Lady. eHerhealiixxces tHere i sss Yy
Shaithen priest said entering the chamber. His sickly green robes hung
loosely about him. His reptilian cobra head bent and twisting smoothly
to take in the chamberos viewts. He
was set with rubies and sapphires and diamonds. It was a beautiful piece

of work but one might not speculate the maker of fates.
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AAt | ast. o She stated with stren
know where you found it. | have always found yoe@petentadvisor.
If perhaps for your own reasons. Nevertheless, as long as we both profit
from your actions | wil/l continue
adorned in scarlet robes, the front slit to expose nicely the curves of her
full breasts, and anagih running up her thigh nearly to her buttocks.
APer haps | wil/l reward you in my o
Shaithen are famous for their sexu
The snake manodés bl ack tongue f 1/
dilated mesmerizingly witlust. He offered the priestess the chalice.
AYou do what you mussst do. | wi ||
my reward. o With that he retreated
stone door with a tomlike thud.

Lord Deerbourne opened a bruised anallen eye and tilted his

head to get a better | ook at his t
t hrough dry and cracked |l ips. nACon
AnNow, now husband why so gl um. Y

And at what gain? You will give lifeotyour son. He will still rule in

your stead. Not much has changed from the way things would have
been. Your heir will be great and rule far and wide, not this lonely
fortress. Oh yes, you have done quite well over the years in repelling the

invading force from Lycmaul across the sea. But you were not
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ambitious. You thought too small. Our son will build an empire in your
wake; one any father would be prou
AThat monster I s not my son. | h
border of our lands. Only a manan would want what you suggest,
onlyéo His face went blank as the
AHush now; dream of a faraway pl
spend eternity. Think of pleasant thoughts husband. We had some good
times, but a new age Iieginning. An age of strength and dominion.
Only the strong and ambitious wil/l
an oath and declaration.
She I eaned the Lorddés head for wa
jeweled chalice under his throat. She drew a s€lendrved dagger from
her belt and ran it once swiftly a
gushed forth and in no time at all, a few breaths really, the goblet was
full and the stronghold of North P

One drop at arme. Drip. Drip. Blood upon the lips of a wasted
shell. It was not this act alone that had the effect. An ocean of blood
perhaps would have had no effect upon the corpse of the sorcerer Thuja.
But, this was no ordinary cup that poured forth the still whlaood of
murder. This cup once caught the spilled blood of a dying-gexhi
Now it was imbued with properties that could heal some say, and rouse

the souls of those lost in the Abyss.
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From his nightmare he stirred. He lifted his head from the indigo
sand.Squinting feral eyes of blood and black. The shadows and spirits
near him moved away in fright. Life had come here; not life of a foolish
wal ker , but empowering | ight gone
with frightful pose, and then in malicious ddligHe faded from this
Abysmal plane and slowly materialized back on Alcyone; back home
where he was first born, resurrected now to rule an empire.

His skin plumped up as the drops trickled into his opening mouth,
and an aura of magick spilled forth frohetcup as well. Then one bony
hand reached up and grasped the <c¢h
sat upright and poured the rest of
his throat. His body continued to plump up and regain its original form.
He leapedd his feet from the red marble bier. He looked around the
room wildly with his new vampiric vision.

His eyes settled on his father and then on his mother, gaining
insight and understanding in what must have come about to bring him
back to the world of thiving. He nodded his head in approval,
grabbing his mother into his arms and kissed her passionately on the
mouth.

AAnd so a blood vampire is born
whisper.

AAnd who but a woman who has gi Vv

taughtnre what 1t was to be a man to r
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ARnAre you sure, Father?0 The your
wildly in the oxdrawn cart. Her hair was a wheat colour and her old and
torn dress a faded light blughe looked at the old man beside her, a
withered shell of a man who had seen much poverty and hardships in his
lifetime.

Anlt is the way dear. |l n ti mes of
are starving, Lord Deerbourne has given out food and suppliesoonc
twice in the past to his people. T
willow strap as a whip and lightly flicked it at the rear end of the ox to

goad it into quicker speed.

Al believe you of course. But no
lordlatey . Some rumours say that he ma)
her small hands nervously together

does one say?o0

AOh rubbish I say, 0 said the fat
man will outlive the best of us. And for tw,e | | hebs |just
you or | . He may have more money a

just another guy doing his best in the world. Hey, did | tell you about the
ti me | ran into him in the woods w

enthusiastially.
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AnYes, Father, about a hundred 1t
He ignored the response; his face lighting up in the retelling of the
tale. Al was walking home from Hen
car ds. My pocket was a |l ittle heayv
alert as | knew | should be in those parts of the woods. Next thing |
knew, | was thirty feet from a giant mutated boar. Lightning crackled
around its maw and upwaydtting fangs; truly one of the worst beasts
in these parts. | looked for the nearesttreetb | knew | wasn
make it in time, so | slowly slipped my dagger out of my belt; if | was
going to die, well | was going to die fighting. The beast charged at me
and | knew | was a goner for sure.
Suddenly a huge hunting bow twanged nearby aratranv burst
through the beastds side in a spra

the heart. The boar skidded to a halt right at my feet, still wrapped in

el ectrical spar ks. I | ooked down a
sure enoughitwasé¢h Lor dés mar kings of yelll
AYoubre a brave man, the Lord De

me on the back as he walked by, coming out of the bushes in which he
had been hiding. | smiled weakly back thanking him for saving my life.
He looked me osr quickly and said that | could keep the boar to feed
my family and with that he marched off back through the woods with his

mighty bow in his hands. | tell you, that is one good man and he will
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help us. o0 The father fi nihgdphhbedin con
their time of need.

A light rain had begun to fall and the pair drew up their ragged
cloaks to protect their heads from the chill wind coming off the sea.

They were on their final approach to the stronghold of North Point and

the gates loomedpen ahead before the massive stone structure. Many
invading armies had tried to take siege to North Point over the last
several hundred years and had always been driven back by the
Deerbourne lineage. Now the gates sat open in time of peace and the two
peasants noted that there was no visible activity on the battlements
above or within the courtyard.

The wooden cart rattled its way over the last small hill and onto the
cobblestones. The two sat in awe as they made their way through the
opened gates andlbw the several raised portcullis, past the many
arrow slits and larger holes through which gods knew what would be
hurled their way if they had been enemies, and finally into the centre of
the open empty central yard.

AHel | 0?20 Arti unckgreylstbonesd out t o t h

Only the howling wind answered back. Thick clouds passed
overhead, above the relentless drizzle. Artium looked to his daughter, for
the first time sensing a bit of fear. Maybe some foul curse or disease had

spread throughout the castle &ilited everyone within, and it was only
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a matter of time before it seized them and slowly crushed the life out of
the last two survivors of the Sleeping Willow Clan.

Just as Artium was about to turn the cart around and dash from the
castle, asweetfemmie voi ce called out over |
Lady Deerbourne. 0 Father and daugh
in a fine lavender dress hurry down the front stairs toward them. She
held a silk shawl over her head to protect her soft shiny blaickrbm
the water. Her feet were wrapped in satin slippers and she made not a
sound on the perfectly laid stones of the courtyard as she floated their
way.

nGreetings, 0O she said at | ast.

the guards are away hunting drag¥ou are welcome to seek shelter

and food for the evening. | coul d

Al ahéo Artium began, coming und
boiling with lTust in his old veins
| would be honoured if youwouldtek us i n. 0

Lady Deerbourne smiled in satisfaction. The old man was too easy
she thought. She looked at the younger girl by his side, really more of a
sprouting woman. My son would have fun with her. She admired
Cel esteds | ong wav yddihgbreasts weredrathera | e
large and firm. Oh yes, Thuja will be quite pleased.

Out from the interior stable doors emerged a young stable hand. He

moved briskly and took the | ead fr
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taken care of until your departure,8ir. Wi t hout furt her <c
led the old cart and even older ox clacking across the stones and into the
dry confines of the large lantelni t st abl es. AFol |l ow
She then sped off toward the stairs and the trio was soon within the
wa mt h and dryness of the stronghol
rooms so that you can get dry. I h
| can do for the good people of ou
Happy expressions burst forth from the father and daughter at their
good fortune. Artium had kind of expected to be turned away, but the
Lord was away and the beautiful lady was lookingclmmpanionship
They were |l ed down a servantds acc
to a narrow stairwell. They quickly ascended twgHts of stairs and
emerged into a square sitting room.
Al hope you dondét mind, o the Lad
might be comfortable in this older unused portion of the castle. This way
you can have the place to yboarselyv
pointed to the fireplace along one
instantly warming the already cozy room.
ARA sorceress, o0 Celeste exclai mec
APerhaps | could teach you, 0 Lad
aroomtheré or you sir, o0 she pointed to
ajar. Alt should have clothes abou
f

t hem i they suit your fancy. And
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led Celeste down just a short hallway from the maimsgittoom and

opened a finely carved door.

AOh, 06 Celeste gasped. The room b
by the young womanodos standards, bu
bedroom to a Lady of wealth. Al ca

AThis I s too muaawhm smy dL adiyweo cAm |
you for your Kkindness. 0
nWel | i f you Ili ke it here, perha
good help now that many of my servants have moved on to better places.
Not too many people like the cold and rocky place we calhoure. |
could give you room and board and some money. And of course, |
woul d give certain privileges to m
Celeste and Artium were simply too stunned to reply to the
amazing offer and could do no more than stare at the wamdrshe
had suddenly sprouted a hydrads he
AnWel | |, | suppose it is a | ot to as
you have back home. But think about it. Once you settle in and get
changed, | will send someone @afpto gather you up for evenktgr a w. O
The Lady walked briskly away through another door at the end of
the hallway and into the castle proper. She silently shut the door behind
her, leaving the two peasants alone to think about their bounty. In a way,
shet hought sadistically, she hadno6t

that she would have had a problem with that in the least if she had. The
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t wo would become her servants, and
mention the fact that they would not do soiasiy humans, but as

undead slaves.

38



6 HNnno ! RI-Neff5Q! YI

The cool night wind whipped by as the wyvern riders flew back toward
Grathmoor and what they could only suspect to be a vicious battle for
possession of the gate. Each member of the band heldhtly fmy fear

of falling to the darkness below. Cat was petrified.

AHow are you doing?0 Little Sunf
him in the double saddle. The poor
muscle since the wyverns had sprang into the air and sheenex if the
man she had grown so fond of was actually dead from fright.

A Okk-k-k-kay, 06 he stutterhbtatf ri gi dl
nNoi se?o0

AWhat noise?0 she began to-ask,
pitched shrieking sound, kind of |

Then the whole sky around the Dragon Band burst into wild
activity. The wyverns veered frantically from hitting any of the
monstrous bats heawh. The comrades hung on for dear life while trying
to loosen their weapons. The hoseed blood sucking bats werging
for a quick meal. Their fangs were several feet long, like great siphons
and it would only take a matter of seconds to drain a victim once they

chomped into them.
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ATo arms! o Dar kwol fe yelled and
a spell. Instantly giant sphere of magickal light erupted around them,
hoping to give the party a better chance for survival.

AnOh, 6 Heat her groaned both to he
rather fight these things in the d
black motled beasts with sharp pointed ears, long claws, and beady red
eyes. They shrieked incessantly and the noise was grating on the nerves;
Heather periodically shivered despite herself and drew her short sword
in case any of the foul creatures managed tdogetiose.

Sir Gedrick launched a volley of mundane missiles at the bats
approaching them. This spell allowed a spell user to materialize and hurl
basic projectile weapons at an opponent. The paladin preferred the use
of crossbow bolts, and one after arethocketed toward the bats. They
sank deeply into the flesh of these winged fiends and several spiraled
down and out of the sphere of light.

One bat came in to try to bite the priestess Willow, stretching its
long hairy neck for the attack. The wyvernbemt h t hem coul d
to help the perfect opportunity an
came a wild chirping noise and a spray of blood. The weight and binding
of the two flying creatureso6 bodie
in flight before it released the bat to its death and the void that raced

below them.
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Heather and Willow thankfully had strapped themselves into the
wide saddle and hadnot been thrown
up above them, as now they flew below the othedsthe horde of
vampiric bats. The aerial melee was fascinating and wickedly deadly.

The thief Cat managed to draw out some of his throwing daggers,
tipped with dried, | et hal poi son.
or neck. Within seconds the efteof the toxin took hold and the
creatures dropped one by one.

The Pagan King had strapped himself into the saddle as well and
fought a bat to either side. He sported both his long and short sword and
held on with his legs, hoping that the leather strapld/hold should he
be thrown to either side. Two horrible fangs snaked in to bite into his
ripe body. The bat seemed eager to the king as if it could already taste
his blood. fANo you dondot,6 o
Darkwolfe yelled and brought his Demon Slayer sword sidewayss. Th
blade bit into and through the two giant teeth, rendering the hairball
impotent to do further harm.

The bat to the kingds other side
extended to find purchase in his f
smiled wickedly and sevedeone limb after another with the short sword
Kirianna, each slice eliciting a horrible screech from the monstrosity. He
followed up by reaching across his body with the longer blade and

driving it into the belly of the beast.
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Willow cast a spell then. Henagnificent red hair was flying
behind her on the mighty scaled wyvern. Its mouth was agape and fresh
blood still dripping from its jagged teeth. From the priestesses supple
thin hands flew forth a gossamer web, like that made from giant spiders.
The weae took form and broadened as it flew toward its intended
victims. The web became a thin wide circle fefitye feet across and
wrapped itself forcefully into a trio of incoming bats. They were trapped
instantly and tangled one against the other as theyedsely tried to
flap their leathery wings, but fell like stones from the night sky to certain
death on the terrain far beneath them.

ADi e demon spawn! o Sir Gedrick vy
lust. He had taken up his twanded sword and impalath incoming
bat as it flew in to feast.

Harmony looked at the paladin thoughtfully as if considering what
the man had just said before he had killed the bat. He had hisdadtle
in hand, ready to meet the vampiric bat that was coming in on his side of
the wyvern. Each of them agreeing to fend one side with their giant
weapons. As the bat came close, slanted brown eyes meeting the glare of
beady red ones, Harmineethsa yelle

There followed a huge bath of fresh hot blood.

*kkhkkkhkhkk kkhk*kkhkkhkhkhkhhkkhkkkkh*k
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The Unicorns made miraculous time as they practically flew over
the landscape toward the far awaiting castle of Grathmoor. Their
hardened hooves seemed to barely touch the ground and both Amethyst
and Topaz were amazed at hsmwooth and enjoyable the ride was. At
times the pair was taken away by the fantasy of the ride, travelling
somewhere between the real world and the ethereal plane. Here they saw
visions of the fairy people watching them as they passed in wonder and
silentgreeting.

The trees glowed and the land hummed with energy. There were
thin strands of light reaching down from the moon and stars intertwining
with similar rays of magick shooting up from the ground, and as
Amethyst squinted her eyes to see more cledré/saw a giant matrix of
thin coloured threads.

AThe weave, 0 she gasped, At he we

It was some time later, hours already in their journey, when the
unicorns came abruptly to a halt. The two awesome creatures upon
which theyrodedidht even seem to be breathi
somehow seem slightly less solid. Over time they would eventually
expend their energy and have to return to the wand to become revitalized
by the ancient artifact, enspelled thousands of years ago by powerful
wizards.

The night was unnaturally silent.
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Topaz held up his hand as Amethyst was about to speak. He shook
his head quickly and then pointed to himself and then in the direction of
a cluster of trees. Amethyst pointed to him and then to the trees to
confirm his intent and the karateka nodded his head in confirmation and
then silently slid off the sleek male steed and into a crouch on the dirt
path.

The ground was damp with dew and littered with brittle twigs and
small red mushrooms. Topaz placed each caegfully as not to make
any noise and stepped with feline grace over the small incline and
between the wide trunks of the maples and birch.

He settled softly onto his stomach and snaked his way for twenty
feet or so through dense ferns and lush stretwhk®y Apple. The
small rise the monk was stationed on wound around a deep impression
almost completely in a circle.

At one end the raised ridge lowered and exited to a small trail
where several large carrier wagons, which were often used to transport
troops, sat. Each wagon was fixed with six sturdy horses. In the centre of
the enclosed circle were huddled no less than one hundred and fifty
mixed orcs and goblins muttering to themselves around a wide blazing
fire.

AMeds gunna kil |l s imnedes e champede s, O
into a huge leg of deer. Rivulets of fat drained down his cheek and

spattered on his leather vest.
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AYes we takes castle fors master
weez get reward, 0 another stated t
The banter and boasts flew along the encampment as Topaz
listened for several moments before heading back down the hill to
Amethyst and the unicorns.
She saw the look in his eyes when he returned. The wind had
shifted and she could smell the burningwootidf e campf i r e. i
they, and how many?0 she wondered
Amethyst still sat astride the mare and Topaz looked up into her
expectant eyes as she stooped down so that he could whisper and be
heard. fAMany or cs falndt lgioK itnlse Yo rhe
exactly where we are. They said something about killing dwarves and
taking a castle. o
AAh, 0 she paused, fAEl eanor did n
protected now by dwarves from Rockshome. The question is what
should we do aboutthen®?a n we do anything to s
AThey are too many. |l t woul d be
directly. 06 Topaz was eager to figh
to avoid one he couldnodot win.
nYes, | guess youodre rigdt, 0 she

exasperation. AWe can at | east war
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ARAgreed, 0 the monk stated and | e
The unicorn reared its head and they tore off once again silently down

the moonlit road.

AWhyos di d gyoo umal sette rt?hoe nishe s mal |
asked of the man whose shoulder he sat upon. Its small wet nose
glistened Iin the tiny radiant | 1igh
purple eyes.

Al't suits me not to interfere tc
softand filled with neutral compassion. He stroked the side of the

creatureds snout with one finger.

AYes, 0 the creature cooed. dMast
the time iIis good; not before. o

nAIl I according to pl an,hefitura.& h . I
wonder 1 f destiny can be changed?590

from the fat bough of the tree where he and his familiar had been hiding,
and jumped. He landed nimbly in the road and then sprinted off in the

direction of Grathmoor at a gqgk and oddly inhuman gait.

Topaz and Amethyst came across several more enemy camps on
their way to the keep at Grathmoor. Each time the karateka would do
reconnaissance and then report back to his Lady with the size and

makeup of the gathered forces.
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As morning came closer and the sky lightened to silver, they had
i ncreasingly more difficulty in sk
the move and ready to attack. The pair was happy to at last make contact
with a small group of dwarven sentries positionedhe outskirts of
town.

AHol d there, 06 the stout warrior
behind a prickly holly bush. He was clesinaven and wore studded
leather armour and brandished a long halberd. There were many of his
companions beside him in butew seconds, each armed and armoured
in a variety of protective and maiming devices.

AnWe are bound to the Pagan King,
is an orc and goblin army marching on the town as we speak. You must
prepare to meet the enemy! o

AHow &aomowe t heydére not | ying?06 O
a gruff and untrusting tone.

ANo one evil would be riding a b
theydére telling the truth. oo

AMe too! o0 Another dwarf excl ai me

AYeah, and why is that?0 the dol

ABecause wedbre under attack!o

Just then a loud chorus of grunts and yells rose up as about a dozen
goblins charged toward the group huddled in the middle of the road that

lead up to the
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Lorddos Keep.

The leader of the dwarves, a Sergeant Hill by namas,about to
| augh and say itos only a few gobl
his trap, about a hundred orcs and goblins emerged from the surrounding
trees and charged in as well.

ARetreat! Back to the castlelo T
later an arrow took him in the eye and he spun around and fell face first
onto the ground, driving the metal tip out of the back of his skull.

ACome on, 0 Amethyst vyelled, taki
| eft off. ARetreat! o

As one the group ran towarte opened gates. Amethyst and
Topaz ran their steeds quickly ahead to relay the nature of the attack to
those up at the stronghold. Velneb met them at the gate, eyes wide at the
sight of the unicorns, his men running quickly at him, and the increasing
horde of monsters converging from all sides towards the castle.

No sooner had Amethyst and Topaz landed on the ground, than
their steeds whinnied softly in farewell and disappeared from sight until
the next time their mistress called them forth from the nkadjwand.

AWell , 0 Velneb glared at t hem, n
yourselves useful will ya! We need every available hand to fight this
battl e. o

The fleeing dwarves made it to the gates with not much time to

spare. Hundreds and thousands of the beastsflweding towards the
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gates. Mostly goblins and orcs were visible, but a few trolls were spotted
and a handful of forest giants as well. These last sported

massive trunks as mighty clubs and were being driven forward to smash
open the gates or break dowwall, or both if the need arose.

All'in all it was an impressive force, and it would cost a lot of lives
to hold the fort. The dwarven leader, Velneb Skullcrusher was still the
one in charge. The initial group of men who had come to Grathmoor,
and the reiforcements, were put under his command. They were a good
group of warriors. Some veterans were present including the mighty
Thrasher and Trollbait and the sen@w warrior Darrel Hammertoe. Yet
far too many men manning the walls were young dwarves, asd thi
would be their first and possibly last battle.

Velneb raced up a stairwell to the battlements at the outer wall to
get a better look at the emerging chaos below. Thankfully the dwarves
had rebuilt and reinforced the gate. Several small catapults arstdzall
had been serviced and put into operation. These would be critical in the
outcome of the battle and were put in the good hands of his skilled men.

AHere we go again, o0 Thrasher sai
pointed out a few advancing trolls to histma&r and brother in
adventure, Trollbait.

Instantly a scowl crept across his scarred face where once, during

the troll invasion of Rockshome, Trollbait had been raked horribly by an
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awesome beast. AYoubOve got to be k
growled ancaimed the large speé#irowing weapon at the nearest
and ugliest troll.

AMay Thor bless us in battle! o V
many nearby and on the walls to he
another warrior yelled. Many more men heard theanthad some
women too were mixed in the assortment of fighters. Soon there was
nothing but a loud rumble emerging from the castle.

AThor! Thor! Thor! Thor! o
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Thefire was warm and crackled with delight.
Artium and his daughter Celeste satde it on aplush ©®uch stacked
with frilly -tassebillows. Thepair was bedecked in their new clothing
and for the timehey even believed thayere of noble blood. The
pretension was fun and they laughed and petted thedtgdhat had
eventually madéheir way in and nestleap on the couch with them.

Artium had found sturdy new boots, thick cottoousers, and a
cl ean wor k man 0 servantgirl had braughd in aveasnt . A
washbasin and Head let the lovely lass trim his hair and beard. H# ha
admired his image in a small mirror she proffetatking himself
instantly transformed into a propgentleman.

Another servant girl, slightly older than Celeste, bpdnged her
down and washed her hair with gentle cditen she delicately painted
her face with hints of rougand eye makeup and then slipped the simple
girlinto alongtealc ol our ed evening ngsagesxn f or
wishes you to dine with herand hersonthe eni ng, 0 she ha
will be back shortly to collegtouandyou f at her . Why don
andenjoythéd i re for now. 0 She smiled wi!Hf
leaving the two to their own contemplations.

ARnOh, Father, 0 Cel este nudtdag!dted wi

I S so wonder f ul here. 0
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AOf cour sre,ma nt hree pollideed earnfolWkeepw i | |
mind you. 0

Al will work hard, Father.o

Al dondt want you pl ayRemgmband ge
the Lord and Lady artne law. If we disobethem, we may likely end
up i n the dummagne odnebtdyhdidve & was sodbut he
wanted tdrighten her a little bit to make sure she behavedcanded
out her duties well.

AWhat do you know of sutdedy, Lady 6s
blushing despite herself.

ANow dondt be gett i agl&dyrnoygetisu nny
both tortured anéxecuted ifyoustaft | i rti ng with the I
may even take to yowffections, but most young men would like to
have theiway wi th you, but once hebs do
marry commonl ,gd rHe ¢aiadadlearsasharuel vy .
eyes and was afraid thsthe mighsmear her eye make.

AnNow, now, I'tds okay, Ihomegnl ¥EVe
telling you this for your own good and poepare you for the ways of the
wor | d, IttHowaght & Igtle lault how would save you a lot later. |
di dndt mean to upset yohersmaldie r eac
frame against hi s. wantthelbesiorgouy ou Cel
We ol | f i nhdlisbgndame day;fyau mest be patiemidechoose

carefully. o
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AYoubre right as al wamranngdat her .
1 ttl e. | 61 | behave myself alright

The servant girl came in then. She was thin\aack a plain tan
work dress. Her hair was pulled backaitoun and she held aloft a @in
candelabrum thdilazed with five bright white candles.

AFoll ow me please; t heThljeaadait De er
you for dinner . 0 Iédithepairtowmathessmdile t ur
hallway and into the maipart of the house.

The ambiance ohe wealthy change as they pasfed the
servant 0s wphlehormheavaspprassive to theetwo peasants.

Any thoughts of flirtingwith or seducing thgoung lord fled instantly at
thesight of the intricately tiled halls, rich velvet draperiars] imported
ivory chandeliers set with ceruleanloured, magickal globes that
emitted a wonderful anpgeaceful dome of light.

Cel este squeezed her father s ha

One side room was a Heldalltsetsads tr o
magickal and mutiane beasts stuffethd made to look more frightful
than they truly hadbeen in life. Another room held rows and rows of
bookshelves; both of the common fatlarveledat thesight though they
had never had the fortune or timedarn to read. It was saillat great
tales could bevritten and revealed through words and stuffedanoks.

If one had the secret key of literacy many

Magickalworlds could be opened up to the reader.
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The priceless tile work gave way to plush expensinggs with
fascinating designfrom across the sea. It waell known that North
Point had been the key poeventing the invaders from across the sea to
the northfrom infiltrating the continent of Glazeer. Half Moon Bawgd
Thor s Hammer | ay ar o wmobérétke west e
Vernelok Mountains and the landsthe south. Yet these rugs were
clearly of the northernersake and bespoke currarade with the
people there.

The walls were adorned with glorious vistas paintét oils on
perfectly constructed canvas amuldyandsilver frames. These changed
to beautiful mirrors omyriad shapes and sizes, and upon entering the
dining hall revealed spectacular frescos and relief work imiés,
floor, and ceiling. The aroma of succulent veniaod wild boar
assailed théwo, along with fresh breadinnamon, ginger, and other
more rare spices that thess affluent were not familiar with.

At a huge table, seven times as long as wide, satathy
Deerbourne and her handsome son. Celysdped, instantly
mesmerized by #hintriguing youngnan, and Artium waastounded by
the charming Ladyerself to reprimand his daughter for such an obvious
lack of control.

Yet both the Lady and Thuja smiled fondly at gaer as if not
recognizing their uncouth behaviodr.C o me s,iot Ldaodwyn

Deerbourne said. She motiontedthe pair of settings set next to her and
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her s owih us;fivEhave not had visitors in some time and the

Lord has been away dreadfully | ong
Shyly yet with a show of eagerness, Artium caareund the table

and sat next to the lady and Celastat to the young sorcerer.
n | had heard | ong ago Tthhoartd sy ou w

Hammer , 0 Artium stated conversatio
nYes it Is true, b ut ledsttdkaep sy c 0 me

mot her ¢ o rhairavasgrowmishblonde and his face pale. His

eyes were a dublue and his nose was sharp and hawkish. He wore a

simple dark blue robe befitting his profession and teglgmed happy to

see the newcomers in his house.
AAnd, 0 Lady De etauglhbowioale. Bethaps e d,

the Lord Deerbourne can finally retire agjoy life for a change and

hand the daytodaycontrolf t he castl e over to h
nYes, It I s true. Anwldkedyontostayi s wh

on. We need good helpeéyle loyal tane. | know times are hard out in

the countryside. Not tmention monsters feeding on villagers and the

strain offoul weather and too little to eat. If you choose to $i@eyou

can have everything you desire and liveamfort. All | askin

exchange is loyal serviceandddbo ey my wi shes. 0 Thuj

silver gem encrustedoblet that was sitting before him on tiable.
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ARnAs a show of your acclagkthaaywaoe an
drink from my cup higleftdns handesisintodhet h e
trembling hands ofeleste.

She took the gobletillfully and took a long draw dhe liquid
without further thought. She handed it treamoss the table to her father.

He likewise took anouthful of the spicy wine and smiletithe Lady.

AThen it is done, o0 Tlwej a.9aid. N

Lady Deerbourne stood at the gates of the cd@de had
increased and an icy wind whipped her |dack cloak evilly. Artium
was sterrfaced and set witbonviction. He wore a ridopcloak and had
a magickalong sword strapped to his belt. The stable boy broaght
one of the castl eds f bytheisside.st eeds
ARTake my seal, 0 t he cdurdrgsyleaod f er e d
gather everyone you can to comehiedastle. Say there is the promise
of war and everynan, womanand child who comes into our service
shall befed and taken care of. Do not stop until | send worgbtg and
stay far from Rockshome and Grathmoorrow. We do not want word
spreading toguickly that weare beginning to gather an army. Now
go! 0O
AYes, my | ady. o0 He st Wkhektferdardt he s
and gently kissedahdr doef enegohand
jumped quickly into thesaddle and sped off through theemed gates.
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Once he was gone the stable boy transformed into
the Shaithen priest who had so long remained at the

Ladydés side. AAlIl goess well , o0 it

Al am a virgin, 0 s hmassigedbedbnslkhy | y.
sheets. Herlothes lay on the flooDespite the inhibition in her words,
her body was beforeim, welcoming him.
Al know, 0 Thuj a r e p [Theevards ofi We wi |
magick spilled from his lips as he madee to her. The colours of
rainbows and brilliant stadanced about the room, mingling with the
sounds of softhimes and resonant bell. In their climax he drankesf
blood. Not much, perhaps no more than a pintjiibtime she would
become undead like him. And tbkild that began to grow inside of her,
well it would be amarvel to behold. In time he would be even greater
than
Thuja, but then there were always more landsotamued infinite
worlds to explore and rule. The abyssd opened his eyes to that.
There were holes in the web of magick and thwise knew about
them could travel swiftly between theorlds. Yet too vast they were for
him to rule alone. Hbdad a lovely mother, a wife beneath him, and soon
ason. All the makings of a perfect existence; yet npmwer, always
mor e power abaldng befordlve Gredtalt Detnons called

him Master.
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A drash, Micah; open the gate now. Diewito nour ! 0 The | ea
small group of giantbellowed over the rising noise of battle. Zoveas

quite formidable for hiind and was bedecked gmant-sized brigandine
armour. It was made of hardenledther strips and chain, below which

flowed a coarseoyal blue tunic. The leader was oddly cledraven, as

it was common for his kind to wear monstrous beafdssported a

crimson plumed golden helmand heldaloft a massive dragen

inscribed, round shield andoaoad sword the size of a human.

Jerash and Micah responded withalowgréwDe at h and
Honour! o The many beforecthsircleargidg feptdfdy | i n s
fear of being crushed. Theo warriors carried massive clubs and
planned tasimply rush forward and begin to bash on the neawicted
gate. They knew that they may die soon atttweds of the dwarven
scum before them, but to shdear or weakness now would only incur
the wrath otheirleader Zoren.

AEvil begets evil, o ZoZadVawulhknur
commanded his chieftain to attack; bigeftain commanded him; he
commanded his men. Fathat he wondered? A ruse so that the real
goal, theDemon Gate could be stolen while theadlves were
preoccupiedighting the army. His men would die, blute di dndt «c a

about. In essence, they were traimedriors and lived to bring glory
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and riches to the trib&lenty d riches to go around the dempromised
them.

Zoren was a different kd of giant. His kind wagenerally rather
barbaric and rash and destructivenature, but Zoren had managed to
culture himself andearned to read. He found books on his conquests
andnot only read in the common human trade tongueirbDtvarvish
and EVish as well. And in his course sélf civilizing behaviour he had
run across tales ambscriptions of the demons and their plight so many
years ago.

From what he could reckon, the demons only wantezlthing:
chaos. Sure, the giants and the ot@dfservingraces like the orcs and
goblins would have waand treasure and all the things that made their
simpleexistence pleasurable, but then what? The demongl never
stop. When there were no more peacptdples to conquer, would the
demons turn orhkir allies and also destroy them?

A | think too much, 0 Z cneaedthes ai d t
gat e. AThere wil/ btei me mfeont ob athti Ine&

Trollbait released the trigger mechanism, hurlinggiaat spear
from the contraption hand Thrasher stodaefore. The projectile raced
toward the ugly troll he hatrgeted. Then one of the giants ran in front
of the trolland the ballista took Micah right through the chestlamid

the giant backwards end over end, instakilling him.
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Al candot believe 1 t!'0o Mmeall bait
stinkdn giant i nst e atabacoofto tte siderardl | . 0
splattered the stone effacemaenth the dark liquid.

AnThat 6s only twenty gnckeradgady. f or a
AMy turn. o The s eorofthe proestdes ffombhoaded
pile of the deadly deviceend set about finding @ime target. He
quickly turnedfrom side to side and then spotted a cluster of orcs;
possibly shamans, readying to cast some &irgpell.He let fly the
weapon.

It raced unerringly toward its target and piertaede of the five
conspiring s fheloThoashertyedad,shoppirigWoand
downintriumphimat 6s thirty fmoi mtiglarTden t4d

AYeah, Trellleah drumbled and marked tiseore on the
stone with a piecevagf. dhan ky.o nimNo vg e
troll !0

Troll baitds st ubbysqglntedforddimatcthe un c h
large trollish monster. The beagipeared to be a leader of aaflipack
of the creatureas it waved its arms around and many of the lesser
things advanced at its command. Then the ornery defaity the
missile.

The spear flew with perfection and caught the fudt above the
sternum. The projectile lifted sligiiton impact andseparated the head

and neck fran the rest ofthe nightmarishly black and pimply body. The
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headpopped up and back in a spray of yellowish gorefkavd

backward for roughly thirty feet. The ballista speantinued behind the
troll and skevered two smalgoblins before pinning their corpses to the
muddyground.

Trollbait jumped up in pure ecstasy, whooping aotlering. After
several seconds of triumphant dancitig, dwarf planted his fists on his
hips and lookedquarely at his partneii.Fi f ty for the tro
for the goblins. L et O thicklyergthegtona t o p
floor.

Jerash was nearly skewered by the spear instddecah and he
thanked Thor for the good fortune thatrhight live longer and bring
morehonour upon himseklind his clan before he died. It was at least
mildly ironic that the defending dwarves and the attacking giants
worshipped the same god of war.

Awesome muscles and shining armour glistendtierflames of
firelight t maleg Theé godandgbddessgorarglys t e
manifested themselves on timaterial planes and resided in the more
aetheric/divingplanes that were interspersed within and surrounitieg
physical.

It was not possible for deities to watch overaaiiions within the
domains of influence, but his battkeas a piece to a much greater and
interesting puzzleThor sat on his gold and platingeweledthrone

with amassive mug of ale in one hand and watched thesitas wage
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their small war; each thinking that in somay they were right itheir
actions; all fighting fotheir mortal lives.

Despite Thrasher andestraymgpthel bai t 6s
enemy one wicked spear at a time, Vel&&hllcrusher was issuing
orders to try to meet easkparate force with tredequatedefensesnd
counterattacks.

To the north charged masses of orc and gdbtinmany with
grappling hooks and ropes or ladders hopagcale the tall stone walls.
A periodic ballista fire ocatapult stone tore through their ranks with
gory efficiency, but these mechanical weapons were fafelwdo end
the assault altogether.

Darrel Hammertoe threw his spinning magickammer with
awesome accuracy and felled several ofctmebing intruders. He and
his comrades were agastretched too thin tetop the tide from
inevitably spillingover the balustrade. The leatiedad orcs engaged the
dwarves in melee combat with blood lust in their graed yellow eyes.
Darrel shook his head as the wavevet-dog stench assailed his
nostrils.

Swords were dran, axes hafted, and other crudeegotic
weapons glistened in the morning sunlighlaming arrows hailed in
overhead and most wei@potent to do further harexcept for two that
hit thethatched roves of both the stables and a small storagerhey

instantly set ablaze in a torrent of smoke atcigtaming horses
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In a matter of moments the air was almost too thockee and
many combatants stumbled into each otfieen there came a huge
booming at the front gate derash mightily smashed into it Wihis
enchantealub. It was as if the weapon was made of metalraokl not
simple wood, and slowly the barrier begarctack and splinter beneath
his onslaught.
ABehind you! o6 Darrel ywiththedhed b1l o
of one hammer and smasbithe otheinto the face of an advancing orc.
Its face exploded anlobne caved in undéine might of the dwarven
forgedmagickal weapon.
Too late. Yanna, a close friend of Darrel, spnound to have a
scimitar rammed through his cheBain ripped throug his entire being
and he fell to on&nee. His vision blurred and hismples throbbed as
hisl i febds blood spilled from his rurg
ANo! 6 Darr el screamed.ragdandwas oV
swept through goblin after goblin after orashingtohi s dyi ng fr
side. AYanna?o
Nothing but a weak gasp came forth on his lipslaaglumped
over,
Darr el didndét have ti guckit o mourn
surrounded by the enenayd was forced tbght with everything he had
to stay alive in thenaelstrom that erupted around him. Block, block,

duck. One hammer shattered an arm; twist, retreat, bloéther
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hammer blow caved in an unprotected gobhest. Back and forth and
along the battlements therocious man fought.

Zoren watched the gatmélly give under theepeated strikes of
his man. The forest giant slashed lmigye sword vertically across his
chest deflecting aimcoming ballistae spear at the last second. The
projectile narrowly missed the mighty warrior antpaled one of the
boarlike orcs instead.

The orc warrior died painfully and let out a lomgurnful cry
before succumbing to the thrall of deafloren gave him a brief glance
and snorted audibly asf@low orc stole the boots and sword from his
fallen comrade.

Another loud bom brought the gate fully down invalcano of
splinters and iron bindings. Beyond lag@urtyard full of dwarves in
chain and plate armowsporting a variety of deadly grins and weapons.

AForward! 0o Zoren yell edesoundiag t he
thhunderous voice. ACrush the enemy

All surviving orcs and the smaller goblins yelled aad forth in a
wild roar. The trolls scurried headlong intee fray, but off times
stopped to feed on a corpse befsl@vly continuing on their original
course. Aother trioof giants, held back initially, also ran forward with
hugebounding steps. A few arrows hit the haoemisstargets, but the
forest giants waved them away likesquitoes and quickly approached

the battered ancrumbling walls.
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The concentratin of defensive positioning fell to tleurtyard
now that the gate had been breached. Ve8iellicrusher ran over to
Darrel 6s ai dbhoyilSot ihcek yweiltlhe dneand d e«
goblin with thesharp and bloody edge of his batilee.

A Y e s ,Darsell nejoined. The younger dwarf reanga and
went back to back with his leader. The pair wasounded by the
endless horde, but the pile of bodeesmtinued to mount around them.

Darrell seemed to spend more time blocking thacking and
was quckly tiring from the constant effodf defensePeriodically he
managed a crushing bldwere, a fatal strike to the head, and even took
theopportunity to let fly his throwing hammer once to sancbrc
tumbling over the wall. The weapon returnedhi® hand magickally and
the young fighter continued tipgocess again.

Vel neb grumbl ed, NBl aswtaggd f d @wgns 'me
He swiped his huge axe in great arosn left to right. When the enemy
got too close, hemashed through two and three ahaetwithbone
crushingforce and a wave of warm blood and striragyrails.

The cool stones quickly became slick under footthedwo
fighters were at odds to keep their feet. For mlogy still survived, but
many of their comrades were rsut fortunaten the large courtyard
below.

Jerash advanced honourably through the gapahg that once was

the gate. Twice in but a couple fistadys the structure had been
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destroyed. First by theagickal grenade hurled by Thrasher and
Trollbait ontheir raid of thehen undeadheld fortress, and nownder
the might of a wickedly enchanted club wieldsda formidable
woodlandgiant eighteetieet tall.

The stone casement surrounding the hinge workrantediate
frame had seen by far better days and¢eent entromi forces had
started aspiralingdemise irthe very walls surrounding the front wall of
the smallcastle. Small pieces of rock and mortar crumbled aagay
Jerash pushed past the arching portal. Beforestood dozens of battle
ready dwarves. Some sportedg beards, others goatees, and various
other facial haiconfigurations and braided hair in varying lengths
respective to their apmeywenhagptattoos ofe c |
black and green or blue and fiery regliling up their muscular arms or
necks and faces imonour of their lineage or in the name of their mighty
Gods and Goddesses.

A steady stream of monsters curled around thedég®e giant
Jerash as if he were but a large boulderfastirushing river. As the
melee erupted in an aweaseclash of metal and bone and blood, the
three giants stilbutside the wall battered away at the weakened stone in
an earth shattering assault of titanic proportions.

ABack, 0 Topaz vyell ed thenffatcomerr ded
of the courtyard. She pad her rapieand a small parrying knife. The

pair fought the rush dieasts magnificently. The lady managed to kill
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many ofher attackers and the monk was a veritable tornaflailnfig
limbs. Yet at all quarters the defensive party Wwasl pressed.
It looked as though Grathmoor would fall yet ag@&imas only a

matter of time.
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His face was taut with frustration and growing ragks eyes were deep
blue, flecked with magickalust of lavender that danced with silent
purposeHis beard was now trim in a short angular fastbefitting a
wizard at war, and the stark silver of it ahé long strands atop his head
told of many decadestudying the arts of which was now the item of
discussion. Lazareth wore his stately robes of dedptynade with the
plushest velvet. He sat at the head oft#iide in the council chambers in
the massive castledfthor 6 s Ha mmer .

ARnAs is fitting for t heheproperc umst a
safe keeping of this realm, | take themitative positia , 06 t he ol d
stated to the full room.

Emissaries from many of the surrounding lands @eaples came
quickly once the word had spread thatkthe ng was mur der ed
Hammer was a pivotal citfpr trade and rich prospects and deals could
be boughtard sold by the new ruler of the city. These peopleracds
came from far and wide to lobby, to be heardplainly make trouble.

Though the wide marble and column lined wallsh&f meeting
hall were vast and spacious, it felt snmadlv, as if the room ere slowly
shrinking. The chambavas brightly lit with torches and other magickal
meanslt would seem otherwise to the centre of attenti@zareth

himself. The very air seemed to collect the dadod like thick morning
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mist dripping with the stenobif death and the vileness of the grave, and

the smilingfaces around him told tales of deceit and conspirkleg.
roomés occupants s ehtougawhichthepvsen et r a b
sorcerer thought it would lafficult at best to find a flame of hope or

reasn.

ALI sten to me now, ekoguisitteedven and ge
woman spoke. A My Maseolazareth.Wafeedhef ai t h
will bring peace inthistime f wuncertainty and terr
petite staturand fine features did not take awagrfr the confidence
and power she exuded.

ABah! 0 an ar mour ed b arthatfirstax cl ai n
magickal curse rips through the city killitigousands, and might | add,
totally decimating thentire order of the Terra Paladins. Then our
belovedwizard here stops it all miraculously, and while everyene
cheering and celebrating in his honour more spellgHheallking, his wife,
all heirs and closeouncilorsas wellas the next twelve or so people
most likely to assume thtarone after such a tragedyow we are to let
morewi zardry infect the gowadiorpeopl e
smashed his gauntleted hand loudly onrttadnogany table with a bang.

Al say we asnd idegc ihden yugpu wi | | rul e

AThere Is no proof o0fs ienesptl ve men
perhaps in defeat i n godtedtewadllazaaeth. 0 T
with her birdl i k e n eelvdnpeopfle dftfsanctuary and |, Tear
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Nalea,stanh e hi nd t he mageds tempgpsary r
shone forcefully with strength drhonourresplendent by her affect, rich
modest clothing, anlilting speech.
nWe all have stakes isknnddhe unity
swarthy foreigner from the south proclaimef® was from beyond the
Lechin Mountain borders arzklow the Scorponibesert to the south
and e alsotd thinks Mig bad idea to give control to a tainted
man! o
AOh we know how magiyd&kur sl aarscke,do a
Lazareth qui pped rZanhehoyoriousitorhe ki ng
mur dering anyone using the craft. oo
AOht I s not so, my fhrushedhhtcudly t he
black moustache down with his indmger of his left hand. A fervent
blaze flared inhisdub r own ey es. AWe enlist th
in theSoul Catcher, a most sacred item of BlallWith it wecan harness
their energies and power magickahchines and lights in our huge
cities. Many wondroughings we can do for the good of the people.
Magnificentp | aces and pal aces twenty tinm
Ha mmer . O
ANo doubt, @otnhle dma did these pebple? a b oL
What happens t o tfihgerswhderhisehinst eepl ed

pondering the information thatas flowing out of the Zannian man. At
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least, Lazaretbthought, this is taking some of the anger and direction
away from medr the moment.
He had many spells and magickal items readyren@ould have
no qualms about defending himssiffould the meeting turn sour. Still,
he hoped for @eaceful resolution and also hoped to find a way of
making things not only better, but in éiimg theultimate plotters behind
the assassination and tharse. Lazareth suspected that the curse was
designedcand implemented by his old apprentice, Sabbathying the
magickal grenades for murder did notsmelboh b bat hds styl e
old sorceer hoped to unravehe truth behind this mystery as well. He
had spells ahis disposal to recreate the crime scene, but becals® of
suspicion in the crimes, he was not being alloweadas®such arts in that
the outcome was unreliable duebiases andbvious selserving
outcomes.
AMagick is a gift fr operséhashollcah hi
use this power for personal gains. Taif should be given to all people,
not a select few. Theg®ople serve their function for many years, but
eventuallydie. Yet it is a sacrifice for the people,andh e s e peopl e
families are honoured for their 1| o
ADo they have a choice?0 Tear Na
ANo, 0O the Zanni an sdecistbn fpritham, nl vy .

and those not willing to conyeeacefully hag even been disposed of
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rather quickly. ltis an efficient method that works for the community
andwe all abide by the will of the Sovereign Rulerandwhe | I  of Go

ARAnd what is to stop farowsehes? us f
| t 6 s a b owreigntofileadershagrasiset in place. King Charles,
Goddess rest his sombas completely inept at deng with the
economicst ructure of a ci t yavdanlmaired si ze.
beauty was | oud and fandtgsmeakfdrthe am Yv
spice and agricultural trades. Tomny taxes on our goods by your
kingshavemadpr of its poor. o0 She pointed
AWiylolu kil Il all who opposemissayu? 0 St
Tear. AWi Il the ewvesrg@&iin®owar to

Tear glared back, slowly angering at the oppositiom the
greedy humans. A N o war boprbtect thed¢rade dnd e s
peace in the region. o

There came a murmuring amongst the people imabm; a rising
chorus like bees in the@wring heat ofpring.

AYou are too few, 0 BairTchre &dIlvdeesr h
woul d not mar ch o n addlHeave thar preiciomsme r i
forests of Sanctuasyn pr ot ect ed. 0 Hi s grin of
bushygoatee set well with his deepubl eyes and long wawair. He
folded his hands casually on the table andspiextators looked quickly

to the elf for her to refute thetatement.
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The chamber doors burst open then with a loaioly. In strolled a
dozen armouclad men in brillianfade cdoured armour. A ripple of
awe and even feaaced through the hall. The leader of the new party
raised his gauntleted hand for silence. It was insta@ign.
ALazareth the Wise?0 tdithewnzarh a s k
before him.
AYes, O saidma stesngaed compassionatee. Not quite
a look of shock, but more one of wonaeas painted on his face.
AnThe Magul atanddeehind yoa askingank who
oppose you shal/l di e. 0
AWhat business does tdhwer Eanetrya? d
Baron Gelderhaus jumped to his feet guéstioned haughtily.
The Magulai who had spoken turned his habdiptly toward the
Baron. His features were hard sed his stare even morerecki k e . i |
have spokenthei | | of the Jessické&o
AAnNnswer mypy dhesBronooh seemadaveryed. F
confident having a dozen of his own maghind him, armed to the teeth.
These men were deadiynd battle proven. The other hundred or so
warriors inthe room strengthened their resolve despitaristique and
mythicd prowess of the fighting abilitiesf the Magulai.
The Emerald Warrior 6shedeldhis bl aze
voice firm. fALastwarhmendc.ed Tywa dfa vtel

fanned out to either side tfeir leader facing the Baron and his men.
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The room was tense. Total silence.

From one corner of the room some idiot fireck@assbow at the
head man. The twang and whistle of finejectile pierced the air. It
seemed to hit an invisiblearrier and ricocheted back towards its sender.
Therecame a lad crack and a gurgling cry. The crowd pareound
the fallen man.

The entire room looked down on the form of on¢hef castle
guards i n shock an thatoundrrizal iswsell . nlt
timed your majesty. | arhieutenant Frost. My men andmill be your
personafuard until we can get to the bottom of the recent evesrisin
Thordés Hammer . 0O

The lieutenant turned around the room, lookinthatmany lords
and ladies and their accompanyo@t ar d s . ARnThe Jessick
peace and stabilitynithe area. Once that is established we shall return to
theHol 'y |1 sl es. 0

There came more murmurings and whispers betwgeryone in
the great chamber. In the end howevepbne was willing to speak up or
defy the powers of thilagulai, the elite guards tiie secretive wizards
who called their home the Emerald Tower on the islandsheffvest
coast of Glazeer. Their order was collectivedyled The Jessick and
their best of the best were theen now before the motley crew of

spectators placinglame onlie one man they were sent to protect.
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Rumours were that many were sent to the ElyBialds where the

grass was evergreen and rich with afed love. Nay, perhaps just the

colourofthestranggecal v ar mour that fill ed

slippad between the worlds. Not too unlike the sheets loéd at night,
but from which one never rose agairgteet the morning light.
Lazareth rose to his fhaues.tAfter n |
which | will hear the pleas before me a#itisng the kng to hear and |
will set before you a plafor regaining order of the chaotic streets. We

will reorganize the trade taxes and set about investigangature of

(

a n

the recent event swasine mmediateredpdnge ci t y

forthcoming so the vziardstepped out onto the floor leading the elf Tear
with him by the hand. The Magulai instantly made a circle arabad
pair and the small group left the chamber roomtzsated for the royal
suites.

A small cluster of people was gossiping in the bdibre them.
Lieutenant Frost commanded in a deegonating voice that startled
Tearand Lazarethasuch as the chattering

theKi ng! o
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8

The vampire Sciloren and his Shaithen war baade good time
and were close to the loweta@ssegion below the dungeon of
Grathmoor CastleThe endless tunnels of total darkness and random
encounters with unfortunate creatures that quicklyoedbre the blood
lust of the energetic fiend and mmaliciouscohorts finally collected in a
hugeopenedcavern chamber.

ALeft or right?0 t he \VlihRemgminstok ask
endless phosphorescent yellow sdnfted hypnotically in his

otherworldly eyes.

ANever |l eft, o the snakefmam st at
AOh, and whilgreniinguired nmgdtiénty.
AThe Lord of Ruin 1| i eistonedearty way,

and pointed down the twisting tunnhere far off, a solid wooden door
could be made outarringpassage.

ARnAll who have ever ¢gomgantWeare way
not even really sssure what isss beythabsse doors, but the trialsss
break thosewhbr essspasss and they find n
Shaithen wizard spoke with the air of total doom aattiout further
debate took the tunnel in the otlirection.

The cavern walls were smooth and cool; the airwetsand mildly

humid with the stench ahold. Droplets of water spattered here and
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there in aisjointed rhythm. Beyond the bend in the windy reckl
stood a huge rope bridge leading acrodaraened:hasm.
AThis | ooks cheerful, 0 Sciloren
| smell the acrid breath of demise
The cryptic remark sent the Shaithen bobbing theads about in
anticipation and nervous uncertaintihe wizard held up his hand to
distil the withinga mbi gui ty i n the | ot. NnBe &
or | will feast on your flesh myself for morningjr a w. 0
The bridge swayed and creaked as the party sclaciess its
length. The stretch of old slotted boards maumghly one hundred and
fifty yards from edge to edgEat ropes darkened with age, but
incredibly strongsupported the weight of the large group without much
complaint or fear of breaking.
Sciloren made the far side and turned around adkiancing line
of snake men. The musslef their uppebodies were massive, typical
of their race. At the neckcales erupted into the hooded form of a
coppery browrcobra. The race spoke the common trade tongue albeit
with a hissing lisp. Their lower bodies were likewrggling with
muscleand they could run or walk lordjstances, particularly in the
Underworld, without resbr fear of overexertion.
The warriors often fought with scimitar or shamslainsl curved
daggers in their off hand. The priests anidards fought with wicked

proficiency, both withoffensive and defensive spells.
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The vampire smiled in satisfaction at the carnhgy would
deliver to the dwarves who guarded temon Gate. The thrill and
thought of the kill, the bloodnd lifeenergy that would flood the battle
made hm salivate and his heart pound spasmodically. He grew
impatient.
AHurry wup, you filthy wolldhbetoer i ng
gquick a puni shmentarigesylow dondét mo
The long line of snake men were hurrying all righimping into
each otler and pushing forward forcefultp get to where the vampire
stood. Sciloren gloated witippreciation until he heard the gurgled
screams andiatched as several of his soldiers tumbled fronbticge
and silently fell into the darkness below.
AWhatppenihrag? 0 He c¢ o moresndke than He
as he tumbled off the front of the briddialf of his face was burned
away by acid. Theacrslt ench assail ed the unde
was notan unpleasant odour.
ARun, 0 one of tusheredth@ajureddffshe yel | e d
bridge. He prepared to cast a spell.
A large green amorphous cloud floated up belowbtidge and
consumed several of the warriors in its acitmrm. Their flesh melted
off their bones and thescreams turned quickly to giles as their

throats filledwith blood, liquid fat and tissue.
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APandorian Pestil enc eandblastedshe s, 0
cloud with a series of magickal attag&rts. Where the energetic
missiles struck, the cloutdissipated and shrunk slightly compensate
for theloss in mass.

The priest had forsaken the last of his dytegnrades, though they
would surely die soon, andiserably. He rasped out an incantation to
his god Anuand a jet of orange flame raced out fromdusstretched
hands and assumed the cloud and thew Shaithen warriors. Slowly it
shrunk and shrunintil it was gone all together.

The snake men fell in a grotesque mass andridge crackled
slowly in flames$ireQoi Skjl putnodem
bridge is our esaperoute. If the other way is half as bad as you make
ou,t hen this Dbridge is our only dir

The wizard began chanting instantly. He wavedhlaisds and
threw a small wad of billowy white cotton the air. Slowly it expanded
andturned upon itselforming into a great rain cloud. The wizard
motionedwith his hands and sent the cloud over the burninggbahne
bridge It opened with a deluge of water agxtinguished the flames and
corpses with a hissingruption of steam.

Al toudh stild]l hold us, 0 the pries

Suddenly a magickal portal zapped open not thégy from

Sciloren. He turned and crouched, readgdong at the new threat. He
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halted though and noddéds head as he noticed who was coming
through and themiles that they wore.

The dreaded sorcerer Sabbath and the Black PaAadaas were
walking through the portal from sondarkened ruins and their stature
spoke of successinhei r mi ssi on. Sabbathos r
in the current of wind the okure of the gate created inwsa k e . n We
have three, 0 Sabbaampsmaeds aguesiipa
three stones! 0

Anteas was limping slightly and his armour viradtered and
dented in several spots, but all intalbugh he seemed relatiydit for

more battle anthloodshed.

AThat 1 s good, 0 Sciloren said. 0
goal . O

Darjeeling watched the events unfold before hirhisnhead. His
physical eyes were rather numctioningbut t he abi |l ity o

race allowed him tpsychically create mental images of his
surroundingsHe would wait here for now and see what would become
of this mess. The bridge was a great place to seeaanambush, and
he vowed that he would be readyetaact his revenge on these foul
creaturesHe plannedand waited and slowly sharpened the point on his

spearand his dagger thoughtfully.
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Thuja gazed at himself in the mirror admiringly. fis eyes, his
nakedness was pure ecstasy ingiheery reflection. Celeste reclined on
the plushbeddirg also watching her new lord and lover witbherming
and half dreamy gloss upon her face.

Thuja had always been a rather thin and spaywidual, but the
return from the abyss had dowenders to his physique. Not in the
presence of ripplindyulging muscles, but in pure compact raw energy
thatseemed to gather perfectly beneath his flesh. His imagesurreal
and yet horrific and gotike all intertwinedin one.

This white, lithe creature was the new fire tiveghed to blast into
existence a new empirOne led by blood vampire who was fashioned
by the magickaéssence of The Holy Grail. A simple cup that gave him
life, but henceforth he was bound to replenish hinsgldrinking the
essence of ot he rstapimyamhewssbed the f e . He
servants would come sooHe pulled the bell cord for the third time
hoping withsome luck it would make them bring him his sustenance
soon or he would be forced to feed on the neasrstant who happened
to cross his path.

His eyes flared and dilated withe sound oshuffling feet outside
in the hall. Thuja launched himsédf the door and opened it just as the

young woman waeeaching to push it open. She startled in surprise and
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stepped back. The tray she carried, holding the sacedidand the
fresHy killed blood within it, tipped and felowards the stone floor.
The vampireds hand s h onthbbinding and
speed and spilled not a drop. He smiledatisfaction and wonder at his
new prowess andunning. He saluted the femalergant and downed
thewar m | i quid all I n ogreoWwWloed. dii de
go my dear, 0 handiengrtahé .sd@mhant wg
Wake meifthereiwor d back from any of our
AYendlgrd 0 She bacayam smtthdoeld bghind w
her.
Thuja turned around, invigorated by the new bldodmming in
his veins, and salaciously eyed thesilkpy r m of Cel est e. n
| i bi do 1 s n bkewadcheerfully and slitheredl pver to the
bed,embracinghis new bride once again, long into the night.
A bell tolled in the courtyard indicating the comingdaiwn.
Shortly thereafter came a knocking atthedoortou j ads bedr oo
second passed before the dopened and Lady Deerbourne stalked in
with a sefgrin on her tight narrow face. She clapped her thin hands
the wall lights flared brilliantly with magickal lightasting away the
eerie morning shadows that the dawstilled in the room through the
dancing lengths afpen white curtains.

AAr e wakte ,a son?0 She purred with
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AYes of course. o0 The andwilfur.e i n h
The undead sorcerer walked from arounddbwer of the armoire and
held his arms out for himother to view him in all his glory.
AVery nicaea.shé&/ecygnme ce. 0O
The young man was dressed in blabad leathefrom head to
foot. He wore high boots and thick paras. intricately carved chest
piece sat over a loose paddddrt and the bracers around his wrists
were a startlingnatch. Atop his headas a surprisingly sturdy helmet
that obscured all of his face except his lips and @tirapped to one hip
was a widebladed gladius and dhe other a shoithained flail.
AWhere did you find this stuff,6 0O
AnOh, t hey alongdead ngan. A mambich ikkenyowain
many ways, though history does moe me mber hi m. 0O
AWho was he?0 He asked.
AL e tjuStsay an ambitious person who eventutlied, but you
will not. You will not fall as he did, Iwilma ke sure of it! o0
swiftly overand tookhes on6s hand. She Il-ooked ©b
sleepingfornrocf her son&sComew Owosrhaen.sai d.
riders back with newssood news | portend. We will have allies to fight
ourwarwi t h us; for wus. O
AFrom t he Crdewpnsed buHhappyteds such

nYes, | et us go and greet them. oo
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The private council chambers where guests\asiting dignitaries
were met with grace and lavishnegss now occupied by a handful of
individuals. Each waa fierce and formidablevarrior and leader in their
ownright, stacked with muscles and raw strength of tkied to the
north. The barbarians in the GlacMbuntains were kin to these large
humans, butonsidered small even by their standards. They were
civilized in thesense that they dwelt in collectedlled fortifications
called citystates, but war antbnquest were the prime motivators that
drove them onand many times in the past North Point was the saving
grace that stopped the invasion of the advancing horde.

The huge island north of the continent of Glaagas generally
called the Crown, in reference to its brdme and upward projecting
fingers. It was a massivand, much like its inhabitants, and the prospect
of anew alliance was too good to pass up & tnembergpresent.

Many had argued and refused the invitatiout, the wily and
bloodthirsty lot present aimed to utilidlee chance for war on the
continent to further their owgain, if not in the actions to further the
ambitions of ayoung lord here tbuild an empire.

Two servants attending at the door in castle livapped the floor
in unison with their ceremonial staffBhe sound was sharp, but hollow,

and filled thechamberwithabell i ke t ol | i ng. ARnThe L
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Lady Deer b dthemmpmeclainedo Twattermants on the other
side of the tall oak double doaspened them as the royals advanced
into the room.

ARnGreetings and bl essimgas, my fri
commanding but mel | owhattyaicorld makdi a m
across the waters with sushort notice. | feel that your urgency will not
bewastedand together we might forge a

AThe trip was not hi nwgarrioradeclaredy o ar
His hair was shaved into a neat blackp arml his face without hair. His
dark eyeswerewel a st against the olive ton
you propose, why should we accept you to lead us? Ronan you are
weak. My people respect strength ifttey e t o f ol | ow! 0O

Lady Deerbourne took a cple steps back and tbe side, away
from her son. A slight smile touched tberner of her painted lips. She
examined the five men the room, and though they were all very
similar inappearance and bearing, the speaker of the groupleaty
the brashst of the lot and if he could be wower, then the rest would
quickly follow suit.

AYou think me weak do amaserflieat. T h u j

ARAye. o0 The giant of aneantthtee ov er
hundred pounds of rippling muscldéexed hs arms in show; they were
nearly thesizeof huj ads wai st .

AThen come and prove me wrong, p
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Hagboar growled with demonic ferocity and chartgeslyoung
vampiric lord. Thuja planted his feet onefiant of the other and
extended his left fishia punchta he mands sol ar pl ex
possible second.

The punch stopped the man in his tracks andiitiit a loud thud.
ARnOof! 0 was al | toheespelbinding sekoad befoneohe n e d
fell sideways to théloor, shattering a wooden chair his descent. It
wasnearly a minute of agonizing silence before Hagboarfinally
able to force his diaphragm to start breathaggin. His face quickly
went from a bluish tinge to that scarlet.

The other visitors held their ground and watcpatently. It was
unlikely that the great Hagboar wodid down so easily to this scrawny
manandlosehiseput ati on and honour . Thuj
watched as the big man finally regained his feetarfting audibly for
breath, readied himddbr anotherattack.

The great Northsman spilit his lips into a wicked gl issued
forth a guttural vy edndright\iith bisaradken ! 06 H
arms, hoping to slam amdaul Thuja as if he were a great bear having
just beerwoken from Is hibernation by a foolish adventurer.

The sorcerer easily dodged under and aroundltve but deadly
swipes. The lighting in the room waast by magickal torches that
flickered and crackled akthey were the real thing, but were devoid of
sootande nch. This | ight danceditoff Th
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was actually some elusive drop of mercurial blaod the larger man a
franticly starving and patheticalfumsy mosquito.

Finally Thuja delivered a series of blows to ftemach, chest, and
ribs of the big brute with dazzlirgpeed and surprisirgffect. The series
of blows left Hagboar unsteady on his feet and it was dasy for the
undead wizard to send him sprawling intiaaye table and a row of
spindly chairs.

Hagboar went down with a@sh and was once agalow getting
to his feet. Thuja patiently waited for thiy-statesman to resume the
attack. He was resigned ¢ontinue with the beating until the stubborn
man finallypassed out, or submitted to the might of his advemamwas
designed by their culturally established peckimmder.

When this last would occur, Thuja would get whataated: an
army to begin his conquest of the landsdlage by village he would
smash and force to submithcs will, ever southward to the mountain
southofThor 6 s Hammer and t hseuth€astor poni

AYou mot her | €8s kaobh ooarktiatlstisd e
more like a raging bull. He charg@étiuja wildly. The vampire
sidestepped and threw tN®rthsman past him with incredibleitonon
lethalforce.

The attendants at the double doors jumped nirbtyof the way.
Hagboar burst through the porsanding the doors swinging wide. The

force knocked theuter attendants into the stone walls, one of them
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seriously wounded and the otharconscious. Hagbo&umbled down
the few steps leading to the chamber Exmdled flat on his back in the
hallway.

His head was spinning. His body ached all overhieutvould not
give in to the f orfesttghs&redgsandien | . H
unsteadily to his feet. Heust have struck his head pretty hard for his
vision wasblurry and his temples were throbbing in agony.

He put a tentative hand up to his hair and foumdatted and
warm with blood. The Northsman pulledglarp splinter out andssed
it to the floordispassionately. Hagboar shook his head viciousghéke
his vision clear and when it did he found &féort for one last assault,
but should he take it?

His hard leather and bronzéad boots found thearble stairs
solid with each gaining step. His leguscles rolled like a thoroughbred
ready to race or warhorse equally capable of charging. His pleated
armoured skirt swirled and clinked and his upper tbrdged beneath a
padded shirt with fanatical, babnserved adrenalinmwer.

Yet Hagboar did not run. Instead, he walked ugitbin two feet
of the silent vampiric lord and stared himthe eyes, though he looked
down and Thuja had ook up to meet his fiery gaze.

A E v @benof my being wants to crush you likengrm! But, by

whatever power you possess wizardainot beat you. Let us be done
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with this meeting quicklgo that | can begin slaughtering the country
foldtoexacmy r evenge! 0O
AVery well , 0 Thuja cotasenearidol hayv
us who are wilhg to see reason and jadr cause to build an empire.
Those who hisjwiemd well dareaaeaames and maps of
those Iwish you to destroy. The plunder is yours. When lyauve sated
your appetite, come back to me and we wntianizea large assault
force with your comrades fromh e Cr own . 0
Hagboar growled in response and stormedlmaiugh the open
doors and down the steps, andlbsser companions followed quickly
behind. Not so muchke dogs following a master, but war dogs sensing
themood and direction of their Alpha; all ready to begindttack in
concert, in earnest, and with virtualipstoppable force.
A servant came down the hall after the Northsimaa left. She
went to the side of the mortally woundaitendant and sliced hieck
open with a fat daggeghe let the blood drain into the Chalice of Blood,
filling it to the very rim. She stood and walked slowly up tothed
kneeled before her lord.
AYour nectar, my | ord, 06 she whi s
AYes, 0O Thuj a dr awhesitvercod aadagaiakly a b | vy
draining the thick warm liquid. Thecstasy of the drink heated his mind
and loins with fireand his eyes instantly met those of his dear seductive

mother, expectant and willing.
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10

Their numbers were overwhelming, both in f@tp and the foul
stench t hat h asenses:t Hedrapi&miashed wildly, 6 s
blocking blowafter blow and periodically finding purchase in orc flesh
with a geyser of red. Her hair flew about in disarray lamdbeautiful
dress was ripped and tom many placesBeneath these holes were
lacerations in her soft skemd her own blood stained the expensive
fabric.

Yet she was pushed to the rear by her friendpaatector.

Topaz was a whirling dervish. Block, block, punkitk, sweep,
and jump his gamina and dexterity wet®ordering on superhuman. The
pile of dead anevounded were difficult for the living attackers to climb
over, and in effect, was a barrier of sorts and allowhegtwo to have
stayed alive so far. Ever so slowwhough, they, likehe rest of the
defending dwarves wegdbout to be completely overrun.

Then there came a sound over the din of muswiid chimes,
sweet and tingling, driving many of tivevaders to halt in their attacks
and think of fragrangrasses ansombersummerdays. The goblins
immediately in front of Topaz and Amethyst slowlynbled away, one
after another with arrows protrudifiggm their chests and necks. Then
there was greabaring and panic as four great reptilian wyvedsaaring

riders descended on theuwtyard.
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nRnAttack! 0 Dar kwol fe yejuhpedd as he
from the saddles of their mounts with weaponkand. The command
was not only for his companioibsit for the wyverns as well. The beasts
instantly obeye@nd efficiently ripped througtihe goblins and orcs like
so much fodder, and the flesh and entrails showthieske remaining
with gore and fear.

The mighty barbariaklarmineethsaeemed morthan happy to
have his feet back and the solid grolnstheath them. He growled
ferociously and wdedthrough the enemy with his mighty batt&e.

Sir Gedrick fanned outhisgreattwbar mo n
handed sword with equal devastatiSeveral heads rolled from empty
shoulders and thoseho attempted to block the incoming swath were
beatnback by the Terra Paladinbés awe

Cat and Little Sunflower flickered through the rafiks little
black flies, biting the enemy in thainsuspecting sides and backs with
their deadly knivesCat used his agile feet and thieving dextemikjle
thelively dwarven bard twisted her magickal ring dmapped around
the courtyard from enemy to enemy wiffuesome speed and accuracy.

Will ow stood by Heat heinitidlginag i de p
radiant sphere of magickal blue fire. Tkisegy moldedaround each of
them like armour andith lucky timing deflected the first few blows

deliveredby the ring of goblins that focused on the two women.
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Heather whipped out her shortsword and engagsaghe goblin
to one side, and while not a padiarly proficient fighter, she was able
to deliveraslicetother eat ur e6s arm causing it
andback away from the fight.

Willow chanted out the words to another spadgching out to the
web of magick, the weave of thiiverse fromwhich all of life and
existence waspawned and to which all energy belonged. As she
completed the spell a great purple and bliacledsphere formed in
front of her and she hurled it at thearest goblin attacker. The magickal
ball hit it andthen bouned to the next, and the next, on downlthe.
When it finished travelling past the goblinssituck an orc and then
transferred through anothéozen before fizzling out.

Heather watched this unfold in wonderment amek. It was easy
to see the effedf the spell when thaffected creatures continued forth
with their pursuit an@ttacks of the defenders and the companions. They
moved extremely slowly. It was then all too easyHeather and the
others to simply slay the monstésfore they could evemove to block
the fatal strikes.

Thrasher, Trollbait, Velneb Skullcrusher and DaHammertoe
were back to back on the battlemelghiting for their lives. But even
t hey ¢ ou lpeliodt glanbealdwn at the wild wyverns in a
feedingfrenzy, the ewly returned Pagan King and ltismpanions, or

the periodic fireworks display ahagickal lights. Thankfully the
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attackers looked too anaere not as disciplined as the seasoned
warriors, andhese chances of distraction often proved fatal tdattoger
orcs and smallish goblinoid creatures.

Darkwolfe set his eyes on the giant that vg&anding in the
gateway with its huge club in its masshands. The forest giant set his
eyes on Darkwolfe asell. The two eagerly charged each other in
combatthoughthtPagan King only canme up to
height.

The arena of melee would have been comical tatieined eye.
What, a small human maniac charginig@cious forest giant with wild
abandon; a creature whas at least three times his size? Wias this
guythinking? But then it was clearer as the scene unfdlgdit was
skill and tactics not size and sheer bisttength that would show
exceedingly well who would bike victor.

Darkwolfe used the power of his magickal bootsaie swiftly
toward the lumbering behemoth. He dréng longsword Demon Slayer
and the sentierghortsword Kirianna in a twbhanded crosarcing
motion that brought both weapons out and to the readpe swift
motion.

[Forest giants are slightly smarter than theirsitosthe mountain
giants.] Kirianna said to hielepathically.

A twinge of pain and anguish raced through hirh@selived his

last giant encounter on the rise to Bragon Temple. He had jumped in
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front of a hurledboulder to save the life of his wif€harlemette. All for
naught he thought sadly, for she was now deadirlgisd Silverworm
alsolaid dead, the leader of the deadlyimes, a band of protector
rangers who had ledarkwolfe and his friends to meet with Master
Cheiron.It was Cheiron who murrected him in the sacred peoid
infused his body with dragon blood.

It was also here in the temple, or more correctly phage outside
of time, where the immortal priest hadined Darkwolfe in the arts of
hand to hand combatieaponry, and the dig of spell casting. It was
uponcompletion of this training that Darkwolfe was ablekmose his
armour and weapons. It was then thathese the sword Kirianna, who
spoke to him now.

[Stay low and go for the legs and groin. Evendhkles are a good
target, but keep moving. The forgsants are known for stomping on
their victims beforeeating them raw. And watch out for that club!]

As if this last statement was needed Darkwtifaught as he came
within striking distance of the giaand he had tajmp out of the way
before beingbliterated by the massive tréke weapon the giawas
wielding with awesome force.

The club struck the cobblestones of the courtyard exploded

with a grenaddike effect; stone shrapn#ééw out in every direction and

a piece clippedthe backf t he Pagan Kingo6s righ
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