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Chapter One
 
   The ground was wet with dew, and the air seemed still, and thick with mist, when the man awoke and rekindled the small fire. The sun was not yet up, but there was a sense of urgency that he could not shake. Something was drawing him, calling him. It started out as just a feeling, but it grew stronger as he moved farther from the known lands of the White Kingdoms, and into the untamed, Wilderlands. It had become like a voice in the back of his mind, driving him on, farther and farther from all he had ever known.

   Menimeth (Men-im-eth) had lived a normal life in the green and fertile Southland of the kingdom of Wayborn, until the day marauders had murdered his sister, and his parents. He was out hunting when it happened, returning only to find the bodies of his parents, and a smoldering ruin where his house once stood. His sister, when he found her, had been brutally beaten and abused. She was only fourteen years old, and the look of horror on her face as she died in his arms, would stay with him for the rest of his life. After burying them all on the hill beside the ruins of his home, near the town of Glendale, he gathered what he could salvage, and bundled it into a pack. He was only seventeen at the time, but he hunted down the men that were involved, and killed them all, all but one, Chidren.

   Chidren was the leader of the men who had killed his family, but he had abandoned his men and taken the spoils, leaving in the night while they slept. Menimeth only knew his name and nothing else, but that was enough he thought, to track him down, and end his evil life. That had been twelve years ago, and he had traveled through all of the White Kingdoms, hunting down killers and thieves, looking always for Chidren. He would arrive in the next town only to hear that his enemy had been there, and was responsible for the deaths of several families in the area, but had vanished with the loot, leaving others to pay for his crimes.

   Then the feeling had come over him slowly, growing as he traveled east out of Lorant and into Greater Danier, in search of his enemy. By the time he arrived in the city of Dansig where the great court was held, and after many months in search of the murderer of his family, he finely gave into the voice, and headed east.

   Menimeth would not forget about Chidren, they would face each other one day he was sure of that, however, for now he would keep going east, following the voice in his mind.

   He decided to make a small breakfast, and then be on his way. Though he had no idea where he was, much less where he was going, he knew he had to go. He had to follow the calling, if that was what it was. Follow the feeling he had that there was something or someone reaching out to him, calling him somehow. He did not know why it pulled him so, or from where it came, but it grew stronger as he moved farther east.

   He had been told the stories as a child of an ancient race of men, and how long ago they had come to the west and formed the White Kingdoms. How they had traveled so very far from their homelands, in an effort to escape the lesser wars of the Great Dragon Empire. He was told that he belonged to that great race of warriors, and how they had helped to defeat the evil mage king Arnoran in the Great War. He was banished to his island fortress of Kath, which was in the lake of Kathirem off the coast of the ruined lands. It was said that in the times before the Great War for the empire, a few of the men of his race had followed what was known as, the calling. Leaving their towns and families behind when they did, they were never seen again, by either. It was rumored that they became dragon riders, and protected the empire from its foes. At least five hundred years had passed since then, and many of the stories had been lost to time. Some of them changed with each new generation to fit the present, but enough of them remained to become legends.

   Menimeth strapped on his armor, weapons, and bow, and after putting out the fire, tied his bundle of supplies to Donner, his war horse. After removing all traces of his small camp to the best of his ability, he mounted his horse, and turned east. Donner picked his way through the scrub and bracken, which grew in the Wilderlands, as the morning sun chased away the shadows of night, which masked a broken and harsh landscape. There were rifts in the land where the rocks were loose and broken, like giant knives had carved them in the landscape in some ancient battle. They were hard to cross, and it was taking its toll on horse and rider alike, but they pushed on, day after grueling day. Often he would have to ride for miles along the rifts before he could cross them, only to find another, just beyond the last.

   It was nine weeks before Menimeth crossed the broken land, and eight months since he had left Graylan and the White Kingdoms behind. No one that he knew of had ever been this far into the Wilderlands, and there were no maps of the lands east of the kingdom of Graylan, in any of the libraries of the White Kingdoms. Everyone knew of the elves and their great kingdoms in the north, as well as the dwarf lords of the Purple Mountains to the south. Many tales were told, but no one in the White Kingdoms had ever been to either land. Sometimes a dwarf would pass through the realm, or an elf, but it was not often, and they did not say much, keeping to themselves and out of sight whenever possible.

   It was getting late in the afternoon when the broken lands abruptly ended, and a forest of tall golden trees began. The sight of them brightened his mood, and gave him hope. There had been very little game in the broken lands that he could find, and even fewer tracks. He could only manage to find the occasional rabbit, and he hoped that would soon change. Supplies were running low, and he needed to rest Donner and himself, before moving on into the unknown land before him.

   With enough grass for the horse among the trees, he soon found what he was looking for. No more than a mile or two into the forest, a stream appeared with shallow banks where they could make camp for a few days. Donner had eaten very little the last few weeks, and he needed to regain some of the weight he had lost. A few days without a saddle strapped to his back would do him some good, and the water here was clear, and tasted sweet, after the brackish pools they had been forced to drink from in the broken lands. Untying his pack, and placing it by a tree, Menimeth removed the saddle, tack, and blankets, from his horse. He rubbed him down with handfuls of grass, and hobbled him in a clearing that was close to the water.

   Taking up his bow, and walking along the stream, he looked for any game that might be at the waters edge, or close enough to it to get a shot at. It was all but dark when he returned to the clearing, retrieved his pack, and set about gathering wood and starting a fire. There was a large tree at the waters edge, with roots that stood up from the ground like the knees of great legs, which had grown together in ancient times. The horseshoe that they formed, would conceal his fire, and protect him on three sides if the need were to arise.

   After the fire was started, and the two fish that he had managed to shoot with his bow, when no other game presented itself, were cleaned and cooked, Menimeth set up his groundsheets and bedroll for the night. Tomorrow he would have to conceal the camp, if he was going to stay here for any length of time. There had been no sign of people for a long time, and even the desperate and wanted men who hid out in the Wilderlands, had been left behind months ago. The land here was wild and untamed, and only vague game trails led to the stream that flowed nearby. In fact, he had not seen a road of any kind in more than six months, but he learned a long time ago not to leave anything to chance.

   Menimeth ate his meal slowly, enjoying the flavor of the herbs he picked along the stream where he hunted. It was rare to find them this late in the year, and they were mostly dry, but he was not complaining. After all, it made the fish he had, the best he had eaten in a long time. Tomorrow he would scout the woods around the camp, and do some hunting, but for now he would rest and try to shake off the affects of the long journey.

   He thought about the years he had spent searching for Chidren, and of the time he had spent with Captain Brandt. Captain Brandt was the leader of the White guard, and protector of the people of the five lesser realms that made up the White kingdoms. Captain Brandt had taught him to use the weapons he now carried, and was the only friend that he had. Captain Brandt had often talked about the day he first saw Menimeth, and how Menimeth had attacked, and killed, the four men who tried to ambush him on the road. It was the wild and untamed style of fighting that had caught the Captain's eye, and they soon became friends.

   They had fought together over the years, against bandits and thieves, and had saved each other's life on more than one occasion. When Menimeth reached his twenty-fifth year, Captain Brandt had given him his armor and war-horse Donner. The armor was made of polished silver, with a golden dragon on the breastplate. That was the symbol of the old dragon empire, and according to Captain Brandt, what he resembled, in a fight. Captain Brandt tried to recruit him into the white guard many times the last ten years, but Menimeth was only interested in catching his man, and turned him down each time. Captain Brandt had taught him how to use his wits in a fight, and how to track his prey and not be seen, but mostly he taught him how to stay alive. He taught him how to live off the land, and how to turn a bad situation to his advantage. Here in this unknown land, his skills would be put to the test, he was sure of that. He had always known when trouble was coming before it happened, and was ready for it each time, and trouble was coming.

   The dragon empire of the old world was said to have been in the east, so there must be some sign of it somewhere ahead he thought. He did not know if the old stories were just stories, but he suspected there to be at least some truth to them. Five hundred years or more may have passed since then, but he was sure that all this land could not be empty. Some remnant of those people must remain, or at least some ruins to show they had been here. It was possible that the voice in his mind came from them, or maybe some other people who came here later in search of a home. These were his thoughts as he drifted off to sleep beside his fire, at the edge of the Golden Wood.

   When Menimeth awoke the next morning, the sun was already well up. He had not slept this late since he was a boy, in the comfort and safety of his home in Glendale. He listened to the sounds around him, and as deep into the forest as he could. Menimeth picked out the songs of the birds he knew, and made a mental record of the ones that were new to him. He listened to the sound of the water as it flowed along its banks, and over the rocks of its bed. He heard the leaves of the trees rustling high overhead, and the creak of the branches, as the morning breeze passed through them. As far as he could tell, there was nothing out of the ordinary near his camp, and he felt much better after the nights sleep. He set about hiding the camp with brush and limbs, making it look as natural as possible. When the task was done, and he was satisfied with his efforts, he gathered up his bow, and strapped on his swords. He would leave his armor behind today, so he could move faster, and with less noise, giving him a better chance for a kill. He would look for a big buck if possible, but any deer would do at this stage of his journey. He needed to smoke and dry some venison for the times ahead, when there would be no game, or no way to hunt for his supper.

   After several hours of tracking and searching the woods for sign, he spotted a herd of red deer in a clearing not far away. Picking out a fat buck, and working his way closer to his target and around the others, he took the shot. As the arrow struck home, the buck leapt into the air and over the brush he stood next to, took a couple of strides, and fell to the ground dead. When Menimeth reached the spot where the animal had fallen, he retrieved his arrow, and replaced it in his quiver. Then he saw the road. It was wide enough for four men to ride abreast without using more than half of the road, and it was clear of grass like it had just been made. It started at the clearing in which the deer had been grazing, and led off to the east in the straightest line he had ever seen. He would be back in a couple of days when Donner was rested and ready to travel, and investigate it further, but for now he had a deer to take care of. When he arrived back in his camp, he skinned and butchered the deer with skill and ease. Menimeth hung the meat from a branch overhead, to keep it out of the reach of scavengers, and staked the hide out to dry. He would smoke the venison tomorrow, and dry it to make it last longer.

   The road was the first sign of civilization he had seen in a long time, and he was glad to see it, though he would have to be more alert from this point on. He had enough supplies for the journey again, and the three days of rest by the stream, allowed Donner to recover his strength and stamina. At sunrise of the fourth day after leaving the broken lands behind, Menimeth rode away from the stream and his campsite, and headed for the road he had found while hunting.

   He was six foot tall, and close to two hundred thirty pounds. He had a bright smile, with kind blue eyes, and was considered very handsome by the ladies of the White Kingdoms. His light brown hair hung below his shoulders, and was tied in the back with a strip of rawhide leather. His armor was polished, and in the morning sunlight, the dragon on his breastplate seemed almost alive. He sat astride his horse at the edge of the tree line, and studied the road for any signs of recent use. Anyone who happened to be passing by, and saw him, would have believed him to be the ghost of a dragon warrior of the old empire.

   He did not see anything that would lead him to believe anyone had used this road in a long time, and he wondered about its builders. Who had constructed this road, and why. The way it ended abruptly was a mystery he could only guess at. There were no scuffmarks on the stone from shod horses, or wagon wheels, and no tracks in the dust. He could tell that the road was very old, and from the looks of it, abandoned long ago. The stones had been shaped and fit so close together that the grass could not grow between them, and they were flat and smooth on top. After a short time, Menimeth turned Donner from the trees, and urged him down onto the road. He started down the long gray line as it led away to the east among the golden woods, and the journey through the old dragon empire had begun.

   The road continued in a straight line for the next several days, as Menimeth made his way east along it. The tall golden trees that he had grown accustomed to seeing, soon gave way to the smaller, and more densely packed, Oak, Elm, and Pecan. Other types of trees, which he had not seen before, grew here and there, and the underbrush was much thicker now. Hills began to appear in the distance, and by the end of the seventh day, the road began to twist and turn, as it made its way east.

   That night as he slept, he dreamed he was flying over herds of small deer as they raced along the ground, and he could smell them below as he passed. He was dancing through the sky with ease, and the wind on his face was crisp and cool, in the morning sun. He soon came to a mountain that looked out of place, and much different than the flatter land in which it was located. It was much taller than the hills around it, and the sides were steep, and barren of any foliage. The top was flat on one side, and a castle stood in the center of that plateau with towers gleaming in the sunlight. The other side of the mountaintop had a conical shaped peak, which rose high above the castle, and was doted with the entrances to many caves. When Menimeth awoke the next morning, the dream was fresh in his mind. It seemed so real it was hard to believe it was a dream at all, and the voice in his mind grew louder.

   That day as he rode, he came across the tracks in the road. They crossed from north to south, coming out of the forest, and returning to it on the other side. They were only a few days old, and made by shod horses, at least three of them as far as he could tell. Two hours later, another set of hoof prints appeared on the road going the same way as the first, but this time there were only two riders, and the tracks vanished once again in the forest on the other side. It was late in the afternoon when he noticed them again, and this time, all five riders appeared at the same time. They followed the road now, in the same direction as Menimeth, and looked to be only two days old, if that.

   The rain fell slowly at first, as the light faded from the sky, growing stronger as the evening progressed. The cave, when he found it, was large enough for Donner and himself, and they fit comfortably inside. He stumbled on it by chance when he left the road to search for a suitable campsite, far enough from the road to be concealed. The entrance to the cave was in a wall of stone at the base of a short cliff, that was the height of three men.

   Inside, there was a natural chimney to one side, and the remains of a fire below it. There was wood enough for several days stacked in the back, and a stall for his horse beside the entrance. The remains of the fire, as well as everything else were very old, and had been here a long time. Someone used this place often in the past by the looks of it, but not recently.

   "It would be wise to remember this place," he thought. "If only for the return trip."

   It was two days before the rain let up enough to travel, and the sky was gray with clouds, as Donner once again walked the road, east. There was nothing left of the tracks that were here just days ago, but he had seen them clearly, and thought about them as he rode.

   As the day wore on, the rain returned intermittently. Not as heavy as in the days before, but enough to decrease his visibility by half, and slow down his progress. The feeling when it came, made the hair stand up on the back of his neck, and Donner stopped abruptly, turning his head to the side.

   "Time to get off the road, I think." He said to Donner in a quiet voice. "Trouble is waiting for us, up ahead."

   The light faded slowly as he made his way through the trees. He could hear the sound of horses on stone now, but it was coming from the wrong direction. Urging Donner forward, the crossroads became visible within moments, and they halted just inside the tree line. Three riders were approaching from the south, and were talking quietly to one another as they drew nearer. They dressed like simple farmers, and they had no armor, and even the weapons they carried were old and worn. Before the riders could reach the crossroads, four men appeared from the trees on the other side of the road from Menimeth, and formed a line across it.

   "Where do you think you're going?" The apparent leader said, as he stepped forward from the others. "This is our road, and if you want to use it, you will have to pay a toll."

   Menimeth scanned the trees for the fifth man, and spotted him behind the three riders. He held a bow, and had an arrow notched, ready to fire at the unsuspecting travelers.

   "Thieves and murders were what these men were, and deserved what was coming." He said to himself.

   The bow Menimeth carried was Elvin made, and the strongest that he had ever seen. He raised it slowly, taking careful aim at his target, and let go. His arrow caught the bowman in the chest with great force, lifting him off his feet, and throwing him backwards, dead before he hit the ground. Pulling his weapons free of their sheaths, he let out a yell, and with a sword in each hand, Menimeth attacked the killers on the road.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Two
 
   Brylen camped closer to the lake that night than usual. It was not safe to be this close to the shore, but the soldiers had been patrolling farther in lately, and he did not want to be caught by them. Keeping out of sight of the soldiers as they patrolled the area*****, was difficult at best. Hunting for game along the way as he traveled, was even harder. Several times in the last six months, he was almost discovered by the patrols. Once, as he was tracking a deer he managed to shoot with an arrow, he was forced to crawl under the thorny brush to escape detection. The deer he shot, had run into the middle of a patrol before dying, and startled them. A soldier came within feet of his hiding place as he hunted for the owner of the arrow, thrusting his sword into the brush as he searched. It was hours before they moved on, and he could come out of his hiding place beneath the thorns. With his supper no longer available, and the soldiers alerted to his presence, he fled the area as fast as possible without leaving a trail that could be followed. That had been weeks ago, and he was far away from there now, but it was still not safe.

   The next morning, he was up and moving before the first rays of light reached him. Keeping to the trees as much as possible, he watched for patrols as he traveled west. The Shimmering Mountains had been growing larger the last few days, and were now much closer than before. The mountains were shrouded in a mist as they dominated the horizon, and he looked at their lonely peaks rising in the distance, like purple fingers pointing to the sky. They were a grand sight to see to any one at any time, but they were foreboding to Brylen now.

   The ground began rising as the day wore on, and the trees disappeared altogether. Forcing him closer and closer to the lake with the passing of every mile, the terrain grew steeper, and he was soon at the waters edge. By mid day, Brylen was barely able to walk along the lake at all. The reeds and brush that grew there were hard to get through, and the ground to his right became steeper and steeper, until he could barely keep his feet dry.

   The boat when he found it was well hidden, and if he had not tripped over the rope that tethered it to the shore, he would have walked on passed it, and missed it altogether. The boat was upside down and covered with reeds in a way that made it blend in with its surroundings, becoming invisible. The oars were wedged under the seats, so Brylen flipped the boat over, and pushed it out into the lake. Jumping in, he removed the oars from where he had found them and began rowing along the shoreline, far enough out to keep from running aground.

   Killing the occasional rabbit from the boat that day, he stopped anywhere along the way where the hills receded enough to build a fire and cook it. During the next five days, the lakeshore bent more and more to the south as he made his way along it, and occasionally he came across a clearing cut into the hills, where he found deer and antelope grazing that he could kill. However, the land began to change quickly, and it was not long before the mountains came right up to the lake, ending in great jagged cliffs that towered above him. There was no place to hunt here, and nowhere to stop and rest for the night as he floated along beside the great wall of stone. He was headed straight south, and over the next three days, was forced to eat the cold meats he had managed to smoke when game had been available.

   The cliffs ended during the night as Brylen moved farther to the south, and to his surprise, were nowhere to be seen the next morning. Instead, he found himself entering a quiet little cove, surrounded by tree-clad mountains on all sides. The entrance was relatively narrow, but allowed easy access for much larger boats than the one he now used. Inside the cove were golden trees, which grew between the sandy beach, and the base of the mountains. Deer and antelope walked among them as they grazed, and vines full of berries were in abundance as well. A small island sat at the far end of the oval shaped cove, and the statue of a dragon grew larger as he drew nearer to it. The morning mist sat on the calm water, like a veil in the cold gray light. It parted as the small boat entered into it, only to return again as it passed.

   Brylen pulled the small boat that had been his salvation, and his home for the last ten days, onto the bank of the island when he reached it. The statue of the great stone beast sat in the center of the island, and faced the mainland not far away. A stone tablet sat on a stand made of marble in front of the statue, and it caught his eye. Runes were carved in the marble around the edges of the stand, and words were written on the tablet as well, but he could not read them. A path of polished marble led away from the stand, and down to the waters edge. The statue had been very old, as well as the stone tablet, when the path and stand were built. The causeway that crossed the short distance to the mainland was made of stone also, and was just as old as the tablet and statue. It stood just above the surface of the water, and it ended in another marble path after reaching the other side.

   Brylen copied down the words contained on the stone tablet in his journal. The language was strange, and written in a flowing script of a kind he had never seen before, and somehow they seemed important to him, but he did not know why he thought so. He was no scholar, though he had spent most of his time helping his father who was the king of Davinly far to the east, but that did not change the way he felt. He was glad to be away from the forces of Arnoran, but there was something about this cove that seemed out of place. In all his life, he had never seen a place that was equal to the beauty of the cove, and the island where he now stood. It seemed to exist in a world all its own, keeping out the evil that spread across the land.

   Grass walkways encircled the statue, in three equally spaced, rings. Others ran from the first ring to the last, intersecting the second at regular intervals around the island. Stone benches were placed in the beds of flowers of a kind unfamiliar to him, in various locations through out the, 'Garden of the Dragon,' as he came to call it. He walked around the garden for most of the morning, looking at the flowers, and ornately carved benches of stone it held.

   When the sun was high overhead, Brylen left the island behind, and crossed the causeway to the mainland. He walked along the marble footpath as it made its way beneath the golden trees, to a place where it split into two separate paths that were the same size as the one he now walked. A ring of stones that marked the remains of past fires, sat off to one side, and beside a small spring fed, pool of clear water. He killed a deer, and then skinned it, before setting up his camp. This was the first place in more than half of a year, where he could build a fire and rest without the fear of being caught by the patrols. He would spend a few days here, and build up some supplies, before moving on.

   He missed his friends and family back home, but he knew they were not there anymore. Those that were not killed in the raids, or taken as slaves, were conscripted into the army to fight for Kath, and the mage king. Arnoran had awakened after five hundred years of magical slumber, and began to take back the lands he had controlled before his defeat at the hands of the dragon riders, so long ago. All of the lands to the north and east, between the lake of Kathirem and the Wandering Mountains were in his hands, as well as most of the lands to the southeast.

   A week passed before Brylen packed his belongings in his newly made, backpack, along with the dried venison that he smoked for the trip. He dried the skins of the deer that he killed, and tanned them to make them soft. After bleaching the leather in the sun until it was almost white, he cut it into several different shapes. With the thin strips of the leather he cut with his skinning knife, he sewed the shapes together through holes he had punched along the sides of each shape. He added some leather straps through slits in the back of what became his new pack, and secured them in place with more of the thin strips. The flap in the front of the pack was kept closed by tying the thin strips that came from the bottom on each side, to the ones on the flap.

   It was late that morning, when Brylen finally walked from the spring, and the camp by the marble path. Just yards from the split in the path on his right, a stairway climbed up an out of the cove, and headed to the northwest. On the face of the stone of the first step, were several words written in what he thought to be the Elvin language, but he could not read them. The stairs were thin, and steep, but were crafted well, and were not worn.

   The path to his left, led to stairs leading up and out to the southwest. On the face of the first step of those stairs were the words, 'The way of man,' and they were wider, and a lot less steep. This was the way he chose to go in the end, though not because of the stairs, but because of the fewer peaks he saw in that direction. It was midday when he reached the top, and followed the trail as it wound around through the mountains. The rest of the day he made excellent time, as he went deeper and deeper into that rough, and harsh landscape. The light disappeared quickly, when the high peaks surrounded you as they did him, and the temperature dropped rapidly as it did. He found a good place to camp for the night, and built a fire to warm him, and cook his supper.

   When he woke the next morning, he added wood to the coals of his burned down fire, and lay there until he warmed up enough to cook some breakfast. As the sun peeked through the mountains, and the light streamed in, it began to warm up enough to travel. He gathered up his things, and put out the fire, before continuing his journey. Smaller trails, which led from the one he was on, began to appear as the morning passed, but he paid them very little attention. He had no idea where they led, or, why they were there, but it mattered little to him as he made his way west.

   The dwarf stood in the middle of the smaller path just feet from where Brylen walked, lost in his thoughts as he made his way west. The dwarf went unnoticed by him as he passed the smaller path, and Brylen almost fainted when the dwarf spoke.

   "Well now lad, were you going to pass me by without even a word of greeting to brighten my way." The dwarf said.

   Brylen froze in mid stride, and his knees began to shake, as he turned to the voice on the path. What he saw surprised him and calmed him at the same time. The dwarf was in full armor, and a large battle-ax was slung across his back. His braided beard was long, and reached almost to his knees when it was hanging down, but currently it was slung over the dwarfs shoulder. He was no more than four and a half foot tall, but he was very stout for his height. He was big for a dwarf, but Brylen did not know that, because he had never seen a dwarf before, and was mesmerized by him. Brylen was a full foot taller than the dwarf he faced, but at least fifty pounds less in weight. His hair was cut to shoulder length, while the dwarf's hair was almost to the ground. The lightly woven garments and leather boots that Brylen wore, were in stark contrast to the armor the dwarf was in. Brylen looked at the dwarf through bright blue eyes, while the dwarf regarded Brylen with deep brown ones. As dwarf and man looked each other over on the path in the Mountains, they were as different as night and day.

   "You don't look like a soldier of Arnoran" Brylen said at last.

   "Soldier of Arnoran, you say lad?" The dwarf replied, as he studied the man before him.

   "I will not return to fight for him, so you might as well get it over with." Brylen said.

   "Do not worry yourself lad. I have never known a dwarf that would serve that fool, but I do know some that would like to get their hands on him. My name is Donderan, and I am at your service." The dwarf said, bowing low before Brylen.

   "I am known as Brylen in my land, and I am pleased to make your acquaintance." Brylen replied.

   "Where is it you go, if I may be so bold, sir?" Donderan asked.

   "I don't know. I just want to escape the soldiers, and avoid being conscripted into the army. I will not fight for the man who enslaved my country"

   "You're in luck then, lad." Donderan said, as he turned and walked over to a boulder beside the trail.

   He retrieved a sack from behind it, and walked back to where Brylen stood.

   "You are within the realm of the dragon empire, and the forces of the mage king will not go unopposed on this ground." Donderan said.

   "I have never heard of the dragon empire before. Are there any dragons here?" Brylen ask, as he looked all around him, and up into the sky. Donderan was silent for a moment, and looked off to the southwest.

   "Well, no, not really. No one has seen one in a very long time, and I was just a lad myself when last I saw one. No you will not see a dragon

I am afraid young sir, but I wish that was not so."

   "I for one will be happy not to run into one along the way." Brylen said. "I am too young to be eaten."

   "Dragons do not eat people. In fact the very thought of it would offend them." Donderan said. "Though killing men is another matter all together."

   "It does not matter if he eats you or not." Brylen said. "Dead is dead."

   "That it is, lad, that it is." Donderan said with a laugh, and slapped Brylen on the back before starting off down the trail.

   "You have a lot to learn about dragons my friend, and I will take you to the best place to do that."

   "Where is that?" Brylen asked.

   "Glansford."

   It was the only reply that he received from the dwarf, and Brylen wondered what it meant.

   Within a mile of where the two met, the trail split into three separate directions. One of the trails turned north and began to climb, while another continued west, but the third turned south and began its descent out of the mountains. Donderan took this trail, and Brylen followed along behind him. They walked for several miles before Donderan turned from the trail they were on, and followed a faint path that led off to the left. It curved around a large boulder, which sat against the side of the mountain on a kind of ledge, and disappeared on the other side. As they walked around the boulder, a small glade opened in front of them. A spring flowed from the wall at the back into a small pool, before disappearing underground again. A camp was set up beside the pool, and wood was stacked close to the stone ring that was the campfire. A pony and two horses grazed on the grass of the glade, and a forge had been built against the wall beside the spring.

   "This is my camp when I am in the Shimmering Mountains." Donderan said, as he began to build a fire, and search the bags on the ground for something to cook.

   "Have you been here long, Donderan?" Brylen asked.

   "About two years now, give or take a couple of months I guess. However, it's been longer than I planned, lad, longer than I planned. We will leave in the morning, and we will ride from here on. It will take no more than two weeks to reach the flatter lands of the empire, and another two months to reach Glansford."

   "I thank you for your help, and I am in your debt." Brylen said, and removed his pack and bedroll, before sitting beside the fire.

   "I was on my way here already, and it was by chance, or destiny, that brought us together." Donderan replied.

   "What ever it was, I am grateful for the company. It has been a very long time since I had someone to talk to."

   "I can talk enough for three people, lad, and we can pass the time with stories." Donderan said, laughing loudly, and his laugh echoed back off the walls around them, sounding like a group of dwarfs, instead of one.

   "I would be happy to hear your stories along the way, and learn more about these, dragons."

   "Then you shall have it my friend, but first we must eat. A dwarf must have his strength, to tell tales." Donderan said, and both men ate in silence.

   The next morning, Donderan packed up his camp, and loaded one of the horses with the sacks he filled. Several bags, he placed in a small cave in the wall of stone behind the forge, and covered the entrance with the bellows. Inside it was only large enough to stack the picks, shovels, and bags Donderan placed inside, along with both of them, but it would be very tight quarters, and the hole was barely big enough for them to squeeze through to gain entrance. When Donderan was satisfied with his efforts, he cooked their breakfast, and washed the pan before loading it on the packhorse. After they had eaten and the fire was out, Donderan produced two saddles. One was for his pony, and a bigger one for the horse.

   "Where did they, come from?" Brylen ask, pointing to the saddles

   "I built a small stable behind that boulder." Donderan said, and pointed to a large rock at the other end of the small glade. "There is more than enough room for the three animals to get out of the rain, where the wall has been dug back, and for us in the front."

   "You are an amazing dwarf, master Donderan, though I have never seen one before." Brylen said, as he saddled the horse.

   Donderan stopped what he was doing, and turned to Brylen as his smile faded.

   "You have never seen an amazing dwarf before, did you say lad?" Ask Donderan, with his fists on his hips.

   "Well, no, not before I met you." Brylen said as he turned to Donderan. "Since you are the first dwarf that I have ever seen."

   Donderan burst out laughing, and this time it lasted for several minuets before he could regain his composure.

   "Are all dwarves like you?" Brylen ask, when the dwarf had calmed down some.

   "No, I am one of a kind among my people in the Purple Mountains lad, that is for sure." Donderan replied.

   "Well, you are still an amazing dwarf, my friend, and that is for sure." Brylen said, as the two mounted up, and rode around the boulder on the ledge, and back onto the trail down the mountain.

   In the two weeks it took them to get out of the mountains, Brylen was an expert in dwarf lore. There was very little he had not heard about dwarfs in the last two thousand years of their existence, and he had listened to more than one story, several times. When the trail turned into a road, marked by the two ruts common with wagons and carts, the mountains were far behind them and forests of oak and pecan were all around them.

   "Dwarves live under the mountain did you say?" Brylen asked, as they rode along the road. "And men rode on the backs of dragons."

   "It is true my young friend, you will see." Donderan replied.

   "This is a strange land master dwarf, a strange land indeed. A place where the bedtime stories of our childhood are real, and nothing is impossible." Brylen said, with a far away look in his eyes. "I am the first person from my land, or any kingdom I have ever been to, to see a dwarf. No one I have ever met or heard about has ever seen one, or an elf for that matter, much less a dragon. I do not think anyone even believes in them anymore."

   "Does not believe in them!" Donderan said, and turned to look at Brylen.

   "Well, not really. In the almost three hundred years since my ancestors settled the land I grew up in, no one has ever seen any of them. The stories we tell about them, came from the few people who lived here before my ancestors crossed the mountains to the east, and built their towns. Our women adopted them as stories for the children, when bedtime came around." Brylen explained, as Donderan looked at him from his pony.

   The dwarf shook his head, and rode on in silence. Brylen looked at the road, wondering where it would take him now, and what adventures it would lead him to. It was getting late when they came across the small stream, and the ford where the road crossed it. Donderan rode across the ford, and off the road. Brylen followed, as they made their way along the stream, looking for a place to camp for the night.

   The fire was dyeing down, and the two travelers had eaten, when Donderan stood abruptly, picking up his battle-ax.

   "Do not worry lad, I will be just out of sight." Donderan said quietly, as he moved away from the fire, and into the brush.

   Brylen lay back, and put his head on the saddle he used for a pillow, looking up at the night sky. It was quiet here he thought, and when the insects stopped making noise, he thought it maybe a little to quiet. Seconds later, the two men walked into the camp from the stream.

   "Well, well, look what we have here, would you." The taller of the two men said. "Looks like we hit the jackpot this time, buddy. We got some horses to replace the ones we killed this morning, and a pony to carry all these goods we found."

   " You cannot have the horses or the pony, and these things are not lost." Brylen replied, as he started to rise.

   "No need to move friend, and this belongs to us now, because you will be dead soon, and we can do with it as we please." The shorter man said, and both drew their swords as they advanced on him.

   With a mighty roar, Donderan burst from the brush, and buried his ax into the taller of the two men. He jerked his ax free, just in time to block the second mans sword as it slashed through the air, and at his head. Off balance from the unexpected appearance of the ax, and the miss that it resulted in, the man spun away. He rushed in again, and swung at Donderan's body, but the ax blocked his attempt once more. This time, the man held his sword out in front of him, and advanced more slowly. With an evil grin on his face, he started to lunge at the dwarf. The arrow hit him in the neck at that moment, and he dropped the sword, looking at Brylen with confusion on his face. He took two steps, before falling to the ground, dead.

   "Good shot, lad, good shot." Donderan said, as he rolled the man over to retrieve the arrow. "These are excellent weapons, and the armor of this one is better than he can afford, by the looks of him."

   "He is a soldier of Arnoran, I have seen his people before." Brylen said.

   "Then they forfeit everything they have on them, to us." Donderan replied. "You have no armor or sword, and you will need them if you are to escape from our next encounter unharmed, I think."

   "As long as I am not fighting for him, I might as well fight against him." Brylen said, and he took the chain mail and the thigh guards from the dwarf. The sword he chose was a very good blade, far too good to be taken from its owner by the likes of these two, Donderan thought.

   "I think you are right about them being Arnoran's soldiers." Donderan said. "These swords are some of the best I've seen in a few hundred years, and the mail is well made as well. Look at this." Donderan said, and held up a key for Brylen to look at.

   It had a skull at the base where a ring held it, and a silver snake appeared to be wrapped around the end.

   "There is a chest somewhere close by, you can bet on that, lad." Donderan said. "We will look for it in the morning, when there is better light."

   The next morning, they buried the two men before breakfast, and after they had eaten, walked along the stream. No more than a hundred yards away, they found the camp where the two dead men had stayed. It was dirty and it smelled, but treasures were here that did not belong in such a place. Donderan found the chest the key belonged to, but would not open it. He carried it with him as they walked back to their own camp, and along the way he said to Brylen.

   "There is evil in this chest, and I do not have the power to contain it. This chest must not be opened, that is for someone else to do, not us."

   "You know more about these things than I do, so I will take your word on it." Brylen replied.

   "After we break camp, we will ride over, and pick up the items in the outlaws camp." Donderan said, as he began to pack.

   Donderan's mood turned somber, and Brylen thought it best not to ask any more questions right now, so he helped pack the camp, and saddled the horse and pony. When he was finished, and the packhorse was loaded, they rode to the outlaw's camp downstream. When everything in the outlaw camp was loaded, Donderan led the way back to the cart path they had come from. They turned and followed the cart path away from the stream, and continued their journey to Glansford.

   Two hours had passed, when the cart path came to an end at a larger road, with signs of recent use. They turned onto the road, and once again, were traveling more south than west, when Donderan cocked his head and stopped his pony.

   "I have not heard that sound in a very long time, my lucky young friend." Donderan said, after a few seconds. Then Brylen heard it too. The sound of great wings grew louder, as the two companions looked in the direction from which it came.

   "What is that?" Ask Brylen.

   "That is the sound of a dragon, flying low and fast, if I am not mistaken." Donderan replied, becoming excited, and getting worse when the dragon came into view.

   "That is a very big dragon it is, and I have never known there to be one of that color." The dwarf said, almost falling off his pony as the dragon flew directly overhead.

   "A dragon! A dragon! A dragon!" Donderan kept repeating It, over, and over, again.

   "It was very big master dwarf, and much bigger than I thought it would be by your description." Brylen said, as he watched the beast until it had disappeared from sight. "At least he did not eat us." He finished, when the dragon could no longer be seen.

   That stopped Donderan's ranting. He looked at Brylen, and opened his mouth to speak, when Brylen said,

   "I know, I know, dragons don't eat people, dwarves do."

   Donderan looked at Brylen with a confused look for a moment, and for the first time since coming out of the mountains, roared with laughter.

   Still laughing, Donderan turned his pony, and followed the road in the same direction as the dragon. Brylen followed his friend, looking down the road they had chosen to take.

   "The dragon looks to be headed to the same place that we are, lad." Donderan said. "Glansford."

   Brylen rode in silence as the picture of the beast played over again in his mind. This was not what he expected to happen to him when he fled from his home, and the soldiers of the mage king, so long ago. This was something you only read in a book, and he hoped he would be one of the lucky ones, who lived at the end.

   "What have you gotten yourself into this time, Bry." He said to himself, out loud.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Three
 
   Kyler was not looking forward to the trip north with the others. He did not like the fair in Argnon, and would prefer not to attend. The fair was held every three years, but it was not really a fair at all as far as he was concerned. A fair was a place where people could come together to laugh, and sing, and be merry. It was a place where jugglers, acrobats, and other showmen, entertained men, women, and children, as they circulated around the fairgrounds. The fair at Argnon was a contest of the skills of war, and every town was to be represented by order of the regent. Only men were allowed at the fair when it was held, and they must have reached their eighteenth year to compete in the events. Very seldom did anyone that young attend the fair though, for the fear of being sent to the army was too great. There were no prizes for winning an event in this fair, but a certain level of skill was set for each event, and those who failed to achieve that level, were sent to the army to train until the next fair.

   Today was the day that they were to leave the village of Alenvale, and the entire town was there to see them off. Kyler, Feran and Javen, were the only three to make the trip this year, because there were no others of age available. The village had lost seven men to the army in the last two fairs, and Kyler was the only one to return from the last. It had been his first fair, and though he was only barely old enough to compete, had done well enough to escape the army. His father had not been so lucky, the life of a farmer did not leave much time to train for combat, and his skills had declined.

   The horses were made ready for their riders, and the packhorse loaded with supplies, as the three men said goodbye to their families. The time to leave had come, but it was close to midmorning before they rode from the village. It was a late start, and there was a long road to travel ahead of them, but they were leaving a few days early and had the extra time. They would make for the old road to the west, then travel north to the Great Western Road of the old empire. There they would turn east, and travel to Argnon. It would take them four extra days to use the old road to the west, but it would be much safer in the end. There were many bandits and thieves between them and Argnon, and a party of three would be easy prey for these men.

   No one used the old road to the west anymore, as there were no towns for travelers to spend night in, or get supplies from, along the way. Only the ruins of the old empire were on that road, and they did not offer much shelter or protection. Kyler had traveled this road only once before, and that was with his father on their way to the fair three years ago.

   It was getting late when they reached the old stone road, and two days had passed since they left Alenvale behind. Feran built a fire and began preparing their supper, while the horses were stripped of their gear, rubbed down, and hobbled for the night. From here on they would have to keep watch at night, and be wary during the day, if they were to reach their destination unscathed. Each year there were more and more desperate men on the roads of the region, preying on unsuspecting travelers as they made their way along them.

   Javen was the youngest of the three, and he had been very quiet for the last two days. Kyler knew he was worried about the fair, and tried to ease his mind as they sat by the fire.

   "Don't worry Javen, everything will be fine," He said. "The contest is not as hard as you think."

   " How hard is it?" Javen asked. Looking at Kyler as he spoke.

   "You do not have to fight any one for one thing. And you know the drill as well as any from Alenvale, or they would not have sent you."

   "I guess you're right." Javen replied, "but I still wish I had not been chosen."

   "Those with the poorest skills will draw the attention away from the rest, and it will all be over before you know it, you may even have some fun, so do not worry."

   Feran was the oldest by two years, but was not chosen until now. He was married just weeks before the summons arrived from Argnon for the last fair, and the selection process that followed. The parents of his wife wished him to stay, and petitioned the council to allow him to do so, and after careful consideration, they agreed. His skills with weapons made him the best choice for the fair, and having been taught by his father, who had been in the guard in his youth, was the best in Alenvale.

   "Unless you are in the first group to compete, you will have a chance to watch how the events are judged," Feran said. "At least that is what I've been told."

   "Anyway, they did not send the best fighters in town to the fair before. This time, they did." Kyler said to his friend

   "But we have never been in a real fight before," Javen said, as he looked around at Kyler, and then back to Feran, "not one of us."

   "We will not be fighting at the fair, so what is there to worry about?" Feran asked.

   "Nothing I guess," came Javen's response, though he looked less than convinced.

   "We still have a long way to go yet." Kyler said. "Many things can happen before we reach Argnon. The old road was safe the last time that I traveled down it, but three years is a long time, and we could run into trouble along the way."

   "It is getting late, and we should get some rest," Feran said, "I will take the first watch, and wake you in two hours Kyler, Javen can wake me after his watch, and we will rotate the first watch, each night. If trouble comes, we will be ready for it."

 
The dust in the road formed little clouds around the feet of the four horses, as the men rode on in silence. They had been traveling the old road now for two weeks, and had still not seen any one along the way. There was no wind to blow the dust away as they passed, so it hung in the air behind them like a thin brown fog, settling slowly back onto the road from where it came. Javen was the first to see the ruins in the distance as they crested the hill, and waving to the others to get their attention, he pointed them out with excitement. He had never been this far from Alenvale before, but like everyone else in the village, had been raised on stories of the glory days of the empire. This was the first time that he had ever seen anything like this, and they held his gaze. He wanted to see them up close, and get a better look at them, but resisted the urge to investigate them further, staying with the others instead.
   The weather was changing for the first time since the trip began, and clouds were rolling in from the north in a dark gray line. The rain they saw in the distance was still several hours away, but it looked as though it might last for several days, before moving on south.

   "I think we should camp in the ruins tonight," Kyler said to the others. "We have the time to gather wood and hunt for game before the rain gets here, and I know a place where we can go to set up a good, dry, camp."

   "The horses could use the rest, and we have enough time to wait out the rain for a couple of days I guess." Feran replied.

   "Javen can hunt us something to eat while we set up camp." Kyler said and headed off in the direction of the ruins.

   Javen sighed, and the look on his face made Feran burst out laughing.

   "I will do the hunting, and you can go and have a look around." Feran said. Laughing again, he slapped Javen on the back, and turning his horse, rode off into the trees.

   One of the walls was still standing undamaged, in what was left of the old ruins. Very little of the original structure remained on the hilltop, and what did remain, lay broken and scattered around the hill. The many years of disuse and neglect had taken its toll on the once grand castle, and nature was taking it back.

   The camp was in a corner of the undamaged wall, where a large slab of stone that was once part of the roof had collapsed, and lay against it at an angle. There was more than enough room for the horses in back, and Kyler gathered enough grass to last them for several days. The entrance of the camp had been stoned up with rubble, leaving only a small doorway in the center. The angle in which the slab had fallen, allowed smoke from a fire to escape the room through a hole at the front, while a gap in the stone in back acted like a fluke, allowing air to push the smoke out

   The rain came down with relentless fury, battering everything in its path as it came. Lightning flashed across the sky, lighting up the ruins as well as the landscape, only to plunge them into darkness once more, before repeating the process. The thunder was deafening when it came, and shook the very stones around them, while they waited out the deluge. The storms assault lasted for two long days, as the travelers waited for it to end, warm and dry in their shelter.

   The carvings on the wall were still visible under the fallen stone slab where their camp lay, and Javen ask many questions during the time at that camp, that no one could answer. The carving of the dragon rider was the focus of his attention, and was the subject of most of the questions when he asked them. The image enchanted Javen, as the flickering light from the fire sent many shadows dancing across it, making the dragon appear to fly.

   On the morning of the third day in the ruins, and nineteen days since leaving Alenvale, the three men set out once more for Argnon. The rain let up, and then quit altogether, as they made their way back to the road. The sky was gray with clouds and the promise of rain to come, but the thunder and lightning were gone, and they had been here long enough. As they traveled through the day, they were mostly quiet, preferring to keep their thoughts to themselves as they rode. The horses walked with their heads down, and the riders wrapped themselves in their cloaks, to keep out the chill that hung in the thick damp air. The rain continued intermittently as the day moved along, keeping visibility down to a minimum, and impeding their progress. Their cloaks kept the rain off for the most part, but it did nothing to raise their moral.

   The crossroads were a day's ride north of the ruins as Kyler remembered it from his last trip, but it was getting late in the day, and they would have to find a camp soon after they arrived. Dry wood would be a problem right now, but in a few days that would change, and it would be easier to find he thought. They would be ten days out of Argnon once they had reached the crossroads, and the great western road was bigger, and built much better than the one they were on now. Campsites would be easier to find once they reached the other side of the Grayling River, and there were towns along the way where they could replenish their dwindling supplies.

   Darkness was settling in around them when the crossroads came into view that evening. Kyler and Feran were in the lead as they drew nearer to the Great Western Road, while Javen and the packhorse followed.

   "We need to find a place to camp." Kyler said, in a quiet voice.

   "Where did you stay the last time?" Feran replied.

   "Across the great road is an old guard post we co." That was as far as he got.

   At that moment, four rough looking men came out of the woods on their right, and made a line across the road in front of them, blocking the way.

   "Where do you think you're going?" The apparent leader said, as he stepped forward from the others. "This is our road, and if you want to use it, you will have to pay a toll."

   The arrow flew out of the trees and landed with a thud in its target, and then another thud sounded as the unseen man hit the ground right behind the riders, dead. It startled the bandits who stood across the road, as well as the riders they faced, and all eyes turned to the trees from which the arrow had come. The warrior burst from the trees with a yell, brandishing a sword in each hand as he came. The horse he rode was big, and he picked up speed as they crashed into the confused and frightened men, who only minuets before were so confident. The fight was over within seconds, and five men lay dead or dying in the road. Kyler, Feran, and Javen, sat on their horses in stunned, silence, as the warrior walked his horse slowly from the carnage, and came to a halt in front of them. The rain on his armor sparkled in the last gray light of day, and the Golden dragon on his breastplate captured their attention.

   Visibly frightened by the warrior who stood before them, and shaken by what they had just witnessed, the men from Alenvale were on the verge of fleeing for their lives in panic. Never had they seen men killed so quickly, and with such little effort as they did tonight. Surely this was the sprit of a 'Dragon Warrior' of the old world, they thought. No one alive could defeat five hardened men like these, alone. Believing they were about to die themselves, they watched the warrior in silence, unable to speak. When they had finally regained their wits, it was Javen who spoke first.

   "Are you about to kill us?"

   "Kill you, why would I kill you when I have just saved your life?" The warrior replied.

   "Because you are a sprit of the dead, and that is what they do." Feran said, finding his voice for the first time.

   "Sprit of the dead. You think that I am a sprit of the dead?"

   "Well, yes, aren't you?" Javen asked, before any one else could speak.

   "I was alive when I woke up this morning," The warrior said, as he turned his head and looked at Javen. "And I do not remember dying along the road today."

   "So you are not a sprit of a dragon warrior from the old empire?" Feran asked.

   "No, I am from Wayborn in the southern lands of the White kingdoms. You looked like you could use some help with the ambush they had set up for you," He said, as he looked at the riders, one by one. "I came across their tracks a few days back, and wondered what they were up to."

   "White Kingdoms, I have never heard of the White Kingdoms before." Kyler said. "Where are they?"

   "West of here by many months, and well beyond the golden woods, as well as the broken land before it."

   "I am Kyler, and this is Feran, and Javen." He said, as he pointed to each of his companions as he named them. "We are from the village of Alenvale in the south, and I would like to thank you for your help. We were in a bad situation, and probably would not have survived it if you had not saved us."

   "Menimeth is my name, and I am pleased to meet you, but we should get out of the rain for the night and dry ourselves as best as we can I think. It would not do to survive an ambush, only to die from fever. Would you agree?"

   "You are right about that," Kyler said. "I will go and look at the old guard post, these men must have a camp somewhere close by."

   Menimeth retrieved his bow and cloak from the trees, and set about stripping the bandits of their weapons and armor. They may have been somewhat dirty, and their cloths worn, but their weapons and armor were oiled and clean, and in good condition. Feran and Javen helped drag the bodies to the side of the road across from the guard post, and covered them with ground sheets. The horses of the outlaws were in a brush corral behind the building, and off to one side. Menimeth led Donner and the other horses there, after the saddles and gear were removed. There were more than enough supplies and wood to last for weeks in the Guard post and the storeroom in back, as well as the loot and personal possessions that the bandits had acquired.

   Kyler had a fire going, and was cooking supper when the others came in from the rain. Menimeth gave them the weapons and armor he had removed from the highwaymen, and sat down to eat the meal Kyler offered him. His own armor was far better than any of the ones the bandits had worn, and the swords he carried were of Elvin make, forged long ago. The swords were a matching set, forged by Elvin magic before the Great War of the old empire, and given to him by an elf named Loren after saving his life. Kyler, Feran and Javen, however, had no armor at all, and their swords were notched and worn.

   "Pick out something that will fit well, and use it from now on." Menimeth said to the three men. "The weight could take some getting used to, but in time you will grow to feel like it is a part of you."

   Kyler helped bury the dead the next morning, in a clearing that was behind the corral, and he was wearing his new armor as he worked to get the feel of it.

   "Menimeth had been right." He thought. "The armor would take some getting used to."

   The weight on his shoulders did not hinder him, and it fit well enough to allow him to move around freely and unencumbered. Javen on the other hand was having a harder time than the rest adjusting to his. He was the smallest of the group, and the weight was a burden on him as he worked, but he tried not to show it.

   Menimeth dug the graves early that morning before the others woke. He was the one that killed them, so he should be the one to do most of the work in burying them, or at least that was the way he felt about it. When the graves were finished and ready for their occupants, he returned to the old guard post, and set about preparing their breakfast. After they had eaten, and while the men from Alenvale were busy with their tasks, Menimeth inspected the possessions of the highwaymen. Inside a bag on the floor in the storeroom, he found a chest full of gold coins, along with several bags of gold and silver jewelry. One thousand gold coins were what he counted, and he wondered where they came from. This kind of money was not collected on the road by bandits, here, or anywhere else. This had to be blood money of some kind, unless he missed his guess, but for whom. Not these three surely, for they were just poor farmers sons, and the amount was too great for someone of such standing. They would not be poor any longer he thought, as he counted out three hundred coins, and put them in a pouch for each man. The money would go to good use, and he was sure they needed it badly for their village. He separated the jewelry into three piles of equal size and value, keeping only a circlet with a large blue stone in the middle for himself, as well as one hundred of the gold pieces. He placed the jewelry in pouches, and tied them and the coin purses together. Everything else he placed in bags to be loaded on the extra horses they now had.

   When the dead had been buried, and the horses were loaded with all that they were taking with them east, Menimeth handed each man a bag of gold and jewelry in turn, and said.

   "Keep these out of sight, and do not carry more than a few gold pieces on you at a time."

   Kyler, Feran, and Javen, took the pouches Menimeth gave them, and looked inside them. Inside was more money than any of them had ever seen before, and they sat there staring at the gold coins.

   "What is this for?" Kyler asked, taking his eyes from the bag in his hand.

   "Because they do not need it any longer." Menimeth said, raising his hand, and pointing to the newly dug graves.

" You got this from them?" Javen asked.
   "From the loot in the storeroom." Menimeth replied, as he mounted Donner, and turned him east. "I will take one of the horses that we acquired from the bandits, and you can split the rest among yourselves, as well as the loot."

   Menimeth led the way as the four men rode from the crossroads that morning. This was the first time in more than a year that he was not alone on his journey, and he was sure that he was now in the land of his ancestors. Kiler rode beside him as they made their way east, and talked about his home in the south, as well as the fair. Menimeth learned a lot about this new land from him, and he liked the man more and more each day. It was just passed noon of their third day together, when they reached the Grayling River, and the stone bridge that crossed it. Menimeth had never seen anything so grand as the bridge across the river. It was wide enough for wagons to pass with ease, and two stone dragons sat guarding the entrance at both ends.

   It was late in the evening when the rain ended, on the day before they reached the bridge. The clouds had moved on during the night to the south, and the sun rose bright and warm, for the first time in many days. The river was swollen to its banks from the rain, so the four men decided to make camp early, and cross the river the next day, giving it time to recede. There was enough dry wood for another night on one of the packhorses, and they would not need it anymore after crossing the river. There were towns along the way in which to stay the night from here to Argnon and beyond, and they had enough money now to pay for it.

   Menimeth began instructing his new friends as they traveled, how to best use their weapons and armor when in a fight. Going through the drills they were taught, and improving with each passing day, the men soon became comfortable with their new weapons. They practiced each night as they camped along the way, as well as during the day when they stopped to rest the horses. It was a good time to step up their training Menimeth thought, and began to teach the men his way of fighting.

   Menimeth spent the rest of the day where they camped by the river, teaching Kyler to use the bow, and how not to be seen. Feran and Javen looked more at ease in their new armor now, and fought each other in mock battles several times during the afternoon. They had learned more in the last three days from Menimeth, than they ever did in their village, and all three men no longer worried about the fair, or the army.

   That night as they sat by the fire and ate, they talked about the towns they would see along the way. The empire they said, had suffered greatly since the Great War so long ago. Dragon riders had ruled the land in the time before the rise of Arnoran, and had driven him back into the sea in the Great War. His armies were destroyed in the final battle, and in a rage at his loss, Arnoran used dark and evil magic to strike back at his foes. The dragon riders disappeared, along with most of the armies of the empire in a blinding flash of light, and the lands of the evil mage king became barren and desolate. They were now known as the ruined lands, and were dangerous, and in some places deadly to cross. There were no more dragons or riders left to rule the Great Empire, or protect it from its foes. The lesser wars, which came after the fall of Arnoran, brought the empire to its knees, depleting its resources as well as its coffers, and causing the empire to split into pieces. It was now called the Great Empire, but in the time of the regents, it continued to decline as trade dwindled, and in some areas, disappeared all together.

   The town of Rivervale offered food and drink for the weary travelers, as well as a room for the night. Menimeth sat with his back to the wall at a table in the corner of the Grayling tavern, and with his companions around him, ate roasted meats and seasoned cheeses, washing it down with ale. Kyler had stayed here with his father in the past, and was known by the tavern owner, so he paid for everything to arouse less suspicion. They would reach Argnon the day after tomorrow, and there, Menimeth would say goodbye to his new friends. The voice in his mind called to him always, and he drew closer to it every day, but he now knew it came to him, as well.

   The feeling came over Menimeth just seconds before the three men entered the tavern. Kyler sat beside him still, but Javen and Feran had gone up to their rooms for the night. Only one other patron was in the establishment, and he sat by the fire drinking ale from a goblet. The leader confronted the lone patron from across the table, as the other two men went to either side of, and behind him.

   "I thought I told you not to come back in here." The man said with an evil grin. "Rylee and Dralin are still mad about the drink you spilled on them."

   "I have as much right as any one to be here." The patron replied, setting down his goblet. "And it was your friends that spilled the goblet, not I."

   "He thinks he's better than us boss." Dralin said, sneering.

   "Yeah Grif, he sure does." Rylee added, smiling at his boss

   "Does he now?" Grif asked. "The way I see it, you owe me several goblets of ale, so we will take your coin purse before you leave."

   "Pay for your own ale, and shut your mouth." Menimeth said, sipping his ale slowly. "We want to drink in peace, and quiet."

   Turning his head and looking at Menimeth, Grif said.

   "I will get to you in a minuet stranger, and we will see about your smart mouth then."

   "Why not get to me now." Menimeth said, removing his cloak as he stood, and drawing out one of his Elvin swords.

   The look on Rylee's face at the sight of the golden dragon on Menimeth's breastplate went unnoticed by the others. He moved from the corner where he stood by the fireplace, stopping behind his boss. With a snarl on his face, Grif rushed Menimeth swinging his sword at his head, while Dralin moved around him to attack from the side. Dralin was the first to go down, wounded, but not dead. He was out of the fight, and Kyler stood over him with a blade to his throat. Grif was not as lucky, and lay dead on the floor at Menimeth's feet seconds later. Rylee was gone. Slipping out the door during the fight, he mounted his horse, and disappeared into the night. The lone patron, which had been the target of Grif and his accomplices, stood and finished his ale looking down at the dead man at the warrior's feet. All of the citizens in the towns and villages along the great road feared Grif. He was a killer and a thief, who prayed on the weak, but he was also the best fighter in the western lands. Who was this warrior in dragon armor that he could kill such a man so easily? He would have to learn more about this man, he thought.

   "Thank you for your help sir. My name is Semeon, and I am in your debt." The man said, before turning, and walking out the door.

   "Don't worry about them," the tavern owner said. "I will clean up this mess."

   "You may keep whatever they have on them for your trouble, and we will leave you to it." Menimeth said, following Kyler up the stairs, and to their rooms.

   The next morning as they rode from town, the people watched them go while talking to one another in quiet tones. News had spread quickly about the death of Grif, and in the other towns along the way they received the same treatment. When they reached Argnon it was the night before the fair was to begin. Men were camped all around the town, and the fair grounds as well, as they waited for the competition to begin the following morning. Menimeth and the men from Alenvale were searching for a place to camp for the night, when a frightened boy approached them.

   "My master sent me to get you," he said. "There is a room for you at the Red Falcon, and he would like for you to stay at his inn. It is the only room in town, and it is the best we have."

   The boy turned, and without waiting for an answer, headed down the road to the inn. Menimeth and his companions followed the boy to the Red Falcon, and the room that awaited them there. Tomorrow his plans would change, and he would be set on a path that would change the Great Empire forever, he just did not know it.






 
 
Chapter Four
 
   The shadows were growing long when the beast awoke. He raised his head and looked around the small cave that he was in, senses alert for any danger that might be present. There was a small stream of water, which came out of the wall, and landed in a pool across the cave from him. He watched as the bubbles floated across the pool, then disappeared under the rocks on the other side. There was something in the back of his mind, a shadow of a thought, or was it a voice. He could not tell for sure, but he would think about it later. Right now he was hungry, and the hunger was consuming his thoughts. It was passed time for him to feed, and there were grazing animals in the clearing below, he could smell them. He liked the fat little deer that he found here, they were easy to catch, and good to eat. His mind was filled with the thought of the tasty meat, and fresh blood just waiting there, as he arose from his bed, and walked to the pool. Drinking deeply, he turned and walked to the opening of the cave, stretched his wings, and leaped into the air. He would grab a buck in each front claw, eat his fill, and then he would think about the voice in his mind, he was sure now, it was a voice.

   After he gorged himself on the deer, and had rolled in the grass by the lake, he thought about the voice as it called to him. He was beginning to become aware of the magic that flowed through him, and the memories of the dragons that came before him as well. As he thought about the voice it came to him. It was his master calling, and he knew his name now, he had always known his name. They were born at the same time, and on the same day, and each had a part of the other inside him.

   Danorathin had reached his full size now, and was the biggest dragon ever to take to the skies. His deep bronze color was the first of its kind, and he was one third again, bigger than the brown dragons of the old empire. The brown dragon and his rider led the smaller, Tan, and gray dragons that made up the bulk of the squadrons of the Great Dragon Empire, into battle. The dragon and his rider stayed together always, dying at the same time when the dragon grew too old. Only when one dragon died was another born, and the riders were magically linked from birth to their dragons, living far beyond the lives of ordinary men.

   He took one last roll in the grass before launching into the air, gaining altitude with each stroke of his mighty wings. No dragon had died to make way for him in the world, as was the way of dragons, even though they always made sure their population stayed constant, to keep the flow of magic in check. The last five hundred years without dragons had caused the magic of the land to warp, and twist. The dark side of magic had a power all its own, but the evil of the spell Arnoran had used caused a rift in the flow of magic, and created the warp. Not until the evil of that spell was undone, would the land where it was cast be restored. The flow of magic was everywhere, and in everything that existed, but it was the dragon that held it in check. Without the dragon, the flow of magic would warp and twist, until it could no longer exist, and then all things magical would no longer be in the world of man. Several of the races in the lands were tied to magic, as well as many plants and animals. Magic was in the grass, and in the trees, and in the stones. It was in the water, and in the air, and in the very land around them, but most of all, it was in the dragon.

   The spell Arnoran used, captured the remains of the armies of the Great Dragon Empire, and the dragon's riders as well as their dragons, and froze them in that moment in time. With the dragons gone but not dead, the power, that the spell required, put Arnoran in a magical slumber instead of killing him. The balance of magic was changed, and in the end, Danorathin was born to reverse the changes created by the dragon's absence, along with another.

   Flying higher, and circling the lake as he gained altitude, Danorathin took one last look at the mountain and the cave that was his home since birth. The time had come to leave the hatching ground behind, and make the journey into the land of his master. Though he had never been out of the mountains and valleys of the ancient lands of his kind, he knew the land of his master was where he belonged. They were born to bring a balance back to the flow of magic, and to return the land to its people. Both man and dragon were created by magic, and were not like the rest of their kind.

   Danorathin was larger than any other dragon ever born in their ancient lands, and carried the traits of all of the other dragons that came before him. All of the magical abilities that each one possessed were concentrated in him and his master, and they were unlike any of their kind. His master was of the race of man, and was the first one ever to be born with magic abilities. Unlike mage's who must study the ancient knowledge to learn magic, and are limited in what they can learn by its availability, his master was born with the magic inside of him, and only needed Danorathin to have it at his command.

   The sky had a deep blue hue, and the sun was warm on his back as he flew. The valleys below were filled with trees, and offered a place for the dragon to rest when he needed it. Outside of the hatching grounds, more game was available to him, and he took advantage of the opportunity to gain the extra weight. There would be a few times when only farmlands would be below him, and game would be scarce there. The domestic stock of men was not very good to a dragon, and they would not eat them for any reason. It was not the way of a dragon to harm people, or their homes, and avoided their lands whenever they could.

   Danorathin chose to fly through the mountain valleys, only as long as they allowed him to travel southwest. He knew Arnoran was awake again, and using magic to try to regain his former power. He also knew the mage king was aware he existed, and was on his way to find his rider. The mage king himself had warned Danorathin of the danger to come, when he used magic to communicate with his Servants and his armies. Soldiers of Arnoran were in the old empire, and he needed to get to his master before anything could happen to him.

*****

 
   Litlorn traveled the road south out of the Elvin Kingdoms, through the pass of Dem'loran, and into the Great Empire. When he was a boy this had been known as 'The Great Dragon Empire', but that was a long time ago, and now he was a man and the dragon riders of old were gone. He traveled to Argnon to find Menimeth as his father had told him, but he went willingly. He now understood what was happening, and would have gone even if he had not been sent. He carried gifts from his father to be given to the warrior and his companions before they departed Argnon, and one gift he supplied himself.

   His father Loran, had collaborated with a curious dwarf named Donderan during the time he grew up, and they worked in secret in the forges for many years. The results of that effort, and all those years, were in the bags loaded on the packhorse behind him. The Great North Road began at the end of the pass of Dem'loran, and traversed the empire to the Purple Mountains in the south. In the days of his youth it was still safe to travel the roads of the empire, but now it was not. Litlorn traveled among the trees far enough off the road to avoid highwaymen, but not so far that he missed the towns along the way. He knew from his father that the man he sought, would be in Argnon when he arrived, and would need his help.

   During the night of the first full moon, and two weeks and four days into the Western Empire, he saw the men moving west through the wilds. Sleeping in the treetops as he usually did when in the wilds, he woke to see them in the distance. They were not from this land, and it was obvious, by the way they traveled. Men who used the wilds, avoided the places that were consistently difficult to cross, but these did not. In fact, they seemed to choose the hardest way through the thickest part of the wilds in which to travel. There were too many small groups going the same way to be natural for men, but they were spaced far enough apart to go unnoticed by any one other than an elf, or a dragon.

   He wanted to see what they were doing here, and where they were going, but did not have the time to investigate. He would wait until he reached Argnon, and relay the information to whoever may think it of interest. Litlorn had been to Argnon before, but only once, since the dragons disappeared, and not for more than one hundred years. The lives of men were very short compared to Elves, and he never knew what to expect when he came to their lands. The dwarf's however, lived almost as long as the Elves.

   He visited Kraudgov under the Purple Mountains several times since his childhood, and each time that he traveled across the lands of men, new towns were where no town was in the past, and towns they once visited, were no longer there. The land grew wilder, and there were fewer people each time he came here, but this time it was almost empty for the lands of men. These groups that traveled at night had no women with them, as far as he could see, and he could see no sign of them during the day from the treetops, or any hill he came across, and he thought it odd.

   Three nights of watching as they made their way west, gave him time to study the mystery further. On the fourth night however, he could see them no longer. He did not believe the groups of men no longer traveled, but that they only used the wilder northern part of the Great Empire. Elves could see farther than all of the other races, but even they could only see so far.

   Menimeth would know what this mystery was about, though he was not raised in this land, he knew the ways of evil men from his years of chasing Chidren. Litlorn's father had told him everything about the warrior that he knew, and he received news of him often. For the longest time, he did not understand why his father showed so much interest in someone from the race of man, because they lived such short lives, and worked so hard while they lived, that it seemed that they burned themselves up too fast. All their work appeared to be for nothing to the other races, because nothing of it remained for very long after they were gone. Not since the dragon riders and their stone castles, did the works of man survive more than one or two hundred years.

   Two months had passed since he had seen the men in the wilds, and he was much farther south now. Argnon was no more than a few days away, and Litlorn needed time to prepare the gifts he was too present to the men he was sent to find. A small stream flowed lazily by as Litlorn rode beside it, until he found what he was looking for. The stream wound its way through the countryside, sometimes turning back on itself as it flowed. The place he found was where a bend had been created in the stream by a hill that stood in its path. There was a glade in the bend with a very large oak tree in the center, and smaller oaks were around it. A waterfall had formed at the base of the hill that caused the stream to change its course, and it dropped three feet into a pool, before moving on. Litlorn rode to the base of the large tree, and unloaded the packhorse. He removed the saddle from the one he rode before moving them to the grass that was close to the water, and cast a spell to hide his camp, and then built a fire.

   After his supper was eaten, and everything was cleaned and put away, he worked at his task until it was complete. Everything was separated and wrapped in silk, then tied with spun gold thread. It had rained a few weeks before, and the stream was still full from the water it produced. He had filled his water skins from the waterfall and placed them on a branch just above the ground, to cool better during the night. He did not worry about his camp because of the spell he placed on it, but no one could have crept up on him anyway. It was late when all was completed to his satisfaction, and he climbed the tree to sleep.

   The next morning Litlorn changed from his worn traveling cloths, and after bathing in the stream, he dressed in Elvin silks, and his best leather boots. From here on he would take the road west to Argnon, and he would travel like the prince he was. The royal house of his father, and of his father's father, must be acknowledged and shown every courtesy.

   The morning was still and quiet when Litlorn rode into Argnon, and then to the fairgrounds beside the castle. There were men camped all around the town and castle, and the sun would not be up for close to two more hours, but he had not expected to find so many here when he arrived. With this new development, a vantage point from the trees would offer him time observe, and plan his unannounced arrival.

   The horses were hobbled near plenty of grass, and close to water, before Litlorn cast the spell to hide them. He would retrieve them later if all went well, and he would just get them and leave if it were not. The gray of morning barely illuminated the land around him when he spotted the warrior. He walked from the town in the direction of the castle, and to the garrison's gates. Had he not met the man when he accompanied his father to the borders of their kingdom, after Menimeth had saved his life, he would have known him anywhere. Though he wore a cloak, it was obvious he was a warrior, and different from the other men that now moved about the grounds. Litlorn watched as the warrior walked the fairgrounds and studied them, before returning to the gates of the garrison. As the doors to the garrison opened, and the captain of the guard exited along with his men, Litlorn decided to stay where he was and watch.

   When the day's events were over, and the men who had competed in it were leaving the grounds, the prince of the western realm of the Great Elvin Kingdoms pulled his hood down over his head, and walked from the trees. The dragon of gold, which shined in the sunlight, was his objective, and he walked to the man who wore it. He did not know it then, but events were unfolding that would affect all of the races in the lands of magic. The struggle for power and control of the race of man, would decide the fate of all of the other races, and magic itself. The man he had come to find, would become his friend as well as his companion, and would remain so. Another Great War was beginning, and his part in it had just begun.

 
*****

 
Semeon went to his room in the inn, and searched through the scrolls he carried with him when he was away from Brinden. There was something about the warrior that killed Grif, which captured his attention. An old legend from a time almost forgotten, referred to a lone warrior who would begin the new age. It was a very old parchment, and he only kept certain copies of parts of the scroll with him.
   As he searched, he tried to recall what was written of the old legends. There was something about the return of the king of the empire, and the second Great War, He could not remember. If he did not have it with him, he would look at the scroll when he returned to Brinden.

   He did recall the first four lines of the verse, and he wondered if it was somehow related.

   A Warrior from the West

   And all will call him King

   In the Colors of the Empire

   With a Dragon Riders Ring

 
   He repeated it several times, trying to remember the lines that followed, but in the end, he resigned to wait until he reached his home in Brinden.

   He did not know it, but his life was soon to change forever.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Five
 
   Rylee was stunned to see the dragon armor in the tavern, and the man still alive who wore it. Five good men were sent to the crossroads to ambush and kill him weeks ago. They were told he would be coming down the great road, and to bring back the head as proof of his demise.

   Waiting in the shadows until news of Grif's death reached him, Rylee wondered what had happened to the ambush. Where were the men they had sent to do the job, and how did this warrior elude them? When all of the lights were out, and the residents were asleep, he would ride from the town with haste. Avren needed this news as soon as possible, and he was far from here in the northeast. It would take weeks to reach him and give him the news, but Rylee knew that he would be hunted down and killed if he did not. Avren knew things he should not know, and Rylee feared him. Those who crossed him were tortured, and then killed, in gruesome executions designed as a deterrent to others with similar ideas.

   Cutting across the countryside to better go undetected and to make better time, Rylee rode as fast as he dared, pushing his mounts hard, and running them almost to death. When his horse gave out from exhaustion, and could no longer run, he traded it for any that he found along the way. The animals he left behind as he worked his way north meant nothing to him. They were no more than tools to be used as he wished, and what happened to them when he was done, did not concern him. Getting to the camp where Avren was, did.

 
*****

 
Avren sat back in his chair, and looked at the man in front of him. He did not like Rylee, or the story he gave, but he needed the warrior in the dragon armor dead, and his head removed. Chidren had given him strict instructions about that. The head was to be sent to Kath, and the king Arnoran. Avren was a cruel and harsh leader with a scar that ran from his left ear to his chin, and his jet-black hair hung to his shoulders, as was the custom of his people. At five feet nine he was taller than average by three inches, while his broad shoulders, showed power and strength. He weighed two hundred plus pounds, and liked to throw it around, but deep inside he was a coward.
   The death of Grif was another matter all together. Grif was a thorn in Avren's side, and the reason his men did not travel the great road, because he was a killer, and he was very good at it. Avren lost several men to him before rerouting to the north, but killing him was not an option because he kept the guards in the western part of the empire busy, and away from the camp in the northeast. The camp was growing larger every day, as men made their way through the empire, and arrived in small groups. He could not have the guard find out about him, or what they were doing here, and Chidren was due back soon.

   "How is it that Grif is dead, and you are still live? Avren asked, as he leaned forward.

   "I was lucky, that's all" Rylee said, caught off guard by the question.

   "You ran out the back while Grif was fighting is more likely "

   "I thought you needed to know about the warrior is all" Rylee replied, becoming more nerves, now.

   "Did you now? Well then, you should be rewarded for your service." Avren said, sitting back in his chair once again. After a long pause, he said. "I will send four men once again to find this warrior with the golden dragon on his armor, and you will lead them. Bring back his head, or die trying."

   When Rylee was gone, Avren sent for Gaston. Pacing the floor as he waited, his anger grew stronger with each stride. How could their failure have happened after all his careful planning? Everything was going as Arnoran had predicted until now, and he worried that the failure was his. It would not go well for him with the mage king, if his tasks were not completed as he was instructed.

   When Gaston arrived, Avren was calm once again.

   "I need you to take your men, and go to the western crossroads." Avren said, looking at Gaston with cold eyes. "Five men were sent to acquire something and return it to me, but I have been told that what I seek, has passed them by, and has reached Argnon. When you find them, kill them all, and bring back the gold they were paid."

   "And if they are not there?" Gaston asked.

   "Then hunt them down, retrieve as much of the gold as you can, and bring it back to me. Make sure none of them are left alive, as well as anyone found with them. Also, I want you to send your best tracker to follow Rylee to make sure he does his job, and then have him report back here.

   "As you command." Gaston said, turning and walking from the room.

   This time there must be no mistakes made. He must be sure the warrior was dead, and his head removed, before Chidren arrived. Walking to the entrance of the tent that he used as his headquarters while in the camp, he summoned Finor, the captain of his personal guard, as well as Darik the war mage, to his private quarters. Leaving word that he was not to be disturbed until the two men had arrived, he entered his private tent, and closed the entrance behind him. He walked to a chest across the room, and removed a small box. Inside was a large reddish brown stone with golden runes on it, and as he removed it from the box, it began to glow faintly. He made his report to, and received his instructions from, the mage king himself, which surprised him. Arnoran spoke only to Chidren in the past, and all the others were sent away when he did. The messenger on duty, or Chidren when he was there, had always received his reports at Kath before. The experience left him shaken, and he had to gain his composure before he allowed Finor and Darik to enter. His instructions were clear, and he did not hesitate to issue his orders, when the men he had summoned were standing in front of him.

   "The mage king has ordered me to send the two of you, and twenty of the best fighters we have, to the old dragon rider capital of Glansford. Do not be seen by anyone, or see to it that they are no longer alive, and do not have any insignia or markings on yourselves, or your men, that identify you as servants of the mage king. Is that understood?"

   "Yes sir!" Finor replied, quickly.

   "What are we to do once we reach the city?" Darik asked, annoyed by Finor's blind loyalty.

   "You are to wait for a man in silver armor with a golden dragon on his breast plate to arrive. Then kill him, and everyone he is with, and bring his head to me. It is to be sent to Arnoran, so take care to get the right one. Your lives may depend on it."

   "Who is this man, and why does it take twenty-one solders and a mage to kill him?" Darik asked, and watched as Avren's face turned red.

   "That in not for you to be concerned about mage." Avren spat. "Just do as you are told."

   "Yes sir." Darik said in a mocking tone, and turning, walked out the door of the tent.

   Finor waited until Darik was gone before turning back to Avren. He did not like the mage, and showed it in the look he gave him as he walked away.

   "When the task is complete, and the item that I have requested has been secured, you have my permission to eliminate that fool, in any way that you wish." Avren said.

   "Thank you sir, I will enjoy that very much." Finor replied, smiling.

   "Choose your men carefully. Make sure they are loyal to only you, and they are the best fighters in camp. Now go assemble your men, you leave at first light."

   "Yes sir." Finor said, and saluted before leaving.

   Darik stood by the back of the tent listening to the two men inside. He knew better than to trust Avren, or his orders, and he wanted to know all of the plans that were being made. He would do what he was told for now, but they may find him harder to kill than they believed. He walked away from the tent, and into the camp, just before Finor exited Avren's quarters, and soon disappeared among the men it held.

 
*****
   Darik was a mage from the kingdom of Lorchant, far to the east of the Ruined lands. He was five foot five, and dressed in the robes of a mage of Kath. His hair was long and black, and was not tied back, but hung loosely around his shoulders. His face was clean-shaven, and its slim features were almost Elvin in appearance. He was no more than one hundred and sixty pounds, but he looked much bigger in his robes. The staff he carried was the only thing that did not look common about his attire. It looked very old, and it had the head of a dragon carved into the top.

   He studied magic from the masters at the school in Tharien for twenty-four years, before being forced into service by Chidren and the armies of Arnoran. Darik's people did not owe an allegiance to the mage king, so his armies invaded Lorchant, and conscripted its men into service by force. Darik followed orders to protect his family back home, but lately, rumors were filtering in about whole villages that had been taken away to work as slave labor for Kath.

   His powers were far stronger than he let on to those around him, and though the leaders of Arnoran's army considered him a mid level mage, he was in fact, a master. When he was at the age of thirteen, he chose to study the ancient magic of dragon lore. No other students wished that knowledge, because it took far longer to master, and few of the masters who taught at the school knew it. Darik however, was quick to learn any spell or incantation that came his way, and though dragon lore was a more difficult magic to learn, it was also far more powerful. He was a master by the age of twenty-three, and a supreme master by the age of twenty-seven. No other mage in all of Lorchant had held that title at so young an age, but Darik also studied, and mastered, the common magic of the realm as well. He hoped to become a teacher at the school, so he could learn more from the ancient parchments and scrolls in the great library.

   Then the armies of Arnoran took him, along with all of the young mage's at the school. Hiding his true identity from those who would use his knowledge, he found himself separated from the others, and in the service of Chidren. That was more than two years ago, and now he was far from home, and in a strange land. He doubted that he would ever see Lorchant again, or the school at Tharien for that matter. Now it looked like his family had been taken as slaves as well. There was nothing to go back to, and the mention of dragon armor got his attention, though he showed no sign to Avren of his interest. He would make preparations during the night, and be ready to ride the next morning. The protection spells that he had chosen to use would take him a long time to complete, and he must be rested if he was to survive the trip. He sensed there was something ahead of him in the city of Glansford, where the dragons and their riders had lived so long ago. The magic he mastered had come from the dragons themselves, in the ancient times before the Great Dragon Empire had come to power. It was the dragon that was magic, and all magic, was known by dragons. This was the corner stone of the knowledge of dragon lore.

   It was late when Darik finished his preparations, and the spell was in place. It could not be broken by any other mage, or countered by any other spells, except by a dragon itself, and none of them had been seen in five hundred years. Tomorrow he would go with Finor and the warriors to see what Glansford and this warrior in dragon armor was all about. He believed that his destiny was somehow drawing him to the warrior, but he did not know why.

 
*****

 
   Gaston led his men out of the camp that morning, before the sun's rays had reached the land around them. There were nineteen men counting himself in his unit now that Tarkrin was following Rylee, and he did not like it. His unit was set up to operate in ten man units, and Tarkrin was his best tracker. He thought it bad enough that he had to clean up after Avren, but to lose his best man while he did, angered him. He should be scouting ahead like Chidren had ordered, but Chidren had been called to Kath, and Avren had taken control of the camp in his absence.

   Two weeks had passed by the time that they reached the western crossroads, and found the graves behind the old guard shack. This was unexpected and unforeseen, and Gaston was not sure how to proceed. In the end he decided to investigate, sending one of his men to report what they had found. He told his man to return after making his report, and find him somewhere along the great road east of the crossroads. After sending men down each road to look for tracks, Gaston searched the guard shack and the area around it, as well as the graves. Four horses came up from the south staying on the road the entire time, and one horse came from the west, but left the road and entered the trees before reaching the crossroads. The men of the ambush had waited in the trees across from the Guard shack, and one of them was farther south by fifty yards than the rest. The tracks were hard to read, but what Gaston saw surprised him. The lone horseman from the west had killed the four men who came from the trees, and possibly the other as well. All of the men and horses then traveled east together. There was no gold to be found, and Gaston believed the ones who dug the graves, had taken it.

   They would ride along the great road east, keeping out of sight until his man returned, and then they would turn north and return to the camp. This way he was still scouting the countryside south of the camp while he looked for the gold, and the men who had taken it.

   The land was empty until they reached the Grayling River, but the few towns they reached after crossing the bridge were easily skirted. The messenger that he had sent to report back to Avren, returned to Gaston just north and west of Argnon with the orders he had been given in the camp. He was to continue east without being detected by the guard, and locate his man Tarkrin. Rylee and his men were to be found as well, and all of them were to return to the camp in the northwest. Chidren had returned from Kath, and he wanted Gaston for a special assignment.

 
*****

 
Chidren entered the camp from the west when he reached it, and avoided the guards as he did. He was short for his race, but he still stood five foot five, and was close to two hundred pounds. He had a rough demeanor, and was even crueler than Avren. He had the hawk like features of his people, and he kept his hair cut short, which gave him a cold and evil appearance. He was dressed in the best armor that Kath could provide, and a gray riding cloak with the crest of Arnoran on it. He carried his sword with him as he entered the camp, strapped to his saddle, and within easy reach, while a long dagger was on his belt.
   He knew the guards would be looking for him to arrive from the east, and would be concentrating in that direction. He had been delayed in Kath by several days, and was close to a week behind his timeline, but he did not want Avren to know he was here until he walked into the tent that served as the headquarters. A lot of men were on their way from the eastern lands that the mage king now controlled, and he needed to move the men that were here to another camp farther west. It should have been done a week ago, but the delays were unavoidable. His orders were to take his men into the Wilderlands, and continue on until they reached the edge of the White Kingdoms. They were too set up their camps along the Wilder River, which ran north to south from the Shimmering Mountains to the blue marshes at the base of the purple Mountains, and he and his men were to stay at the river, and wait for further instructions.

   The Wilder River was close to one hundred miles from the borders of Grayland and the White kingdoms. It was not a wide or deep river, but it would supply his men with fresh water while they waited for their orders. They were not to cross the river for any reason, without Chidren's permission, and anyone caught doing so was to be executed immediately. Chidren had spent many years in the White Kingdoms, traveling from one end to the other, killing and raping his way through the countryside. He terrorized the people that he robbed before he tortured and killed them, then he burned down their homes before moving on. He would abandon the brigands that he traveled with after several weeks, taking the spoils with him, and leaving them to pay for the crimes, after alerting the guard to their location. It was the warrior that chased him, that made him return to Kath before his mission was complete, but he did not report it to Arnoran when he arrived. As he made his way back to the island fortress from that far away land, his men began to make their way west across the empire.

   The camp was growing quickly, but some of the men had been there for several months, and they were getting very restless. It was obvious that they had too much time on their hands, and that they needed something to keep them busy, but that would all change very soon. Chidren rode through the camp on his way to the hill, and the tent that was the headquarters, but when he walked inside, Avren was nowhere to be found. Chidren sat in the chair and looked through the records on the table, as well as the maps that were beside them. Things were not going as planned, and he already knew of the failure at the crossroads from the seers at Kath, but he had not returned to solve their problem. The three men that had appeared from the south when the ambush had been sprung, was most unfortunate, but it mattered very little to him. They were not Chidren's problem, but moving the men west and into the Wilderlands was. He was to worry about moving the men west, while Avren would take care of the warrior in the dragon armor, and the mage king was clear on that matter. When the last man had reached the Wilder River, he would have almost five thousand men in the camps. They were to build all of the siege towers and battering rams, as well as the ladders and weapons of war, from the wilderness. He only expected to lose a few men to the crossing of the Western Empire, but the Wilderlands would be a far bigger challenge, and he expected much bigger losses when they crossed it. It was inevitable with the nature of the kind of men he used, but they were the only ones that could be trusted to follow their orders without question.

   When Avren returned and found Chidren in the tent, he was furious. He had given strict orders to alert him when their leader had arrived, so he could prepare the camp. Someone would pay for this outrage, and he would enjoy killing that person, slowly.

   "Where is Gaston, and where is Rylee?" Chidren asked. "Rylee should have reported to you soon after the ambush at the crossroads failed."

   "I sent him to finish the job, along with four of our best fighters." Avren said, with a smug look on his face.

   "You fool. Send someone to get him, as well as the men that are with him, and bring them all back immediately." Chidren demanded, and looked at Avren with cruel and deadly eyes "And Gaston, where is he. Did you send him off as well?"

   "Yes, when Rylee showed up and reported this dragon man was not dead, I sent him to the crossroads to find out what had happened to the men we sent." Avren replied, hoping to ease some of Chidren's anger. "One of his men just showed up to report. That is where I was when you arrived."

   "Then go and get him, and bring him to me. We will discuss this further when you return." Chidren said, and he dismissed Avren with a wave of his hand.

   When Gaston's man entered the headquarters, Chidren was standing beside the table waiting for him.

   "Go and bring back Gaston, I need him for a special assignment, and find Rylee and bring him back as well. I will be here waiting, but tell them not to make me wait too long."

   "Yes sir, right away sir." The man replied, and he turned and walked from the tent to carry out his orders, and bring the men back to the camp.

   When he was gone, Chidren laid out their plans for the campaign. Avren would stay at the camp until most of the men had passed, and aid the bands of highwaymen that they had placed throughout the empire. Arnoran wanted the empire to be in disarray when he invaded it, and put up little resistance against him. There was also the matter of the traitor from Argnon, which must be coddled until he was no longer useful.

   No one was to stay more than four days when they arrived before moving on to the next camp, and they were to bring the few things that were sent from Kath, with them. Avren would be allowed to continue west when Chidren felt enough had men had passed, and all of the items that they carried were out of the empire, and into the Wilderlands. There would be three camps set up between the one in the empire, and the main camp on the Wilder River. Arnoran wanted the White Kingdoms under his control, so there would be no one for the nobles to turn to, when he took the old dragon empire for his own.

   When Gaston arrived six days later, and two days sooner than Chidren expected, he felt his timeline was getting back on track. Rylee was to follow the dragon warrior, and report back to Avren with any information he obtained. He sent Gaston and his men on ahead to find a faster way through the broken lands, and to set up a camp once they reached the Wilderlands. Only then was he to report back to Chidren. There was a stream that was one or two day's ride passed the broken land, and they were too set up their camp when they reached it. Rylee was sent to keep watch on the man in the dragon armor, and report any changes in direction he may make. He was to report to Avren at the camp, and receive his orders from him as well.

   It took more than a month and a half before Gaston reached the stream, and send word back to Chidren. He had one of the stones sent from Kath that was used to communicate with his armies, and was able to inform Chidren the night they arrived.

   It was still early when the groups began to leave the camp, and close to midday by the time Chidren himself began the journey west. He waited for as long as he could for the two men who carried the master speaking stone, which was to help Chidren keep track of all the camps along the Wilder River. They should have been here days ago, and he was to the point of killing them on the spot when they did arrive. In the end, Chidren had to leave without the stone, but he gave strict orders to send the stone on ahead as soon as it was found. The two men were to be tortured as long as they could be kept alive, and when they did die, they were to be strung up in the trees so wild animals could eat their bodies, and the birds could peck out their eyes.

   Chidren was confident that his plans would succeed, and the conflict would be short lived. He would be the one to win the battle for the lands west of the empire, and when the time came, he would lead the combined armies of the mage king against the empire itself. He did not know then that he would face the man who had hunted him throughout the White Kingdoms, and was responsible for cutting his mission there, short. He had no respect for the man, but then, he had never been around when the warrior showed up looking for him.

   The war for the Great Dragon Empire had been set in motion, but before it was over, Chidren would have to face the warrior that had hunted him for so long, and only the winner of that battle would be left standing.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Six
 
   Menimeth sat with his back to the wall in the main room of the inn. The small boy, that had brought him and his companions to the Red Falcon when they arrived in Argnon, sat at the table next to him and finished his meal. This was the best breakfast that he had ever eaten in the eight years of his young life, as far as he was concerned, and he did not let it go to waste. His mother had died when he was only three, and his father was killed while serving in the army two years ago. His father had borrowed money from Farlin to get armor and a horse, but died before he could return, and Chanry was left to work off his father's debt, and he worked hard.

   Farlin was the owner and innkeeper of the Red Falcon, which was the best inn and tavern in town. He was an easy man to like, but a hard man to understand, at least for most of the men who showed up to the fair every three years. He would have men thrown out of the tavern if they could not pay for their drinks, but would make sure they returned to pay their bill. Usually by searching them, and keeping everything they had, which would not to be returned until they did. He did not like men who drank in excess, and would run anyone out of the Red Falcon who became intoxicated, but if a man were hungry he would feed him. If his cloths were worn and ragged, he would give him new ones. If the man were poor, he would give him work, and pay him well. He never asked for payment from any one for the things he gave them, but he did expect honesty.

   Menimeth paid off the debt that bound Chanry to the innkeeper, and retained him as a guide while he stayed in Argnon. He liked the brighteyed well-mannered boy, and felt somehow drawn to him. He learned all he could from the boy about the fair, and about the town and garrison at the castle. He learned about the regent and his family, as well as Captain Brannor and his men.

   The rules had changed since the summons was sent to the towns and villages of the western realm, and at least four contestants must compete from each town represented in the fair. All of the towns must be represented, and all of the towns with less than four contestants present on the morning of the first day of the fair, forfeit their place in the contest. The contestants that were in Argnon from those towns, were to be conscripted into the army, and must serve at least three years. Anyone that failed an event would have to come back the next day and start again, and the next if needed. If they failed to complete all of the events in one day, by the end of the fourth day of the fair, they were to be conscripted into the army for a period of no less than three years.

   Menimeth had his cloak pulled tight around him, looking like a traveler that was here for the fair. There were several other patrons using the main room now, and more came in as time passed. The sun was not yet up, but the gray of early morning had taken Argnon in its grasp, as well as the men in their camps who had come for the fair. Chanry was finished with his breakfast, and Menimeth was drinking a mug of Blackbeer that was steaming hot, and smelled aromatic. He called Farlin and ordered breakfast for his companions, along with a mug of Blackbeer for each one, and when Farlin had gone to retrieve them, he turned to Chanry.

   "Would you go and rouse my friends from their slumber, and tell them their breakfast is waiting, please?" Menimeth asked the boy that sat next to him.

   "Yes Sir Meni, Meni, Menithormoth?" Chanry stuttered, looking at Menimeth with a smile.

   "Meni will do just fine for now son, and fetch my bow from the room as well. It is the longest one, and it has Elvin runes carved into it." Menimeth said, as Chanry bounded from the chair.

   "Yes Sir Meni." He said, as he ran to the door that led from the main room, and into the hall where the guest rooms were located.

   Menimeth finished his Blackbeer while he waited for his new friends to arrive. He had decided to compete with them in the fair for the village of Alenvale, to save them from being conscripted into the army. Kyler was the first to enter the main room, and make his way to where Menimeth was seated, though Feran and Javen reached the table minutes later, and at the same time as their food. As they ate their meal, Menimeth told them about the change in the rules, and his decision to compete with them for Alenvale. The three men were relieved to hear that they would not be conscripted into service, and ask if any other changes had been made, and Menimeth assured the men that he had heard nothing to make him believe it would be any different in competitions than before.

   Chanry came in with the bow he had been sent to retrieve from the room Menimeth occupied along with his friends. It was twice his height, and in a leather case of Elvin make and design, and when Chanry reached the table, Menimeth stood and looked at his new friends before he spoke.

   "I am going to look the fairgrounds over, as well as the garrison and the town. Join me there after you have finished your breakfast and Blackbeer, and do not forget your bows."

   Menimeth turned and walked from the tavern to scout around Argnon, with Chanry following close behind.

   "I can show you where everything is." Chanry said, as he followed Menimeth from the door, and into the street.

   "Thank you, but I do not wish to look like I am scouting the town." Menimeth said to the boy, "And it is after the fair that I will need your knowledge."

   "Yes Sir, Meni." The boy said, and fell in behind the warrior.

   Menimeth walked from the Red Falcon, and made his way to the garrison, and the fair grounds beside it. Taking mental notes of the town as he walked, he stopped in the great road, and looked down it to the east. The sun was just peeking over the horizon, and it looked as though it was coming down the road, on its way to the sky. Chanry stood beside him and looked down the road as well, but shook his head, and said.

"I don't see nuthen."
"I do not see anything." Menimeth corrected him.
   "Then why are you looking?" The boy asked, as he looked up at the warrior.

   "I was watching the sun rise, and looking at my future." Menimeth replied, shaking his head with a chuckle. "But for now we have the fair to investigate."

   Chanry took one more look down the road before turning, and said.

   "Yes sir, Meni." Running to catch up with the warrior.

   Men were beginning to make their way to the fairgrounds, while others were only now rising from their slumber. Menimeth walked the grounds slowly, going from one event area to the next, until he had seen them all. He made his way back to the garrison just as the gates began to open, and Captain Brannor came out with his men to begin stationing them throughout the fairgrounds.

   Brannor was the captain of the guard at Argnon, and protector of Falendor, the regent of the western realm. He did not like the fair, and thought farmers and merchants should stay farmers and merchants, as well as their sons. Falendor did not see it that way however, and used the fair to enlarge the ranks of his army.

   Men streamed into the staging area now, and Kyler, Javen, and Feran, were among them. Menimeth stood by the gates of the garrison with his hood over his head, and his cloak fastened closed around him. Chanry was beside him holding his bow in both arms, with a look of pride on his face. The inner gates to the castle opened, and the regent walked out with several over dressed men behind him. A table was brought out as well as a chair for the regent, and placed under a tent with the sides pulled up, built to shade him during the heat of the day. A carpet was laid down and a short platform placed on it, then a small rug for the chair was placed on the dais. This way the regent could watch the events while he sat, even if people were standing in front of him. Women were not allowed to attend, so the wife of the regent and his daughter, watched from a balcony just above the garrison wall.

   Two men in almost royal attire sat on benches at the table set up beside the tent, while they checked off each town as it was named from a list, and then set it to the side. One wrote the name of each contestant for that town on a parchment, while the other handed each man a tile with a number on it from a bag, which was sitting at the end of the table. When a town failed to supply enough contestants, which was only two, the men were given a red tile from a smaller bag, which was sitting on the table between them. Then the list would be marked for the forfeiture beside the name of the town.

   When Alenvale was called, Menimeth walked to the table with the others, and gave his name last. Three red tiles had already been placed on the table, and the two men were clearly surprised at the fourth name when he gave it. They looked over at the regent, who was not paying attention to them, talking to his servants instead. Menimeth did not miss the look on their faces, or the man they sent to talk to the regent, after giving them a tile from the big bag at the end of the table. When all of the towns were called, and all of the tiles had been given out to the contestants, the bags with the remaining tiles were tied, and the table was moved to the garrison wall.

   The first event was the easiest for the farmers and merchants. Each group consisted of four men, and the number you received from the bag, was the order in which you were called. There were four logs staked to the ground beside one another, about six feet apart, and weighted bags were swinging across the logs. Four bags for each log, and all that was required was that you must stay on the log, and reach the other end. The logs were very large, and everyone had as many as three chances to make it to the end.

   Most men moved slowly along the log, and would try to hurry when passing the swinging bags, before slowing down again. A few tried to shuffle along the log, and time the bags as they advanced. Some made it, but in the end, most resorted to the slow way. The three men from Alenvale accomplished the event, but Javen was hit by a bag on his first try, and had to do it again.

   Menimeth was in the last group to compete in the event. He did not remove his cloak, but unbuckled his sword belt and handed it to Chanry. The other men in his group were already standing on their logs when he walked up to his. Two of the men were having a hard time retaining their balance, while the third was passed the first bag. Menimeth stepped up onto the log and stood there, watching the bags as they swung back, and forth.

   "That one will need a push I think." One of the onlookers yelled, and the crowd of men began laughing.

   Menimeth rocked in time with the swinging bags, paying no attention to the laughter, then took off down the log at a dead run, and jumped over the short split rail fence, six feet from the end of the log.

   The laughter disappeared before he hit the ground on the other side, and the three men still on the logs, stood with their mouths open. All eyes were on him as he stepped back over the fence, and retrieved his swords from the boy. The man in the crowd that had taunted Menimeth, looked at him with anger in his eyes, but there was something about him that bothered Menimeth, besides his fancy cloths. He was the one that had the fastest time in the last two fairs, and he was also the regent's son. The regent no longer talked to his servants, but looked at Menimeth with curious eyes.

   The regent moved down to the next station where the second event was to be held, and it took a few minutes to set up the tent and his chair. Chanry walked beside Menimeth with a look of superiority and defiance, as they made their way to the next event behind the other men. No one had failed the first event, and that was the first time in three fairs that had happened.

   The next competition was designed to test horsemanship. Five rings two feet in diameter were placed standing up, and two feet off the ground. After that came the five poles in which a ring was to be placed on each one, and then you raced back as fast as you could to pass the starting line, and finish the event.

   Menimeth sent Chanry to the Red Falcon while he waited to take his turn on the horses. Three of the five rings had to be on the poles before you could return to the starting line, and a time of one minute was the limit to pass. Some men were having trouble getting on the horse after the start had been sounded, because the horses were skittish. Menimeth noticed that before the event began, and knew it was the regent's doing.

   Chanry returned before Menimeth's turn came, and handed him three sugar cubes, and a carrot. When his turn came up, he walked to the horse and gave him the carrot, and when the start sounded, jumped on the horse, and raced down the course. He was the only one to grab all five rings, and put them on all of the poles, and he did it in twenty-one seconds. His time was nineteen seconds faster than the regents son, who held the second best time, and it was the fastest time ever recorded at the fair. He gave the horse the sugar cubes after he had dismounted, but before he handed the reins over to the guard. Captain Brannor watched him and smiled, this was no farmer he thought.

   Swordsmanship was the next to last event, and the hardest for most of the men that competed. An imaginary foe was to be fought, and Captain Brannor judged the skill in the moves that were made. This was done one at a time instead of by groups, which was a change from fairs held in the past. The men from Alenvale did well after the lessons given them by Menimeth, and were applauded by the crowd when they finished. Menimeth was the last to be judged, and stepped into the small arena, walking to the center. Several shields were leaning against the railing, as well as swords, and when he did not choose one, Captain Brannor spoke for the first time, all day.

   "I see you do not have a shield, will you not choose one from these."

   He said, as he waved his hand across the ones leaning on the railing beside him.

   "No Sir, I do not like them." Menimeth replied.

   "Do not like them? How do you expect to win in a fight against a foe?" The captain asked.

   "With these." Menimeth said, as he drew his Elvin swords from their scabbards.

   They were the finest set of matching swords ever seen by any one at the fair, and they were far better than anything carried by any one in the empire. A hush came over the crowd, and for the next ten minutes, Menimeth mesmerized the onlookers with a style of fighting multiple attackers, of his own design. His swords flashed in the sunlight, and at high speeds, danced around his head and body. At the end of the exercise, he was down on one leg with the other stretched out behind him. One sword pointed straight out in front of him, and the other pointed straight out behind.

   When he finished, Menimeth stood up and slid the swords back in their scabbards. Captain Brannor looked at him in amazement, and walked over to where Menimeth was standing.

   "You are very good with those weapons you carry, but the style you use is unfamiliar to me, where did you learn it? Not in Alenvale I'll wager." He said

   "It is a style of my own design, Captain." Menimeth replied. "And no, I did not learn it in Alenvale, since I have never been there."

   "But you compete for the village of Alenvale. Do you have family or friends there?" The captain asked.

   "I only know the men I am with vaguely, However, I would call them my friends, and stand at their side when trouble comes their way, Captain." Menimeth said, looking at Captain Brannor.

   "We will talk more when the last event is completed I think. You are not a farmer or a merchant, and you have trained on the course many times before, or I am no judge of the skills of warriors." Captain Brannor said, as they walked to the line set up for the next event.

   The last contest demonstrated bowmen ship, and once again, four man groups competed. There were four targets set up about one hundred feet from the line, marked by a rope staked to the ground at both ends. On the targets, three circles were painted, and they were placed on the chest of the silhouette of a man in the standing position.

   Each contestant was given five arrows, and at least three must hit the target. Some of the men were accurate with the bow compared to the other events, and a few even managed to hit the bulls eye with one of the five arrows they were allowed. The regent's son hit the bull's eye once, and placed all five arrows inside the first two circles.

   When it was the time for the last group to compete, which Menimeth was in, he turned to walk to the line. Chanry stepped up and offered Menimeth's bow to him, but he declined, and picked up a bow that was laying there for those who did not have a bow, instead. They were not well made, but were adequate for such a close shot, he thought. Menimeth placed all five arrows in the bull's eye with relative ease, and set the bow back where he found it.

   The targets were at the far end of the fair grounds from the gates of the garrison, and Menimeth walked to them with Chanry by his side. Captain Brannor yelled for silence, and everyone stopped and turned to face him. After several seconds, he spoke to the crowd.

   "There is one more contest before ending the fair today. The regent is having this small ribbon placed on the center target around the neck, and tied into a bow." He held up the ribbon for everyone to see. "Anyone who can hit the ribbon will be granted one request by the regent, or twenty gold pieces, whichever he chooses. Each contestant will only have the two chances, and you may use your own arrows."

   Excitement filled the air, as those who believed they could accomplish the shot stepped forward. No one came very close to the ribbon, but the regents son put one right between the eyes of the silhouette that the ribbon was tied to, and that brought Ooo's and Ahh's from the crowd, as well as applause. When the last man had finished, and all of the arrows had been released, the ribbon was still there.

   "Where is the Champion of the fair?" The regent's son asked the crowd." I did not see him take his turn at the ribbon, to thrill us all."

   Menimeth stood by the gates, more then five hundred feet from the target. The yells from the other men, who stood waiting for him to come to the line, brought a response from Captain Brannor.

   "Will you not at least attempt the shot?" He asked. "Everyone wants to see the ribbon hit, and the request granted, or at least the regent twenty gold pieces poorer."

   That received a roar from the crowd, as the men of the fair confirmed his remark.

   Menimeth bent down and pulled a few blades of grass from the ground. Standing again, he held them out, and watched them fall. All eyes were on him, and the men parted to allow him passage to the line, but he did not advance. He held out his hand to Chanry, and the boy handed him his bow in its case, and then he removed his cloak for the first time that day, handing it to the boy with a smile. Menimeth turned, and the sun glinted off the golden dragon on his breastplate as he did, and when the crowd saw his armor, the intake of their breath could be heard across the entire fairgrounds. Pulling the Elvin bow from its case, he strung it, and took two arrows from his quiver. One he held in his left hand where he held the bow, and the other, he fitted to the bowstring as he held the bow down. Menimeth looked at the target for several seconds, and breathed slowly as he did. Everyone looked at him, and even the regent's wife and daughter stood on the balcony and watched. Slowly Menimeth raised the bow as he pulled back the arrow and held it steady, aiming at the target. When he released the arrow, he quickly grabbed the other from his left hand, and in one quick move, notched, pulled, and released the second arrow. The first arrow hit the bow at the knot and severed the ribbon. The second caught the ribbon as it dropped, and pinned it to the silhouette just below the target that remained on his chest. Menimeth slowly unstrung his bow, and slid it back into its case, then asked Chanry to retrieve the arrows.

   The regent sat with his mouth open, and a look of shock on his face. One of his servants spoke quietly to him, before backing up again, and Falendor regained his composure. Captain Brannor was stunned as well, and he stood looking from the target to the man, and back again. One of the onlookers broke the silence, as he said with amazement in his voice.

   "By all the gods, he's a Dragon Warrior!" The man shouted.

   This brought a roar from the crowd, as men yelled, and applauded.

   "It was truly an amazing shot." One onlooker said.

   "I would never have believed it, had I not seen it with my own eyes." Another of the onlookers said.

   "Where did he come from?" A man asked his friend.

   "Alenvale I think." His friend replied.

   "He is not from Alenvale." The regent said, as he walked up to the crowd, followed by Captain Brannor. "Which means he entered the fair under false pretences."

   "I never said I was from Alenvale, and the rules never said you had to be from a town, just that it must be represented." Menimeth said. "And changing the rules after the summons is false pretences. You should talk to your man about that, it could reflect back on you, and we would not want that. Would we?"

   "You are right sir." Captain Brannor said, defusing any chance of a confrontation before it could begin.

   "You are the champion of the fair, and the guest of honor at the banquet tonight, and your friends are invited as well." The regent said with a smile. "Then you will make your choice of the gold, or a request to be granted, if it within my power to do so. Now go and rest, and think about what you will choose."

   The crowd cheered once more as the regent turned to walk away. Only Captain Brannor noticed the man wrapped in his cloak, emerge from the trees at the edge of the fairgrounds, and walk in their direction.

   "We have an unexpected guest, it appears." He said, as he watched the man move closer.

   The regent stopped and turned to look at the stranger who approached. Some of the men who were making their way from the fairgrounds to their rooms and camps, stopped and looked to see what was happening. Others went on about their business, discussing the day's events, and paying no attention to the newcomer. Chanry stepped in front of his master, and stood there with a look of defiance, holding Menimeth's bow in his arms.

   The man approached the crowd, pulling back his hood just before he reached their location. He was around five foot six inches feet tall, and dressed in Elvin silk garments. A circlet of gold with a diamond set in the middle was on his head, and his boots were made of soft leather, that went up to his knees. His blond hair fell down his back, and was tied with a gold clasp at the shoulders.

   When he reached the regent, he bowed and gave the traditional greeting of the Elves. Then he turned and regarded Menimeth with large almond blue eyes, and a friendly smile.

   "I have not seen an exhibition of marksmanship that good in a long time. And your style of fighting is known in the Elvin Kingdoms, though I have never seen it used until today."

   "Thank you sir, you are too kind." Menimeth said, as he looked at the Elf.

"You do not know me then Menimeth?" He asked.
   "Have we met before sir?" Menimeth asked. "You know my name, so you must know me."

   "I apologize for my manners. My name is Litlorn, son of Loran, lord of the western kingdom of Latrelarn and member of the high council of the Elvin kingdoms." The elf said, as he bowed low before them. "We must talk later my friend, but for now, I need rest."

   Litlorn turned, and walked up to the regent. He handed him a scroll and bowed to him before he spoke.

   "I have traveled very far, and I am in need some rest. Do you have enough room for a prince of the Elvin kingdoms sir?"

   "We would be honored to have you stay, and hope you can attend the banquet tonight. We honor our champion and his accomplishments in the fair today." The regent said. "I will have a room prepared for you right away."

   The regent called his servant and gave him his instructions, and then he turned to Menimeth.

   "I will send someone for you when the preparations have been completed for the feast."

   Then he turned to Litlorn and took him by the arm.

   "Shall we retire to the castle now?" He said, as he led the elf away in the direction of the gates.

   Menimeth turned to his friends and said.

   "We are going to a banquet tonight. We should clean up, and get some better cloths if we are to make a good impression."

   "Make a good impression!" Javen said. "I do not believe you can make a better impression than you did with that ribbon."

   "Never the less, we should go back to the Red Falcon, and get an ale at least." Menimeth said, as he turned and headed for the inn, with Chanry following close behind.

   With new cloths acquired from the tailor, at the shop across the street from the inn in which they stayed, Menimeth and his friends sat in the main room of the Red Falcon and drank a pint of mead. They waited for the summons to the banquet to arrive, and talked about the day's events. Chanry was dressed in the finest cloths available in his size, and looked like a prince's page, while Meni, as everyone was starting to call him because of Chanry, had polished his armor and cleaned his weapons. His cloths had been laundered but he did not purchase new ones, preferring the ones from the White Kingdoms, to the ones he found here.

   When the messenger came into the inn, he identified himself to Menimeth, and the companions followed him to the castle. A long table was set up in front of the main hall, and was loaded with all kinds of meats and cheeses, as well as fruits and vegetables from the farms of the west. Singers and dancers made their way around the great hall, as men and women took their seats at the tables in the back, which were set with silver dishes, and golden goblets. The regent sat at a smaller table, sitting higher, and placed where all of the other diners could see him. The chairs around that table were for special guests, but this was the first time in several years that they were used for that purpose. Today however, the table would be full of guests, as well as the regent's family.

   The regent sat in the center of the table, facing the guests at the tables below. His wife sat to his left, and his oldest daughter to his right. The regent's oldest son Saesic, and the one who had competed in the fair, sat at the end of the table to his fathers left. Menimeth sat to the regent's right, and at the opposite end of the table from Saesic. Litlorn sat beside Menimeth on the same side as the regent, and in the place of honor. Only the regent's family, or any royal visitors that may be present, were allowed to sit on the side facing the other guests. Kyler, Javen, and Feran, sat facing the regent, and the regents other children sat at the remaining chairs. Chanry sat to Menimeth's right, because he would not be separated from his master for any reason, and in the end, it was allowed.

   The platters of food from the long table were brought to the guests by a line of servants that stretched around the room. Every platter was taken to the regent first, then his family and those at his table, before making its way to the other guests below. There was a line of casks sitting against one wall, and servants walked from them to the people at the banquet, with pitchers of mead, ale, and wine

   After a short time, the regent turned in his chair, and looked at Litlorn.

   "It is rare to see one of the fair race in our realm. How do you find our lands?" He asked

   "They are very different from ours, but they hold a beauty and allure of their own, and I like them." Litlorn said, with a smooth flowing voice. He used this way of speaking when addressing a member of royalty in the kingdoms of men. Kings of men thought themselves better than the commoners that were around them, but responded well to the Elvin grace, and flowing speech they could produce.

   "You are welcome here for as long as you will stay with us." The regent's wife Aliseain said. She believed that the presents of a prince of the Great Elvin Kingdoms would confirm their royal status, and legitimize their claim to the throne.

   "Thank you for the invitation and your hospitality." Litlorn replied, as he bowed his head to her. "You are a gracious host."

   "I would love to hear about your home, and the journey you made to get here." The regent's oldest daughter Chrisanna said.

   She directed the question to Litlorn, but she looked at Menimeth, smiling as she spoke. She was two years short of her twentieth birthday, and full of sprit. Her hair was blond and straight, with small white flowers in it, and gold ribbons to hold it back. She was wearing a white gown trimmed with gold lace, and a golden belt was around her slim waist. The queenly gown hung to the floor, and showed her to be a woman. Big blue eyes looked out from a very beautiful face, to steal the hearts of the young men who saw her.

   "We would all love to hear his story." Saesic said in a mocking tone, as he looked at the warrior across from him. "Surly he has some great tales that would thrill us all, and send the children to their rooms to cower under their covers."

   "You are just mad because he beat you in the competitions, Saesic." Chrisanna said. "And I was talking to the prince."

   "The trip was mostly uneventful my lady, but I did see a curious sight on my way through the north." Litlorn said, as he looked at the woman beside him. "Small groups of men, all traveling west, it was very odd."

   Saesic looked at the elf as he spoke, but showed little interest in what he said. He would steal looks at Menimeth, as Litlorn spoke to his sister, and they were not kind looks.

   "Men move west all the time, and there is empty land to be had if you will clear it." Falendor said. "As regent I opened those lands just for that purpose."

   "There were no women with them, and they only traveled at night and they avoided the open places, staying in the trees and brush." Litlorn said, as he turned his attention to the regent. "In four days, I spotted more than fifty of these groups." He added. "And they use only the north part of the Empire."

   "That is odd, but I am sure it is nothing." Falendor said.

   "How did you do that with the ribbon?" Chrisanna ask Menimeth, and looked at him with her big blue eyes. "It was the most incredible thing that I have ever seen, you did it so easily?"

   "It was nothing, just something I learned from a friend, Princess." Menimeth said.

   Chrisanna's smile widened with the bestowal of that title.

   "I saw a lot of Captain Brandt in that shot." Litlorn said to Menimeth, with a smile.

   "You know Captain Brandt?" Menimeth asked, with surprise in his voice.

   "Yes, I met him when he was a guardsman at Dansig in his youth." Litlorn said. "And many times since then. He is also a friend of my fathers."

   The regent was talking to his son, and the conversation became heated. All heads were turned to father and son as their voices grew louder, and then louder still. Litlorn leaned to Menimeth, and in a low voice, said.

   "When this banquet is over, I need to speak to you and your companions in private."

   "Come to our room at the Red Falcon, it is the one at the end of the hall." Menimeth replied, quietly.

   The quiet conversation between Elf and warrior went unnoticed by all but Chrisanna and Chanry. Chanry watched Chrisanna with suspicious eyes, but something about her was different. She was not like the other girls he knew, and he thought she was pretty. She was a girl, and girls were usually mean to him, but she was nice, and she smiled at him. She acted as though she did not hear his master and the prince, and in the end, he decided he liked her.

   The regent calmed himself after stopping the conversation abruptly, cutting his son off with a final word meant to end the argument. Aliseain guided her husband's attention away from his oldest son, and his back to his guests. She was a very beautiful woman, and an older version of her daughter, and looking at Menimeth she smiled and said.

   "The shot with the bow was exceptional, but your swords were even more amazing to watch. How did you ever learn how to do that?" She asked.

   Litlorn excused himself for the interruption, and said.

   "He did not learn it my lady. It comes from within him, and it is well known in the Elvin kingdoms that he fights for justice, and he fights with honor. His style of fighting is unique to him alone, and all that have seen him say he fights like a dragon."

   All eyes were on Menimeth once again with this revelation, and Saesic looked at him with envy and hatred. He had been the champion of the fair for the last two fairs, and received all of the attention at the banquet. He did not like the man, but feared him, and this made him even angrier. Chrisanna looked at Menimeth with dreamy eyes, and said shyly.

   "You look so handsome in your armor, and you thrilled us greatly with your skills, today."

   "Thank you my lady, that is quite a compliment coming from the most beautiful woman that I have ever seen." Menimeth said, as he took her hand, and kissed it.

   Chrisanna looked down as her face turned very red, and withdrew her hand slowly.

   "Hummm" Falendor cleared his throat, and said.

   "Yes, well, we were all very entertained today, and you are the champion of the fair. Have you thought about what you will choose? A request, or the gold." As he said gold, he sat a coin purse on the table in front of him, and looked at Menimeth.

   "Yes I have." Menimeth said, as he looked at Falendor. "My request is that the competition ends this year, and all who did not pass today be excused, and allowed to return home until the next fair. That includes the towns that failed to have the four contestants, and were considered forfeit."

   This caught everyone off guard, even Litlorn. Falendor sat with his mouth open, and could not speak for several minuets. Aliseain smiled brightly, and Chrisanna smiled as well. Saesic was furious, and standing abruptly, stomped from the hall. After his son was gone, Falendor looked at Menimeth for a while, before he spoke.

   "That would reduce my forces and I need them, but the thirty men that were hunting for Grif no longer need to. I will grant your request if you will agree to grant one for me." He said, and without waiting for an answer, continued. "South of here there is an old church that has been taken over by highwaymen. Inside is a statue of Darious, the priest of Glansford. A hidden compartment lies in the base of his statue with a small box inside. The box is what I seek, that is what I want you to bring to me."

   Menimeth thought for only a second before replying.

   "I agree to grant your request sir. Just send someone to my room in the morning, with a map with the location marked so I may find it."

   "Very good." Falendor replied, with a look of glee at the prospect of receiving what he had asked for. "Now we must drink to it gentlemen." He said, as he raised his goblet. "And ladies." He added.

   All of them raised their goblets and waited for Falendor to drink. When he was done, Falendor stood and wished his guests well. It was getting late, and it was close to time to put his younger children to bed he informed them. Menimeth stood also, and kissed the hand of both Chrisanna and her mother Aliseain, before bowing to Falendor and bidding them a goodnight. Litlorn stood and bowed low in the manner of the Elves.

   When the regent and his family had departed the hall, all of the other guests were allowed to leave, or stay as they wished. Chanry looked tired, and there was no reason to stay, so they returned to the Red Falcon. Litlorn retrieved his horses, and put them in the stables behind the inn. With the help of Javen and Feran, Litlorn brought in the gifts that had been sent by his father.

   To Kyler, Feran, and Javen, chain mail made of dragon steel with a dragon of gold woven into the chest, were their gifts, and an Elvin sword in a finely crafted scabbard, decorated with gold and jewels. To Chanry, a belt knife in a similar sheath, and crafted by the Elves was his gift, as well as Elvin silk garments his size, and soft leather boots that went up to his knees.

   Menimeth received a full set of plate armor made of dragon steel with a golden dragon on his breastplate. The dragon was made of dragon gold, and was identical to the one on the armor he received from Captain. Brandt. New scabbards for his swords were also included, and strange words were inlayed into them. Litlorn pointed to the scabbards, and said to Menimeth.

   "Each scabbard is for one sword only, and no other sword will slide into it. The magic used to make them came from the swords themselves, and was crafted by Dar'Anthril during the first dynasty of the elves. He was the keeper of the dragons, and the most powerful mage in the history of the Elvin race. He made the swords you carry with you now, and each has a name. It is written in the ancient language of the elves from the time before men, but I can read it still.

   "My swords are named?" Menimeth asked, with surprise on his face.

   "Yes, and their names are written on the blade in the same script and language as the scabbards. You can only see it when they are pulled from their scabbards, and it fades slowly away until they are returned to them." Litlorn explained.

   "Which sword goes with which scabbard?" Menimeth asked, as he pulled one of his swords from the plain scabbards that he wore.

   "I do not know." Litlorn replied "You will have to try to slide it into one, and if it does not fit, try the other.

   Menimeth picked up a scabbard and looked at it. The two were identical except for the words inlayed in them, so he tried to slide the sword he held into it. He could not get it to go in, regardless of what he did, and it surprised him. The sword seemed to miss the opening and slide passed it, though he tried several times. When he picked up the other scabbard, the sword went in almost by its self.

   "That one is named Da'Thinagul, The Dragons Tooth." Litlorn said, looking at the sword. "The other is named Da'Thinfekal, The Dragons Claw. They are made of Alezium, and glow with a white light when a dragon is near. They never need to be sharpened, and they always shine, as you have noticed I am sure. However, when drawn from their scabbards, they become even lighter than they seem now."

   Menimeth slid the sword from its scabbard, and the name was clearly visible. He slid both weapons into their scabbards, and attached them to his belt.

   Elvin traveler's cloaks, and a broach shaped like a dragon were given to all, even Chanry.

   "Dragon steel is very hard to find, and dragon gold is even harder." Litlorn said. "It is the hardest, and strongest metal, in all of the lands of magic, except Alezium, and will not tarnish. These gifts of my fathers, were three hundred years in the making, and were only possible because of a dwarf named Donderan. The dragon metals are made from the remains of ancient dragons, buried in the times since magic first began. The steel, as you can see, has a bronze tint, while the dragon gold is brighter, and unique in color. "

   Litlorn handed Menimeth one last gift, and said.

   "This one, I give to you, and I hope it will serve you well."

   Menimeth opened the small box, and inside was a ring made of Alezium. A large diamond that had the shape of a dragon in its center was set in the ring, and in the Elvin language below the diamond, and in the language of man above, it said, Dragon Lord.

   The companions put on their new gifts, and marveled at their incredibly lightweight. Menimeth looked like a king in his new armor, and this was not lost on Chanry. To him, his master was the greatest warrior that ever lived, and he would follow him wherever he went, and nothing would stop him. Looking at Menimeth for a moment, he walked over to the bag that was his masters, and he searched through it for several seconds until he found what he was looking for, and turned to Menimeth.

   Chanry looked at him with serious eyes, and said.

   "You do not look right yet. You should be wearing this." And handed him the circlet with the blue stone in the center.

   Menimeth had forgotten all about it in his bag, and smiled at Chanry as he took it from him.

   "This does not belong to me. I found it among the treasures at the crossroads, and it caught my eye. It was the only thing that I kept and I do not think it is worth much, but I like it". Menimeth said.

   "It is yours now, and it looks like it belongs on you I think." Kyler said. "You should put it on, so we can see how it fits.

   When he placed the circlet on his head to let his friends see how it looked on him, Menimeth's life changed forever.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Seven
 
   The man moved quietly from the castle, through the secret door in the back. Completely dressed in black and keeping to the shadows, he made his way to the small clump of trees not far from the walls. A horse waited for him and he was running late, so he picked up his pace. No one from the castle saw him as he rode from the trees, and into the empty land to the north, but he believed in being cautious. His destination was the ruins several miles away, but he kept to the trees and the darker shadows until he was well passed the farmlands.

   The messenger paced anxiously while he waited on the traitor to arrive. He did not like this job, and he did not trust the man from Argnon at all. Anyone who would turn on his own people would turn on you, if they believed it was in their best interest. He was more than two hours late, and the messenger was about to leave when he heard the horse in the distance. The man in black dismounted when he reached the ruins, and walked his horse up to the messenger to report.

   "Where have you been?" The messenger asked.

   "There were some unforeseen delays." The man in black replied. "I came as soon as I could."

   "I will have to ride hard to relay your information to Avren now."

   "It was unavoidable, there is an elf prince who appeared this afternoon out of nowhere, and he is staying at the castle." The man in black said. "There is also a warrior who showed up to the fair that could cause us trouble."

   "We already know all about him." The messenger said, as he dismissed the matter with a wave of his hand. "We have it taken care of, and it is not for you to worry about."

   "It concerns me when he agrees to make a trip to the old chapel in the south for the regent." The man in black said.

   "Why does he go to the old chapel in the south?" The messenger asked.

   "To get the key of Darious." The man in black replied.

   "This is news indeed. When does he leave, and how many go with him?"

   The man in black did not speak right away, and he had to think quickly. "That information was not available to me before I had to leave and come here." The man in black said. "That was because of the elf and the warrior."

   "The elf spoke to the warrior?" The messenger asked, with a surprise in his voice that he could not mask.

   "Yes, but it was only at the banquet I think. I tried to have him watched, but Elves can just vanish sometimes, and this one did."

   " I will give Avren your message when I get there, but I must leave now if I am to make it in time."

   "One more thing. The regent is sending the thirty men that hunted for Grif, north tomorrow morning. You must avoid them at all costs, we cannot afford an investigation right now."

   "Don't you worry about that, we will be just fine, traitor." The messenger said as he mounted his horse. "You better get moving if you want to beat the light."

   The messenger turned his horse rode away, lost to the darkness within seconds, and becoming angered by the messenger's remark, the man in black raced back to the castle. As the two men left the ruins and rode from sight, they did not see the dark figure as he walked from the trees a short distance from where they stood, and mounted his horse. The man in black's horse was lathered and faltering when he reached the trees by the wall, and he walked the horse to the stream, which flowed through the castle and on to the south, and looked around. He removed the saddle and blankets, hiding them under some brush until he could come back to retrieve them, and the horse he released to drink and graze by the stream. It was unlikely that anyone would find the horse before he could be taken to the stables, so the man hurried back to the secret door, and disappeared back into the castle.

*****

 
   Danorathin left the mountains behind, and flew over the lands of men and sheep. All of the farms were empty now, and the sheep were gone. These were some of the lands that the evil mage king had overrun in his bid to return to power. These lands should be almost crowded and the towns swelling with people, but they were not. The great dragon picked up speed, and gained altitude as he flew southwest and toward his master. Soon they would be together, and his master would set things right.

   The farmlands soon gave way to the fishing villages of the great lake of Kathirem, and then the lake itself. Here the dragon turned to the west and the Shimmering Mountains, which separated the Elvin kingdoms from the lands in the east, and the lands to the south. At the edge of the mountains was a cove where he could hunt and rest for a while. It was an Elvin place, and protected by magic, and only the creatures of good and right could enter the cove of the dragon. Evil could not, for it could not pass the barrier that the elves had constructed in times long passed.

   Two large bucks were enough to satisfy his hunger, and he rested for a short time afterwards. He needed to keep moving as soon as he could, but a tired dragon would not do his master any good. He would be in Glansford by dark, and would wait for his master there. After a while Danorathin felt better, and walked to the spring where elves and men camped when they were here. Drinking from the small pool that the spring fed, he filled up as much as he dared. Too much, and he would never get off the ground. He left the cove just after midday, and once again, flew southwest.

   The day was old, and the mountains were far behind him as he neared the end off his journey. Flying low and fast, he skimmed the treetops as the land passed quickly beneath him. He could see the old capital of the dragon riders now, but something else caught his eye. He slowed his speed, and changed course to see what it was that had captured his attention. A dwarf and a man were on the road to Glansford, and they traveled together. Something about the two travelers seemed almost familiar, but he could not place it. It was not his memory, but that of a dragon that came before him that emerged. They were going to the old dragon rider capital he was certain of that, and they would be in danger as well.

   It was dark when Danorathin reached the abandoned city. The magic of the place kept it from falling apart like the castles of the old empire, and a dragon rider must enter the city before others could gain access. He landed on one of the shorter towers, and sat down to watch and wait. The statues of dragons that were everywhere through out the city, adorned many of the towers as well. To any one who passed, he would appear to be just another statue on the top of the buildings. He sat there for only a short while, before the static from his master cleared abruptly. Danorathin stood and stretched his wings as if to leap from the tower, and then his master spoke.

 
*****

 
   Rylee rode hard to get to Argnon from the camp in the north, and he was tired when he arrived. The fair was over, and the men were leaving when he made his camp close to the stream that supplied Argnon with its water. From here he could watch the road, and the town, until the warrior appeared. He cooked his supper and lay back while he ate, making sure he was not seen. It was late when the man in black slipped from a door in the back of the castle, and rode to the north. He watched as another dark figure followed soon after, but he could not tell who the men were. Less than an hour before the first gray light of the morning began to illuminate the land around the castle, the man in black returned and entered the castle again, but the man who followed him did not reappear.

   He wondered who these men were, and what they were doing at that time of the night, but did not make any effort to find out. His job was to keep watch on the dragon man, and report back to the messenger at the ruins. Not to get caught snooping around.

   Early that morning, Rylee watched as the dragon man crossed from the town to the garrison, and talked to Captain Brannor at the gates. It was getting lighter now, and he was worried that he would be seen if he had to saddle his horse, but then the man crossed back into the town, and disappeared back inside the tavern.

   Rylee sat in his camp, and waited for the man with the dragon armor to leave Argnon. He did not like to work alone, but had no choice this time, and besides, he was only ordered to watch and report. He saddled his horse as fast as he could, keeping to the brush to lessen the chance of discovery, and tied him to a tree nearby. He did not have to wait long for the dragon man to reappear, with three other men, and they met a forth in the great road before riding east.

   Rylee was about to mount his horse and follow them, when he spotted the boy running into the woods where he had planned to ride. He changed his mind at the last minute, and decided to ride back to the north to report to Avren. It was that decision that saved his life, but it was to be the last smart decision he ever made.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Eight
 
   Menimeth stood as if in a trance. He was well aware of everyone around him, and of the passing of time, but he no longer felt the pull east. The voice in his mind that had been so vague and jumbled before, no longer was. He heard it clearly now, and it seemed so natural. It had always been there, he knew that now, and the voice had a name.

   "Are you alright master?" Chanry asked with a worried look on his face.

   "Yes, I am just fine." Menimeth replied. "Why would I be otherwise?"

   "You looked strange there for a minute, and we feared you may have been poisoned." Kyler said.

   "Yes, and you turned pale as well." Javen added.

   "There is no need to concern yourselves my friends, there is nothing wrong with me." Menimeth said, as he looked around the room at his friends.

   Litlorn was not worried about the warrior because he had seen that look before, and he smiled at the men around him before turning to Menimeth.

   "What is his name?" Litlorn asked, as he looked at the warrior.

   "Danorathin." Menimeth replied, as he turned to face the Elvin prince.

   "Who is Danorathin?" Feran asked, the quietest of the group.

   "He is a dragon." Litlorn said

   "A dragon! There are no more dragons, and have not been in more than five hundred years." Javen exclaimed.

   "There is now, and he is not far away." Menimeth said. "I can speak to him even now."

   "How is that possible?" Javen asked.

" Because I am his rider." Menimeth replied
"Why have you not talked to him before today?" Kyler asked.
   "It is the dragon stone in the circlet on his head that allows him to talk to his dragon." Litlorn told them. "In my youth, there were many dragon riders, and they all wore one. This must be the first time that he has put it on, or he would have talked to his dragon sooner."

   "Do you wish me to come to you master?" The voice in his head asked.

   "Yes I do." Menimeth said out loud. "I will meet you on the road south of Argnon tomorrow morning."

   "I will meet you where you wish, master."

   The companions looked at one another at the words that had come from their friend out of nowhere. This was strange to them, and Kyler looked at Menimeth, and asked.

   "Yes you do what? And how can you meet us on the road, if we are with you when you leave?"

   "He is talking to his dragon." Litlorn said. "He will talk out loud like that sometimes, it is the way of dragon riders. You can always tell by the far away look in his eyes when they talk to each other."

   "I do not ask any of you to go with me on the rest of my journey." Menimeth said to his friends. "You have families to go home to, and money enough now to prosper, you should go home and enjoy it."

   "We have seen and heard enough to know that you are here for a reason." Feran said. "You helped us when we needed it, even though we did not know we needed any help. We could not leave you now and face our families with honor, when you have done so much for us."

   "I did not help you to enslave you with servitude." Menimeth replied. "And I would have done the same for anyone else."

   "That is why we will go with you." Kyler said, speaking for the rest of his friends. "It is our choice to go, and we have this new armor to wear. It would be wrong to accept such treasures as these, and not use them."

   "Besides, we have never seen a dragon, and a dragon has never seen us." Javen said with a grin.

   "I will be joining you as well," Litlorn said. "That is why I am here. There are things you will need to know along the way, and I may have the knowledge to help you."

   "It looks like I have no choice in the matter." Menimeth said with a smile. "If you are going with me in the morning, than you had better get some rest because we will be leaving early."

   Chanry sat on the bed, and listened to the men as they talked. He had never seen such wonderful things before, and he looked at his knife with pride. It was the greatest gift that he ever received from anyone, and he ran his fingers around the designs on the sheath as he listened to his master. He could not wait to see the dragon of his master on the road in the morning, but did not show his excitement to the men.

   While the others went to their beds, Menimeth and Litlorn walked to the door of the room to exit. He told Chanry he should get some sleep as well, as he walked out of the door and closed it behind him. Chanry grabbed his knife and held it close to his chest, as he went to the bed made for him by the window. He believed that he was too excited to go to bed, but before long, his eyes began to close, and he drifted off to sleep.

   Menimeth followed Litlorn to the main room of the inn, and to a table by the fireplace. The box with the ring was still in his hands, and Menimeth looked at it as they sat by the fire. Farlin brought them a pint of mead each, before returning to his duties behind the bar, and Litlorn looked at the ring, and then at Menimeth before speaking.

   "You should try it on." He said.

   "I have never seen anything like it before." Menimeth said, as he removed it from the box.

   "It was made a very long time ago, long before dragon riders filled the skies." Litlorn said. "But it was not made for any of them."

   "Who was it made for?" Menimeth asked.

   "I think it was made for you, but I will not know for sure until you put it on." Litlorn said, as he motioned for Menimeth to do so.

   Menimeth slipped the ring on his finger, and felt a calmness come over him that he had never felt before. It felt strange but good he thought, and he was no longer tired from the day's activities.

   "It fits well, however, I could have sworn it was too big when I put it on." Menimeth said, as he looked at the ring on his finger.

   "It is a magic ring, and only one man can wear it." Litlorn replied. "A dragon rider."

   "But why was I chosen to wear it? Was there no dragon riders when it was made?" Menimeth asked.

   "No, but none of the dragon riders of the past have ever been able to wear it, though many have tried." Litlorn replied "It chooses who it belongs to, and who is fit to possess it, no one else."

   "But I am not from this land." Menimeth said. "It makes no sense for me to have it."

   "Only the rider who wears the golden dragon of the empire can use the power of the ring." Litlorn said. "It is the emblem that marks him as the king of the dragon riders, and of the empire."

   "Then I must decline your gift, for I am no king." Menimeth replied, and tried to remove the ring, but it would not come off. "That is strange, it moves around on my finger easily but I cannot remove it."

   "That is because it is part of you now." Litlorn said. "It was made with the help of the great mother dragon, and she is the one who gave it its power. Only she knew who it was crafted for, and gave that knowledge to the ring."

   "But I am not the king of this land, or any other, my friend. I am just a man who avenges the deaths of the innocent, when I can."

   "That is what kings do, if they are any kind of king at all." Litlorn replied.

   "I have only just found Danorathin moments ago." Menimeth said. "And now you say that I am the king of this land. I do not see how I could be, and I do not think the people of this land will agree with you."

   "I can see you will not be convinced by me, so let us discuss this another time." Litlorn said, as he stood from the table. "I must retire to my room at the castle now, but I will see you in the morning."

   After the Elvin prince had gone, Menimeth sat and thought about all he had said.

   "I am not a king," he thought, "and do not wish to be one."

   "You are what you are, master, and you cannot change that." Danorathin said.

   "That is true my friend, but I am not a king." Menimeth told his dragon.

   "That is not for you to decide master, the decision is for those that would be ruled, and no others."

   "You are a very smart dragon, and I am not your master, I am your friend."

   "Then I will call you Meni, like the boy if I may?"

   "That is acceptable, and I would like it very much." Menimeth said, surprised that Danorathin knew of Chanry.

   Menimeth sat by the fire awhile longer, and thought of the quest he would be undertaking in the morning. It would be too dangerous to take Chanry along, and he liked the boy very much. Farlin would let the boy stay until his return, he was sure of it.

   The next morning Menimeth was up early and went to see Captain Brannor. He told him about the highwaymen at the crossroads, and of their deaths at his hands. Captain Brannor studied the man before him, and paused before he spoke.

   "We have received reports that highwaymen are robbing and killing people to the north and south of Argnon. It does not surprise me that they would be at the crossroads as well."

   "Do you have no patrols out that can catch these men?" Menimeth asked.

   "Well, yes, but we cannot find them." The captain replied. "It is like they know we are coming, and disappear before we can arrive."

   "It sounds like there is an informant among your men." Menimeth said.

   "I would agree, but none of my men know where we are to go, until we are on the way."

   "Then it is someone in the castle." Menimeth said.

   "That is what I thought as well, but we have watched the servants and the other workers in the castle for many days. No one has spoken to any strangers, or left the grounds to meet with anyone to betray us."

   "It is possible that you are the one being watched."

   "If that is true." Captain Brannor said. "There is a network set up, and we will have a hard time solving our problem."

   "It still does not explain how they know where you are going." Menimeth said, as he thought about the mystery.

   "No, it has to be someone on the inside." The captain said, as he looked back in the direction of the gates, and the castle beyond. "They could never reach our destination that quickly, otherwise."

   "If they know of your patrols, then they know where I am to go this morning." Menimeth said.

   "I fear it is as you say." Captain Brannor said. "So you must be careful not to fall into any of their traps."

   "I will do the best I can." Menimeth replied.

   "From what I've seen of your talents, the highwaymen will be out matched, of that I am sure."

   "I hope you are right." Menimeth said, as he looked to the south, and in the direction they would be headed. "I will find out soon enough."

   Menimeth made his way back to the inn, and a table in the corner of the main room of the tavern. Farlin stood behind the bar, and dried the mugs and goblets that he had washed for the morning patrons. When he saw Menimeth enter, he smiled and offered him a mug of Blackbeer.

   "This will help you get the morning started." He said, as he handed the mug to Menimeth. "I will be glad to help you with that problem of yours, I will give him a good single room of his own, and see that he is fed."

   "Thank you Farlin, you are a good man. Here is a gold piece to pay for the room and board." Menimeth said, as he held out the coin.

   "You have already paid more than you owe, I will not accept it. I like the boy and will do it because I want to, but thank you just the same." Farlin replied, and refused the coin.

   Menimeth was sitting at the table in the corner with his back to the wall, when Feran, Kyler, and Javen, walked into the room. They made their way to the table and their friend, by way of the bar.

   "This Blackbeer is the best ever." Javen said, as he took his place at the table. "I wish it was this good at old Bailen's place back home."

   " Enjoy it now Javen, it is the last you will have for a few days." Kiler said.

   "Everything is loaded on the packhorses." Feran said.

   "And the horses are saddled and waiting." Javen added.

   "What about Chanry?" Kyler asked, "He will be hard to leave behind."

   "Farlin will care for him until we return, I have seen to it." Menimeth said, and stood from the table, facing his friends. "It is getting late now, and we must go. I was waiting for the map that was to be sent by Falendor, but I guess we do not really need it."

   The horses stood in front of the inn and were ready to travel, so the four men mounted their steeds, and rode from the tavern. When they reached the old road that separated the town from the castle, Litlorn was waiting for them.

   "I have a map for you from the regent." The elf said with a smile. "He wishes you a safe return from your travels."

   "I'm sure he does." Kyler whispered.

   Menimeth took the map and looked at it. The church was marked on it clearly, along with the quickest route. He did not think the regent was setting a trap for them, and believed he did want the key they were after, but he did not trust him.

   "We will take the road south, only so far before we move under the cover of the trees I think." He said, after studying the map.

   They all agreed, and the group turned, and rode east out of Argnon. The road south was no more than two miles away, and they reached it quickly, but they did not see the small figure run from the building to the trees, as they rode from the town.

   The road south was much smaller than the great road that they had come from, and they had to ride in pairs while Javen rode behind them, with the ropes to the packhorses tied to his saddle. The companions rode for a couple of miles in silence, thinking about what lay ahead of them.

   "Where do you want me to land Meni, I do not want to startle the horses?" The dragon said.

   Menimeth stopped abruptly and looked around. Kyler almost ran into Donner, and had to turn his horse quickly, to avoid him.

   "In the road in front of us, I guess." Menimeth said to no one.

   "That will take some getting used to." Feran said, as he looked at their leader.

   "Danorathin is coming. You should hold the horses, or they may get spooked."

   "This will take some getting used to even more I think, Feran." Litlorn said with that smile he often wore, but even he was not prepared for what was coming.

   The Great Bronze Dragon came over the trees, and with a single stroke of his massive wings, landed in the road. He looked at the men with his large black eyes, and lowered his head at Donner's feet. Menimeth dismounted, and standing beside his dragon, laid his hand on Danorathin's huge head. The dragon's head was half as tall as Menimeth was, and just as long as he was tall. Javen had a hard time keeping the packhorses from bolting, but soon had them calm enough so he could look at the dragon better. Kyler and Feran were on the verge of bolting themselves as the dragon landed, and Javen would have also, had he not been busy with the horses.

   Litlorn sat on his horse and looked at the Bronze beast. He had never seen one so big and so beautiful, and had never heard any tales of one this color. His father Loran had told him they were very special, but he did not understand until now.

   "I do not believe it, it is a real dragon." Javen said, wide-eyed.

   "He is very big too." Kyler added.

   "I hope he does not decide to eat me along the way." Javen said quietly to himself."

   Danorathin raised his head and looked at the young man holding the rains to the packhorses.

   "Why, would you rather be eaten now?"

   Javen looked around him, and at his companions, before speaking.

   "Who said that?" He asked.

   "The dragon." Litlorn replied, smiling.

   Javen looked at Danorathin, then Menimeth, before looking back to Litlorn. The Elf nodded his head, and Javen once again looked at the dragon.

   "I would rather not be eaten at all, sir, if you do not mind." He said

   "That is good because you do not smell very good, and you would taste even worse. I would most likely become ill if I had to eat you."

   Javen bent down and sniffed his clothes, and the rest of the men smiled at him as he did. Danorathin turned his head and looked into the woods before laying his head back at his master's feet. Very seldom did a dragon talk to anyone other than his rider and master, and Litlorn knew this.

   "You are a lucky man, Javen." He said.

   "Why, because he does not want to eat me?" Javen asked, with an annoyed look.

   "No, because very few men that are not a rider, have ever had a dragon speak to them. It is an honor to hear the words of a dragon."

   "There are men at the bridge that hide on both sides, but not very well." Danorathin told Menimeth.

   "It is two days ride from here, so we will keep to the road until midday tomorrow." Menimeth said to Danorathin without speaking, aloud. "Would you scout the way ahead for us? And try to avoid detection, I do not want them to know about you yet."

   "Yes, and no one can see me if I do not wish to be seen."

   "Thank you my friend."

   "We need to get moving if we are to get there." Menimeth said to his friends.

   "What about the boy, Is he to run from tree to tree all the way there?"

   "Boy, what boy. Oh I see, where is he?" Menimeth asked as he looked at the trees by the road.

   The other men of the group began to look around, after hearing what Menimeth said, searching for the boy.

   "He is by the big oak with the brush under it, behind the funny one with the horses with no riders."

   "You can come out now Chanry, you cannot run all the way there." Menimeth said to the boy.

   Chanry rose from the brush, and walked to where the men waited, and looked at the dragon that was beside his master.

   " Why are you here Chanry?" Menimeth asked the boy, as he looked down at him, and placed his hand on his shoulder.

   "I'm going with you," he said, with a look of determination.

   "If I sent you back, would you stay?"

   He put his hands on his hips, and looked at Menimeth and said,

   "No, I am going wherever you go."

   Menimeth looked at Kyler and said.

   "Go and get a pony form Argnon, and meet us down the road as soon as you can."

   "Ok Meni." He said, and turned his horse in the direction if the trees, and the shortest route to Argnon.

   "He can ride with me." Litlorn said, and bent down from his horse to help Chanry up.

   Danorathin turned, and leapt into the air, as Menimeth once again mounted Donner. Chanry sat in front of Litlorn, and the group rode south, and in the direction of the chapel once again. Kyler caught up with them around midday with the pony, and had Chanry's belongings loaded on it. After tying his bag to the packhorse, and getting Chanry on the pony, they continued on.

   It was getting late when a suitable campsite was located, far enough off the road to be concealed. The only towns on this road were passed their destination, and were cut off by the brigands. Feran was the best cook, so he busied himself with making their supper, while Javen looked after the horses, and Kyler gathered wood for the night. Litlorn cast a spell to hide the camp, while Menimeth walked into the trees, and out of sight. Danorathin Lay in a clearing, and rolled in the grass as Menimeth approached.

   "The men at the bridge watch the road and wait for you, Meni. There are others that wait in the trees on the other side."

   "How many do you think there are?"

   "Three on each side of the bridge and five in the trees. There is one who watches the road some distance before the bridge."

   "We will make our camp where the one can see us, so he will go to tell his cohorts. I must go make our plans with the others." Menimeth said, scratching behind the ears of his friend.

   When he walked back into the camp, Feran handed him his supper. Sitting by the fire, he enjoyed his meal, as he thought of how best to overcome the men of the ambush. The friends talked very little that night, as they sat by the fire, and Chanry fell asleep early. Javen was not far behind him, and soon they were all asleep as well.

   The next morning, the companions took their time eating, and breaking camp. Going over their plans, and making adjustments until everyone agreed to what they needed to do. They wanted to reach the bandit lookout late in the day, so making camp would look normal to him. If their plan was to work, the ambush party must think they were coming down the road, and suspect nothing.

   Chanry led the way on his pony, as the group followed the road that morning. Danorathin kept Menimeth informed on what was happening at the bridge as the group drew closer, and Chanry was sent to the back to ride with Javen, later that day. Litlorn saw the lookout long before they were close enough for the lookout to see them, and informed the group of his position. Menimeth waited until he was sure they were being watched, before leaving the road, and making camp. The camp was set up back into the trees where it could be seen, but not easily.

   Danorathin did not come into the camp that night to be by his master, but watched the brigands instead, and alerted Menimeth to any change in their position. When the lookout reported to the bridge, and took his place in the ambush, Danorathin relayed it to Menimeth. After supper, the companions slept for a short time, before getting up early to prepare for the ambush. When everything was done, Litlorn took his bow and crossed the road, disappearing on the other side. Menimeth disappeared into the trees in the opposite direction as Litlorn, carrying his Elvin bow, and Chanry was to stay in camp and protect their supplies. Chanry was proud of his job, and stood with his hand on his Elvin dagger. The men from Alenvale saddled the horses, and made their way to the road.

   The gray light of morning was just beginning to illuminate the countryside when the riders approached the bridge. Javen and Feran were in the lead, with their swords drawn, and under their cloaks. Kyler rode behind them, and led the packhorses, as well as Litlorn and Menimeth's saddled horses. He watched the bridge closely as they advanced, and his bow was notched and ready.

   Menimeth worked his way through the trees, and was to the side of the three men of the ambush party by the bridge. Litlorn was in a similar place on the opposite side of the road, and as time passed slowly, the sound of the shod horses on the stone road, grew louder and louder as his friends drew nearer.

   One brigand stood and fired an arrow that grazed Feran, before disappearing into the trees behind him. Menimeth and Litlorn fired at the same time, and using the trick from the fair, dropped all six men by the bridge. Two were dead, and one was dying, while two more were hurt badly enough to be out of the fight. The sixth had recovered his bow and was aiming it at Javen, when Kyler let his arrow fly, and shot the man through the face. The brigands in the trees across the bridge from the horses had burst from their hiding place with the first arrow. They charged up and onto the bridge, and were almost on Javen and Feran seconds later. Menimeth drew his swords and cut off the riders as they crossed the bridge, engaging them before they could get to his friends. He killed one, and was fighting another who was skilled with a sword, but not enough to save his life, and he soon lay dead at Menimeth's feet as well.

   The rest of the bandits made it passed Menimeth, and engaged his friends behind him. One brigand turned his horse to attack from the side, and the split second that the horse was stopped to turn, cost him his life. The arrow Litlorn had released, went through his back, and stuck out of his chest. He looked down at it with confusion on his face, and then fell from his horse, dead. Javen was knocked from his horse by a blow to the chest, as he killed the man in front of him, and landed hard on the road. Kyler and Feran fought together, after Feran was wounded, and once the outlaw was out numbered, the man tried to flee. Litlorn dropped him before he could escape, but the brigand who had knocked Javen from his horse, made it to the trees, and out of sight.

   The fight lasted no more than five minuets, and nine men were dead while two were badly wounded. The one had gotten away, but Danorathin would not let him get far enough to warn those that had sent him. Javen was bruised from the blow to his chest, and had the wind knocked from him, but was otherwise unharmed. Feran had a cut on his arm, as well as his leg, but the bleeding had stopped once they had been bandaged. Kyler stayed behind with Javen, and dragged the bodies to the side of the road, while the others rode back to the camp.

   Menimeth, Litlorn, and Feran, rode into camp, arriving only to find the brigand that had escaped standing across the camp from them, holding Chanry by the neck. He waved his sword around, and cursed as he backed away from them, and out of the camp. Danorathin was behind him, but he did not see the great dragon as he backed away. The three men sat and watched as the bandit shoved Chanry forward, and turned to run. He froze when he saw the massive dragon just feet away, and turned around again to flee from this bigger threat. As he turned, Chanry plunged his dagger up and under his armor and ribcage, and into his heart. His dagger was wrenched from his hand as the highwayman fell to the ground, looking at him with dead eyes.

   "Are you alright Chanry?" Menimeth asked, as he jumped from Donner, and raced to the boy.

   "He said he was gonna kill me, but I showed him." Chanry said, and looked at his master with tears in his eyes.

   " He would not abandon the camp to the evil man, and did not run when released, but drew his weapon instead. The boy is very brave, I like him."

   "I do to my friend, and would not see him harmed."

   "You did well, and we are lucky you were here to protect our camp." Menimeth said, as he pulled the boy to him.

   "You really think so, master?" He asked, as he looked up at Menimeth for assurance.

   "You have proven yourself a warrior, and when we get back to Argnon, we shall have to dress you like one, I think."

   "Really?" The boy asked, as his face brightened, and the tears ended. "With armor, and everything?" He added.

   "You would not be a warrior without it." Menimeth said, and led the boy back into camp.

   "We should pack the camp and move to a new location by the stream" Litlorn said. "And rest from the fight today."

   "I agree, but first we must take care of the bodies of the dead, and figure out what to do with the injured ones."

   "And how can we help you?" Litlorn asked.

   "If you would see to Feran's injuries, and pack the camp, I will see that the dead are buried. I will send Javen back to help, and have his wounds looked at."

   "I will take this one to the bridge and put him with the others." Danorathin said, as he grabbed the man Chanry had killed in his front claw.

   "Thank you my friend I will meet you there, but wait until I call you before you do. I have a plan to get some information from the ones that still live"

   Menimeth rode to the bridge, and Chanry followed on his pony. He sent Javen back as he had said, and approached the two bandits that were still breathing, and stood looking down at them. The two men looked back with hate in their eyes, and though they were wounded, refused to give up any information on the men that had sent them.

   "We are not telling you anything." One of the bandits said. "You ride around in that dragon armor, like you were some kind of dragon rider or something, but we know better."

   "The boss will get you and your friends, he don't think much of no wanna be hero." The other bandit said, with a look of dismissal.

   "Is it your wish to die today?" Menimeth asked the two brigands, with a hard look.

   "You think you're one of them hero's, you won't kill an unarmed man, or a wounded one, either. We know your kind." The first bandit said.

   "You can bring the body here now my friend, but could you have him in your mouth when you land. It will have the best affect, I think."

   "Very well, but I shall have to chew soapstone and keep my head under the water of the stream for ten minuets to get the taste out."

   "You are right, I will not hurt you, or allow my men to hurt you." Menimeth told them.

   "Yeah, you are one of them goodie goodie wanna be solders like I thought." The highwayman said.

   " I said we would not hurt you, but I said nothing of what he will do to you." Menimeth said, and pointed to Danorathin as he appeared over the trees, and landed in the road. The great dragon dropped the body he carried to the ground, and it landed with a loud thud. He raised his head and looked at the two brigands, as if he were about to eat them. The men turned white, and then a sick bluish color, as the dragon's head inched closer and closer.

   "My god man, you cannot let him eat us." One of them screamed.

   "You are of no use to me, if you will not tell me what I want to know." Menimeth said. "If you will not talk, you can at least feed my dragon.

   "We will tell you what you want to know, just do not let him eat us." The first bandit said.

   "Yeah, we will talk, just get it away from me." The other one screamed. "Just get it away."

   "Thank you my friend for your help, you do not have to frighten them any further." Menimeth said to his dragon, but out loud where the two wounded bandits could hear him, he said, "You may go now, beast."

   Danorathin withdrew his head from the brigands and looked at his master.

   'This beast is going to the stream and wash his mouth out." He said, and shook his great head before turning, and walking to the stream to plunge it into the water.

   "Who sent you?" Menimeth asked the broken and defeated bandits.

   "Mareston, but it was Avren who gave the orders." The second, and less brave of the two said quickly.

   "Who are these men, and where do I find them." Menimeth demanded.

   "Mareston is at the old chapel with the rest of his men, waiting for us to come back, and report." The first man said, trying to give as little information as possible and still not be eaten

   "How many men are with him, and where do they camp?"

   "More than a hundred, and more are coming." The first, and bravest of the two said.

   "He's lying, there are no more than thirty, and half of them are usually out of camp." The second brigand said, with a look of fear.

   "Shut your mouth, fool!" The first bandit said.

   "I don't wanna die, and you're the fool if you lie to him." The second brigand said.

   "I'll kill you, you traitor!" The first brigand said, and pulled a knife from his boot. He tried to plunge it into the other bandit, but missed when the man rolled away. Before he could make another attempt, Kiler put an arrow through his throat, and the man made a gurgling sound as he died.

   "Where do they camp?" Menimeth asked, after waiting in silence for the bandit to die, and he hoped the surviving brigand would get the message.

   "Beside the chapel, and inside the wall. It was once a monastery but some of the walls have crumbled over time." The man replied, with fear in his voice.

   Danorathin pulled his head from the water and looked at his master before spreading his wings and leaping into the air.

   "I am going to find some deer, I am hungry"

   "Then I will see you when you return, my friend."

   "Who is this Avren you spoke of, and where can he be found?" Menimeth asked the brigand.

   "He waits at the camp in the north, and is the second in command." The man said, as he watched the dragon fly away.

   "Where is this camp in the north, and what does he wait for?"

   "I do not know, I have never been there. I was sent here from the southeast, but I do know it is west of Argnon. He waits for the men who come from the east, to reach him."

   "Who are these men, and why do they go to this camp in the north."

   "I do not know why they come, but they travel in small groups, and they have been coming for months. Some of them are like me, but most are trained solders, that is all I know, really."

   "What are you, other than a killer, and a thief?" Menimeth asked him, with a disgusted look on his face.

   "I am no thief, but I have no choice but to kill when I am told. If I did not, it would cost me my life."

   "It has almost cost you your life already, and still may. However that is for Argnon to decide."

   "But I told you what you wanted to know." The bandit pleaded.

   "You are a brigand and cannot be set free, but you could live through it if you continue to cooperate." Menimeth told him. "You said second in command, who is his captain?"

   "I'm not sure, but I overheard the name Chidren once." The man said, hoping his answers would save him.

   "Chidren?" Menimeth hissed.

   "You do not like this man Chidren?" Danorathin asked.

   "No my friend, he is our enemy." Menimeth informed his dragon.

   "That is the name I heard. I was hiding in the bushes and they did not know I was there. The man they spoke of is in Kath, but he is expected to be in the camp in the north soon." The desperate, and wounded highwayman said.

   Litlorn, Javen, and Feran, arrived with the packhorses and stopped at the bridge. Menimeth left the wounded brigand with Kyler, and joined them in the road, to decide where best to camp. Chanry who had been standing beside his master, followed close behind as he did.

   "Get your pony Chanry, and help Litlorn and the others with our camp." He said, as he looked down at the youth.

   "Yes Sir, Meni." Chanry said smiling, and ran to get his pony.

   Menimeth searched the bodies, and the weapons and armor he stripped from them were put in a pile at the side of the road, and then he began dragging the bodies into the woods to be buried. He located their horses and found their camp, just beyond the trees where they had waited in ambush. He loaded what he found on their horses, and led them to the camp.

   The companions stayed by the stream that the bridge crossed, just far enough to be out of sight from the road. Litlorn tended to the wounded man, and by the end of the second evening, he was well enough to ride back to Argnon with Kyler. Kyler took the extra horses, and everything from the brigand camp, as well as their weapons and armor. The horses and all that was on them went to Farlin to sell, and a special request was to be asked of him. The prisoner was to be taken to Captain Brannor, and a note was to be given to him in private. Nothing was to be said about the things taken to Farlin, and no one was to know about Danorathin, yet.

   The rest would wait at the camp they now used, and scout the old monastery until he returned. The church would wait for a few days, and he needed to know the habits of Mareston and his cohorts. They learned about a tunnel, which led to the dungeons under the chapel, which they could use to get inside. There were few guards in the dungeons, and only two at the entrance to the tunnel, which was well away from the monastery.

   Menimeth spent most of the time the companions waited for Kyler's return, with Danorathin, away from the camp. He learned a lot about dragons he did not know in a short amount of time, and rode him for the first time on the third day after Kyler's departure. Every morning after that until Kyler's return, they flew to a feeding ground to let the dragon eat.

   Litlorn was in the road with the others of their group the day Kyler arrived with Captain Brannor and thirty of his men. He had not seen Menimeth at all that morning, he was telling them, but he was expected to be back soon. Danorathin and his rider flew in low, and with a rush of air, landed on the road in front of them. The horses of the solders from Argnon were startled, and it was all their riders could do to stay in line. Captain Brannor sat with his mouth open, and watched as the rider drop from the great bronze dragon, and walking in his direction, stopped in front of him.






 
 
Chapter Nine
 
   Mareston paced the floor as he waited for a messenger to arrive from the north. Avren was sending fifty more men to his camps, but there was no explanation as to why. The towns south of here were too small to require the extra men, and there was no place to put them with the fifty he already had. He had more than three hundred men in camps all across the south of the empire, and things were going as planned.

   The people were terrorized daily by his men, and robbed whenever they were caught on the road. The men that were old enough to fight were killed outright, and all the others were badly beaten. Slowly the towns were cut off from the markets, and the regents were powerless to stop it. The regents would have to work together to mount a defense now, and they never agreed on anything. It would take weeks to get to the capital across from Glansford, and another two, to agree to disagree.

   Mareston estimated there was close to seven hundred men posing as bandits across the western part of the empire. The camps were mostly in the west, but they were moving to the more populated southern realm as the men became available. The north was the second most populated of the four, but it was being used to move the men.

   So far the solders dressed as brigands had reached the southern part of the Great North Road, and were from the Great West Road, to the Purple Mountains in the south. Men still crossed the empire in the north, and Avren wanted the attention to be kept away from them, so he did not allow any of his men to cross the great road in the north. He had been here more than a year now, and he had started the campaign with only twenty men.

   Mareston was a veteran with more than twenty years of fighting behind him. He was average in height, but was close to two hundred pounds, and he had several small scares on his face. He wore the cloths of a brigand, but his armor was the best in the camps. His head was shaved, and he wore a beard to cover the scars, but his eyes were bright and intelligent when he looked at you. He ran the camp like the commander he was, and kept the men in line. None of the other camp Commanders were military trained officers, and had some trouble keeping their camps running smooth. He was leaving soon to straighten some of them out, but he waited for the messenger now, and it held him up.

   Avren was incompetent as far as Mareston was concerned, and he was also a coward, which was why Mareston disliked him so much. Chidren however, was neither, and though he did not like Chidren at all, he respected his abilities in combat. The man was a cold-blooded killer, and would kill women and children as fast as he would kill men, and had done so on several occasions. No one survived in a fight against him, regardless of the reason.

   The messenger arrived three days later, and had new orders for Mareston. He was to go to the old monastery south of Argnon, and take forty men along with him. Avren wanted a box that was hidden in the chapel, and it was to be found without destroying anything. The chapel was to look the same to any that showed up later, looking for the box. Mareston was suspicious of the whole thing, but the chapel would work as sleeping quarters and headquarters for him while they were there.

   "At least it was not a tent." He thought.

   He arrived at the monastery two days later, and began the hunt for the box soon after. The search went on around the clock until they found the dungeon, and then the men began working in shifts. Three days after that, the escape tunnel was discovered by accident, when a torch was pulled from its holder, and the wall opened beside it. Inside, a small storage room was discovered, as well as a tunnel that began on the opposite side of the room from the secret door.

   It came out behind a small waterfall, on the opposite side of the hill from the back of the monastery, and the stream that flowed over the falls was the one that the bridge crossed north of the chapel. It was out of sight, so Mareston posted two guards at the waterfall, to keep his men from running off with the box if they found it. The dungeon was far larger than they expected, and they had only just begun to explore it when the rider showed up on a lathered horse. A group of five men were coming in their direction, and the mage king himself wanted the leader. Mareston was ordered to send twenty men to ambush them at the best place that he could find to accomplish the task, and send his head to Avren when it was done.

   In the end, twelve men were sent to the bridge to set the trap for the group that was coming their way. That was two more than twice their numbers, and the men he had faced in the empire were far from being trained, solders, by his standards. Two days passed before the messenger he sent returned with the news. The party had been spotted, and had camped less than a mile from the bridge. The ambush was set for the next morning, but they were in place if the intended target pushed on through the night. They expected them to arrive at the bridge early the next morning, and would return with the head before breakfast.

   The day ended with Mareston pacing once again, as he waited for word from his messenger. He needed a report on the progress of the ambush, and was growing angrier as the day turned into night, and still no messenger appeared. The last report that he had received had been two days ago, and the men should have returned from the ambush that morning.

   It was early in the morning, when the rider arrived from the camp in the south with the news. The fifty extra men Avren had sent from the north had finely arrived at the camp southwest of the monastery. They were coming up the road now, and would be there by midday, if not sooner. Mareston saddled his horse, and was about to ride out of the monastery, and in the direction of the arriving solders. He thought that they should be less than a mile away by now, and he wanted to greet them when they arrived. He was giving his men their orders when the loud roar sounded, and the camp erupted into chaos. Arrows poured into the camp from the north, and men were falling all around him. Mareston turned, and bolted down the road to the south, as fast as his horse would go. When he came to the solders sent by Avren, he sent them to repel the attackers, and as they moved forward and to the monastery, Mareston turned southwest, and rode to his camp and did not look back.

 
*****

 
   Commander Rayden Pulled the man from his horse, and tossed him to the ground. He despised brigands and highwaymen, almost as much as the evil mage king, and had brought more than a few to justice. When he captured one or more, he sent them to the castle for trial, however, if he caught them in the act of rape or murder, they were executed immediately. This one was guilty of both, and Commander Rayden had witnessed the whole thing.

   He was in a strange land for from home, and in command of an army that had no country. The men elected him to the position after all of the officers had been killed, because leadership was needed for them to survive. Only one thousand and thirty-six remained, of the more than ten thousand cavalrymen of the army, and none of the infantry. Some of the horsemen were lucky that they were not slaughtered by Arnoran's forces in the battle, and escaped. Anyone on foot, however, was quickly overrun, and killed mercilessly for opposing them.

   He did not look like the Commander of more than one thousand battle hardened, solders, but they all respected him. His hair was brown, and cut short in the style expected of officers and leaders in his kingdom. He was dressed much the same as his men, and his blue eyes showed intelligence as well as kindness. His height was about average, as well as his build, and his face was clean-shaven unlike most of the men. All thirty-seven of the men he promoted to officers, when he became the Commander, were clean-shaven as well. Commander Rayden followed the officer's code, and expected those he had promoted to do the same.

   A new camp had been found less than half a days ride southeast of where he now was, with plenty of water for everyone, and enough game close by to feed them for weeks. All that was needed was some flour, sugar, and beans, if they could find them for sale in a large enough quantity. Commander Rayden decided to take Dorben, and ride the road they had stumbled on, north. They were close to the southern borders of the empire, and the gateway to the Purple Mountains in the south. That was the road to where the Dwarves lived, but they felt it would do them no good to go in that direction.

   That was when they witnessed the attack on the road. The bandit attacked the wagon and killed the driver, before dragging the woman that was with him into the back, and raping her. He scrambled from the wagon, and jumped on his horse, when he heard the riders approaching, but was too slow to avoid being captured. The woman was young and still alive, but in need of a doctor as soon as possible, if she were to survive. A town that could help them was just a few miles north along the road, but to watch for more highwaymen, was all they could get out of her before she became unconscious.

   The town of Frothing was farther south than any other town in the Great Empire, and far from Magdrin, the seat of the southern realm. Thadric, the regent of the southern realm, was a good ruler for the most part, but was limited in what he could do for his lands. The brigands had depleted his forces over the last two years, and what he did have, were spread too thin to do much good.

   Commander Rayden sent Dorben to bring a patrol back, and informed him to wait out of sight of the town for him, to the south. He would meet them there, if he were not already waiting on them when they arrived. He took the woman into the town, to get her to a doctor and to gather information about the kingdom they were now, in. He wanted to speak to the Commander of the armies, as well as the ruler of this land, to get permission for his men to camp here.

   Frothing was a thriving town before the brigands began showing up and terrorizing it. Since then, they had been cut off from all trade with the north, or any other direction, which they depended on for survival. Several of their residents were murdered on the old roads, both north and south, as well as the newer roads to the east and west. The brigand's camp was only ten miles north of town, but the road was blocked that way to all.

   When Dorben and the patrol arrived, Commander Rayden was waiting for them on the road south of town. Dorben was his best tracker and the only one from his hometown, still alive in the cavalry. They enlisted together when they were just seventeen, and served together until the war. He was close enough in looks to be Commander Rayden's brother, until he became the commanding officer, and adopted their customs. Dorben understood why he did, and respected him more for the sacrifice that was made for the good of his men. Dorben wore the longer hair of a tracker and scout, and his hair was tied back at his shoulders with the standard issue clasp of his rank. The common solder wore his hair at shoulder length, as regulations specified.

   Two of the men in the patrol were sent back with orders to the officer on duty, instead of just one. Commander Rayden learned of the large outlaw population from the town, and decided to make the men ride in pairs from now on. The two men that he sent were to return with two of the battle groups, fully equipped, and ready to fight. Each of the battle groups numbered one hundred men, as well as three officers and two scouts. There was a stream that crossed the great road south of town, and they were to meet Commander Rayden at that stream, two miles east of the road.

   When they arrived, Commander Rayden sent one of the groups south of town, to drive the brigands north. Commander Rayden would attack from the east, and they would drive the remaining outlaws west, and away from any chance of escape to the east.

   The brigand's camp was in turmoil when the solders started driving their men north, and into the camp. The bandit leader was getting the camp mobilized for a stand, when Commander Rayden smashed into the camp from the east. Those that could mount their horses fled west, but the cavalry cut those that could not, down where they stood, as they swept through the camp. Commander Rayden ordered one battle group to sweep the area, and capture or kill, any remaining outlaws they found. Then they were to return to the main camp, after setting up twenty man patrols to keep the roads open, and wait for Commander Rayden to return.

   Commander Rayden would drive the brigands that had escaped to the west, until he captured or killed them all, unless forces from the empire intervened. Then he would return to the camp, and interrogate the prisoners that they had managed to capture, before seeking out the ruler of the empire.

   Several of the outlaws had been captured in their camp, and were taken back with the first battle group. Commander Rayden was in pursuit of the remaining brigands, and continued west as they attempted their escape. Two weeks later, and with more than thirty outlaws fleeing in front of him, another force of highwaymen was seen advancing in their direction from the west. Commander Rayden halted his men, until he could form a plan to overwhelm them all, and end the chase for good.

   Then as the two groups of brigands came together, everything changed.

 
*****

 
   Falendor watched the warrior and his companions as they rode from Argnon. He stood in the window of the tower, far above the treetops, where he was able to see the road in both directions. His attention was drawn to the east this morning however, and the men who rode from town along that great road. The task he had given the stranger was accepted too quickly, and he had asked no questions about his destination, or how to retrieve the item that was requested. Falendor was no fool, and he was not to be taken lightly. He was a hard man to those who crossed or cheated him, but somehow, he did not believe that this was the case with the stranger. He believed the warrior would accomplish his quest, and return to Argnon.

   In all his life, he had never seen anyone with skills like the stranger with the old empire style, dragon armor. The problem was evident. He could not afford to loose men trying to arrest him, but he could not have his authority challenged by him either. Dragon armor had not been worn in hundreds of years, and was reserved only for dragon riders of the realm, to wear. Since there were no dragons, he was of course, breaking the law. Falendor's forces were far to spread out, for him to bring in enough troops to subdue the warrior, and tales of his deeds were spreading from town to town, increasing his popularity.

   When the group had ridden from sight, Falendor made his way down the stairs of the tower, and back into his private office. He sat at his desk, and pulled out three sheets of the official parchment of his realm. When the letters were finished, and sealed with the regent's ring, Falendor called for his courier.

   "Take these to the other regents, and hurry." He said to the man when he arrived.

   "Do you wish me to take them, or do you wish them taken to all of the other regents at the same time?" The courier asked.

   "I wish them taken at the same time, but I want you personally, to hand this one to Belorin in Grimmen."

   "I will see to it sir." The courier said, as he saluted and turned to leave.

   "And do not speak to anyone of this." Falendor added, as the courier neared the door.

   "Yes sir." The courier replied, and walked from the office, and down the hall.

   Something about the warrior made Falendor almost sorry he had to call the council together. He found that he liked the man, but more than that, he respected him. He fought for the people of a land he knew nothing about, and asked nothing for himself in return. He was kind and respectful to those around him, and those he met, but he was cold and deadly to anyone who prayed on the weak. He inspired men to be better warriors, and better men, without having them fear him. He brought out the part of Falendor that remembered the dreams of his youth, and the adventures of the warrior he wanted so bad. His father of course, could not allow the future regent to join the army. The people of Argnon and his servants in the castle, talked about only the warrior since the fair, and even his wife and oldest daughter talked of nothing else. Everyone walked around with smiles for the first time in years, and even his youngest children were excited. Yes he found he liked the man, very much indeed.

   The council of regents was held in Corlindum, the city across the great road from Glansford. People came and went from the city, but only when the regents met, was the city really inhabited. Servants from all of the realms were responsible for the upkeep of the capital, but they did not stay in the city. They traveled to it from Brinden, which was a town to the east, and did their jobs before returning. When the regents were to meet, the city came alive with people from all over. Goods began rolling in, and shops began to open in the market district, while servants from each of the realms prepared their masters houses.

   Falendor waited for word to arrive concerning the summons to the council of regents. He also waited for the warrior to return with the key he wanted so bad, but could not hope to have acquired in the past. The council would summon the warrior as well, but the box with the key would be in his possession when they did. He ruled the most land, but had the smallest population of all of the other realms. He did not have the income from taxes like the other regents, but he was trying to bring in more people by opening the old dragon rider lands.

   The brigand problem was becoming serious enough to bring up in the council again, and he felt it was their problem as well. The outlaws would not stay in the west for long, and to the east was the only place for them to go. He lost too many men to the bandits in the last nine months, but the problem had already been building for several years. Bandits waited along the road once in a while, but lately, things had begun to change. They seemed to be a lot more organized in the last nine months, than in all the years before combined.

 
   Eight days after the warrior departed, the regent stood on the ramparts and he watched as Captain Brannor rode out with thirty or his best men, and turned south. He did not know so many of his forces were in Argnon at the same time, and wondered why they were. The patrols must have returned from the north, and the investigation into these small groups of men. They must have discovered some information on the mystery, but he had heard nothing.

   Falendor walked to his office, intending to summon his messenger. He wanted to find out why a report had not been sent to him, and where the messenger who had it, was. When he arrived, the man was waiting outside the door for him.

   "You have a report for me?" Falendor asked the messenger.

   "Yes sir." The man replied.

   "Well spit it out man, I have not got all day."

   "The patrol has returned from the north. They reported seeing these groups of men that traveled at night only, but could never find any of them to interrogate."

   "What of the other patrols?" Falendor asked impatiently.

   "The patrol returned from the west, and found signs of bandits along the great road, and along the smaller western road."

   "Yes, yes, anything else?"

   "A messenger came from Captain Brannor, they are going to clean out a nest of brigands in the south.

   "Is that all?" The regent asked, annoyed that the captain would leave so abruptly.

   "Yes sir it is." The messenger said.

   "Thank you, you may go." Falendor said, as he entered his office and went to his desk.

   It was no more than ten minuets before the door opened, and Saesic entered the office. He was mad again, and Falendor was not in the mood for him, or his petty problems. The realm was in trouble, and all that his son cared about was his own comfort and safety. He wished his son were more like the warrior, and less like the spoiled brat that he was.

   "Where did Brannor go with all of our men?" Saesic asked his father angrily.

   "South, to take care of some highwaymen." Falendor replied,

   "What will happen to us if the castle is attacked? We would all be slaughtered is what." Saesic asked, and answered his question at the same time.

   "We still have forty men in the garrison, so I do not see how you are in any danger." The regent said, growing tired of the game his son was playing.

   "Do you plan to let the men who were conscripted go home still?" Saesic asked.

   "Yes, if the warrior keeps his part of the agreement." Falendor replied. "So, now we will get to what he really wants." The regent thought.

   "How can you just let some stranger come in here and order you around like that, you are supposed to be the regent?" Saesic said, and looked at his father with cold eyes and a false grin.

   "No one orders me around in my realm, but I keep my word, and I expect others to do the same." Falendor answered his son with passion, but it was as fake as the questions his son asked.

   "What is so important about this box, that you would deplete our army to obtain it? We could use the extra troops in our forces." Saesic asked in a milder tone, however, Falendor heard the anger in it still.

   "That is a private matter, and you do not need to know about it." He said, baiting his son.

   This was what his son really wanted to know, and the regent wondered why. It would benefit him as much as anyone else, but Saesic cared little about how to run a kingdom, and more about his own pursuits.

   "It seems odd that a little box could turn you into a childish boy, who allows his kingdom to suffer from it. Surly your family has a right to know why, father." Saesic said, as he spit out the last word with contempt.

   "When I think the time is right, I will tell everyone in the family at the same time, what is in the box, and why I want it." The regent said. "You may go."

   Falendor changed from being a father, to being the regent as he spoke, and Saesic knew it. Saesic grew angrier by the way his father could dismiss him, as he stomped from the office.

   Falendor thought about the conversation with his son. It was very strange for him to act the way he did, but he figured it was just the way spoiled sons were. He acted like that a lot lately, and he was growing worse with the passing of each week. Rebellion against your parents should have ended when he reached his eighteenth year, but he was well into his twenties, and still he did not change for the better.

 
   Chrisanna walked through the castle, and daydreamed about the handsome warrior that sat so close to her at the banquet. When she thought about how he kissed her hand, she blushed, and would look around to see if anyone noticed. Dancing her way down the halls, she stopped at the castle entrance to the stables. It was a big wooden door with iron hinges, and iron bands around it to make it stronger. On booth sides of the doorway on the inside, a banner hung to announce that this was the door to the stables.

   When she was a girl, she would climb behind the banner on the right side of the door. There was an old window, which was stoned up many years ago, behind the banner. She would sit there and pretend that she was with her father on his trips, and listen to the servants talk, unseen.

   For some reason she climbed into her childhood hiding spot, and sat there and thought about the warrior. That was when the door opened, and her brother came through. She could not see them, but she heard them speak.

   " I need the horse in my usual spot tonight." Her brother said

   " It will be there waiting." The man replied.

   She did not know who the other man was, but she was sure she had never heard his voice before.

   "My father will pay for his stupidity, and you will be rewarded well when I am the regent."

   "Thank you sir, I will see to your horse now, but I will not lead him from the castle until the night has taken hold of the land, and no one is about." The strange voice said, and walked back into the stables, closing the door behind him.

   "I may not have to kill that man after all." Her brother said to no one. "He knows when to shut up, and leave."

   Chrisanna waited for a long time before climbing from her hiding place. She was clearly shaken by what she had heard, but moved through the castle gaily, like she had only minutes before. Saesic eyed her suspiciously as she passed him a few minutes later, but he did that to everyone. She just smiled at him, and danced on down the hall. When she was out of her brother's sight, she ran to her room, and locked the door.

   The courier from Magdrin arrived at midday, four days after Captain Brannor and his men rode south. Thadric had heard about the man in dragon armor, and was alarmed. He was also having brigand problems, which he wanted to discuss at the council, and he was just waiting for the royal steward and stenographer to send the summons to all of the regents, making it official.

   The royal steward represented the empire in all things, but in the last two hundred years or more, the steward mattered less and less. Now he was just a formality the regents used to assert their authority.

   Falendor had his call to council excepted, and the summons would arrive within two or three weeks. The warrior did not seem to matter as much to him anymore, and he had liked the man all along. The problems of the empire could use someone with his skills, and he planned to relay that to the other regents at the council. He did not know why, but he suspected the warrior would not need his help, but he was determined to give it anyway.

   The morning dawned bright and cool, as the day overcame the night in the never-ending battle between them for the skies. Men began making their way to the inns for their morning Blackbeer, as they prepared for the day. The garrison opened the gates for the day's business, and men began to exit their homes. Falendor watched from the tower, as the town came alive, and the garrison changed the guards. The Warrior would be returning from the chapel soon, and he would be one step closer to the throne. It was just a matter of time he thought, before he would become the king of the empire, and the richest man as well. The events that had been set in motion by the warrior's trip to the monastery, as well as the regent's request for a council, would change the empire forever, but it would not change in the way Falendor expected.






 
 
Chapter Ten
 
   The sight of the dragon stunned, Captain Brannor, and his men were on the verge of panic for several seconds after the beast landed. He watched as Menimeth dropped from the great dragon, and walking in his direction, came to a stop in front of him. Unable to find his voice, he just moved his mouth silently and for several seconds, while Menimeth stood looking at him with a smile. He did not know what to say to the first dragon rider in over five hundred years, and in the end, just sat there with his mouth open.

   "Hello Captain Brannor." Menimeth said after a few minutes. "Thank you for coming, and bringing your solders."

   Captain Brannor watched as the dragon laid his massive head at the feet of his master, and Menimeth looked down at his friend when he did.

   "You never cease to amaze me Menimeth." Captain Brannor said, as he looked from the dragon to the man. "I knew you were someone special, but I never suspected this."

   "I am not the special one here." Menimeth said, as he laid his hand on the dragon's head.

   "This changes everything my friend." The captain said. "You do know that, don't you?"

   "What could it change?" Menimeth asked. "I am no different than I was before, except I found my friend, and now we are together."

   "There are no other dragons with riders in the empire right now?" Captain Brannor asked the warrior.

   "No, we are the only ones in the empire." Danorathin told his master.

   "I am told we are the only ones in the empire." Menimeth said relaying his dragon's answer.

   "Then since you are the only dragon rider, you are also the king of the empire." He said.

   "Dismount!" He barked the order to his men as he dismounted, and turned to the dragon rider.

   "Long, live, the king." He shouted, and all his men repeated it.

   "Hold on a minute Captain, I'm not the king of anything, and I do not want to be." Menimeth said, as he held up his hands with his palms out.

   "You have no choice sire, it is the way of things here and you are the only dragon rider, so you are the king." Captain Brannor said, as he went to one knee and bowed before the dragon rider.

   All of the men in the road followed the captain's lead, and bowed before him as well. His friends from Alenvale joined the captain, and Litlorn also. Chanry also knelt, but was beside his master and looked up at him with wonder in his eyes.

   "Stand up." Menimeth pleaded with the men. "I cannot have you bowing to me like that, and even if I am to be the king, I am not the king yet. There must be some kind of confirmation process, for anyone to become the ruler of the empire."

   "The empire has been without its king for more than ten generations." Captain Brannor said, still on one knee. "You are here now, and we will follow you wherever you command."

   "You do not even know me, how can you say I am your king?" Menimeth asked.

   "Because you ride the dragon sire." Captain Brannor replied.

   Menimeth realized he would not persuade them with anything he could say, so he switched tactics.

   "If I am the king, you must do as I say, right?" Menimeth asked.

   "Yes sire."

   "Then I want everyone to stand." He said, and all of the men stood up.

   " What would you have us do, sire?" The captain asked.

   "For one thing, you can quit calling me sire." Menimeth replied. "You did not call me that before you knew about the dragon, and you cannot call me that now."

   "But we did not know you were the king then, now we do." Captain Brannor said.

   "No one else must know until I have had the time to learn the ways of a dragon rider." Menimeth said, and looked at all of the men before him. "You must all take an oath to keep silent about the dragon, for now."

   Menimeth waited until all of the men had taken the oath, then he turned and looked down at Chanry.

   "You must call me Meni whenever you speak to me." Menimeth said in a soft voice, and placed his hand on the boy's head. "And never say that I am the king until I say you can."

   "Yes sir, Meni." Chanry said with a smile.

   "The regents will never accept me as their king the way things are now, and I will not be responsible for a civil war." Menimeth said where everyone could hear him. "The good of the empire must come first."

   "We will all do as you command, and no one from these ranks will betray you." Captain Brannor said, as he turned to the solders behind him. "Right men."

   All of the solders spoke at the same time, and in a loud voice, said.

   "Yes sir."

   Menimeth was not expecting this kind of reception when he arrived on Danorathin in the road that morning. Surprise yes, you are the king, no. He just wanted some help killing bandits, and he did not see why he had to be the king to get it. Just because he had a dragon, was not a good enough reason for people to bow down to him, and he thought it was all very silly.

   "Have your men rest by the road, and bring your second in command with you to the camp. We have some plans to make, and bandits to kill." Menimeth said to Captain Brannor, and turned to walk to the camp

   The solders walked their horses off to the side of the road, and let them graze on the green grass that grew there. Menimeth, Captain Brannor and his Lieutenant, as well as the companions, went into the camp to plan their attack of the monastery. Two hours later the company moved on to the south, and made another camp well out of sight of the road. They were less than two miles from the monastery, and close to the stream that led to the waterfall.

   The next morning, the five companions made their way to the waterfall before daylight, and waited. Danorathin stayed with Captain Brannor, and was to give the signal for him to attack when the time came. They were to move forward silently and attack from outside the monastery, and Chanry was to guard the camp and keep the bandits out. The men did not treat him like a child, and he took his job seriously, so Menimeth did not worry about him as long as the two solders were also in the camp guarding the horses.

   It was getting late when the relief watch arrived to replace the night guards at the waterfall, and the two night watchmen were grumbling loudly as they walked back to the monastery and their breakfast. When they were out of sight and over the hill, Menimeth and Kyler took careful aim, and dropped both of the new guards at the same time. Both men were dead, so they dragged them into the waterfall with them, and left them there, out of sight.

   The tunnel was rough-cut and narrow, but opened into a small chamber just behind the waterfall. Menimeth waited until everyone was safely inside, before moving on into the tunnel on the other side of the small chamber, and all of the men followed him one at a time. The tunnel continued on in a straight line for several feet, and ended in a room that looked like it was part of the dungeon. Menimeth removed the torch from its holder on the sidewall, and the wall across the room from the tunnel, opened up into the main dungeon like the informant had said it would.

   They needed to clear the dungeon of brigands without raising the alarm, or the plan might fail. The information that they had received from the informant was that only six men would be in the dungeon in the mornings. Menimeth took Kyler and went one direction, and Javen, Feran, and Litlorn went the other. Menimeth had Da'Thinagul in his hand, and it glowed faintly as the two men made their way through the dungeon. It put off just enough light to guide them through the darkness of the dungeon, and they soon came to a place where the outlaws could be heard. There was a light coming from a side passage ahead of them, and it grew brighter as they crept closer to the intersection.

   A tall slim outlaw in dirty clothes walked around the corner at the same time that Menimeth reached it, and stopped short with a surprised look on his face. He tried to yell out to his companions to warn them of the intruders, but found that he could not speak to do so. Da'Thinagul had flashed up from Menimeth's side, and he had thrust it through the outlaw's throat, severing his vocal cords, and ending his life.

   His companions came rushing around the corner to see what had happened, and found themselves fighting for their lives. The men were seasoned fighters, but did not last long against the superior skills of the dragon rider. Menimeth knew there were no more outlaws ahead, because the dust on the floor was a guide to where the brigands had been, and where they had not, and he turned to retrace his steps. There were no more footprints in the dust that continued on from where they had found the outlaws, and so he knew there was no need to continue in that direction.

   The five friends met at the stairs leading up into the chapel, and the six brigands were all they had found in the dungeon, so their information was still accurate as far as Menimeth could tell. Menimeth expected to find no more than four men in the chapel, five if Mareston was with them still, when they reached to top of the stairs. Only two men faced them when they entered the chapel, and though they were not caught off guard, the fight was over quickly. Menimeth told Danorathin that they were in place, and to give the signal to attack, as he and the men that were with him moved to the doors and prepared to engage the outlaws.

   A mighty roar sounded from the north, and men started yelling and running around in panic within the monastery. Menimeth and his companions burst from the chapel, and attacked the outlaws within the walls, sending them into an even worse panic. That was when the Captain and his men began pouring through the gaps, and the brigands turned to flee from the carnage that awaited them. Several of the bandits were down with arrows in them, and at least fifteen of them were dead or dying by the vicious attack mounted from the chapel.

   It looked like it was all but over, when a large force of outlaws came running up the road to defend the monastery. Menimeth noticed how even while running, they did not break ranks, and prepared to attack their foes as a unit. Only trained solders used this form of disciplined assault, and he was sure now that the bandits were not bandits at all, but solders instead.

   "I have a plan to break their spirits and their lines." He said to Captain Brannor, as they met in the courtyard of the chapel. "Have your men be prepared to attack the brigands before they reach the walls, you will know when the time is right."

   The brigand force was getting closer, and they were no longer running, but preparing to retake the monastery. They were advancing in straight lines, and in an assault formation, with their captain yelling orders as they did. Litlorn counted fifty, plus another eight who fled the monastery, only to join the advancing men. Twenty-five outlaws were dead or wounded in the initial assault, and not one of Captain Brannor's men was even injured in the fight. The captain positioned his men by the gaps in the walls, to allow them to get to the enemy quickly, when the time came to attack the approaching outlaws.

   When it happened, it happened fast. Danorathin came in low over the treetops with his rider, and crashed into the rear of the advancing forces. Litlorn bolted through the gap that he stood beside, and attacked the outlaws boldly as the dragon wreaked havoc in the rear of their ranks. The rest of the men that waited behind the walls followed the elf, but before they could even reached the brigands, they turned and fled to the east. Menimeth had dropped from Danorathin's back when the dragon landed, and in among the startled bandits. The men that were unlucky enough to turn and face him were quickly dispatched, and several brigands lay dead at the feet of the dragon rider within seconds. The dragon crushed four of the outlaws when he landed, and another six who jumped out of the way of his body, but not his claws.

   Captain Brannor and his men began to give chase, but Menimeth called them back.

   "Get your horses and chase them the right way. Do not let any escape, and bring me some back alive if you can." He said. "I will be

here waiting for you when you return."

   "Please follow them and help them if they need it, but stay out of sight otherwise my friend. And keep me informed of their progress." Menimeth told his dragon.

   "Yes sir, Meni." The dragon replied, as he rose into the air.

   Javen rode with Captain Brannor, but the rest of the companions stayed with their, leader, as they called him, at the chapel. Chanry came to the monastery when they moved the camp inside the walls, and followed his master everywhere he went.

   Captain Brannor led the solders from the monastery, as they followed the fleeing outlaws east. Javen rode beside him, and learned everything he could from the captain as they rode. When one or more of the brigands tried to break away from the main group, they were captured, killed, or herded back into the larger band of fleeing outlaws again.

   The first two days the outlaws moved as a group. They believed their numbers would keep them from being attacked by the pursuers, and they began to slow down. On the third morning after the chase had begun, Captain Brannor sent five men with bows to each of the brigand's flanks, because they had been keeping their sentries close to the camp at night, and the camp was slower to rise each morning.

   Captain Brannor stepped out into the open at dawn, and with a similar move to the one Menimeth had used on the ribbon at the fair, but much slower, killed two of the night watchmen at the edge of the camp. The rest of his men opened up on the camp from three sides, and the outlaws were fleeing once again. There were sixty-three outlaws in the brigand camp when the attack began that morning, and eight of the brigands were dead or dying, while three more were wounded badly enough that they would not make it through the night.

   One brigand had an arrow in his side, and one in each leg, but with luck, he may survive. The only other outlaw that was still in the brigand camp was hanging from the branch of the tree he had been climbing when the attack began. He was just a few feet from the ground, and he had an arrow protruding from his left butt cheek, but he was otherwise unharmed. He was cursing when they got him down from the limb in which he hung, and the outlaw yelled when the arrow was pulled out, while those of Captain Brannor's men that were still in the camp, laughed loudly.

   Captain Brannor caught up with the men he had sent to follow the remaining bandits less than three hours later, with their two captives in tow. Several of the bandits in the group ahead were injured, and barely keeping up with the others. They were slowing the outlaws down, and over the next nine days, five more of the more badly wounded men, were taken prisoner when the outlaws abandoned them to their pursuers.

   The bandit that was badly wounded, died within two days of the attack at their camp, and was left lying where he died after he was stripped of everything he had that was useable.

   On the tenth day of the chase, Captain Brannor spotted another group of bandits coming west, and headed straight at them. He called his men together, and told them they would need to attack the outlaws, before the brigands could get organized and defend themselves. The solders from Argnon formed into two lines, and as the two groups of brigands came together, charged into their ranks, and attacked them without mercy.

   Out of the trees came a military force in great numbers, and within minutes, all but two of the one hundred plus outlaws were dead. That would give Captain Brannor ten bandits to return to Menimeth for interrogation.

   Captain Brannor looked at the seasoned cavalrymen that had entered the fight from the trees, and believed they were a grand sight as they formed up and waited for their orders. Their leader was dressed just like his men, but had an air of authority that only a seasoned officer of many campaigns would emanate. The leader turned his horse, and riding up to Captain Brannor, saluted.

   "I am Commander Rayden of the lost cavalry." He said. "We are from Griblund, far to the south."

   "I am known as Captain Brannor." He said. "And I am from Argnon, capital of the western realm of the Great Kingdom. What has brought you so far from your home, to be lost?"

   "The evil mage king has overrun our land, and we are all that is left of the army of Griblund. I seek your king, to offer our aid in return for his." Commander Rayden said, in a very formal manner.

   "That is what brought you here and into this fight?" Javen asked, surprised.

   "We discovered a woman who was a victim of the brigands, and a town that was losing people to them." Commander Rayden explained. "We located the nest of highwaymen that were responsible, so we killed or captured all but those that fled before us."

   "If you need to speak to our king, come with us, we are taking these murders back to him." Captain Brannor said, as he pointed to the outlaws they had captured. "He is only two weeks to the west."

   "Thank you, we will come with you." Rayden said. "But I have some men back at the town where all of this started, and they are waiting for us to return. I need to send one of my men back to tell them to protect the town, until further notice."

   "I can see only one problem with that." Captain Brannor replied. "One man is a target out here, you should send at least two, if you wish them to reach the great road alive."

   "That is sound advice." Commander Rayden said. "And you can never be too careful."

   In the end, Commander Rayden sent four men back to the great road with their orders, and he and the rest of the men, followed Captain Brannor to the west.

 
*****

 
Menimeth watched Captain Brannor ride out in pursuit of the outlaws, as the men who were moving the camp from its original location by the stream, were setting up the new one inside the monastery. Chanry was with him, and they looked like father and son, as they stood watching the men ride west. He had to find the box that Falendor wanted in exchange for the request he had made at the banquet, but it could not be so easy as Falendor would have him believe it to be. No one has been able to find or retrieve the box, in the more than five hundred years since it was placed there, and there had to be a reason why.
   The outlaws had been here for several days, and it was obvious that they were searching for something Menimeth thought. He suspected that they looked for the box he was sent to find, but how could they have known that he would be coming. The ambush was set up almost before he departed from Argnon, and the outlaws seemed to know how many were in his group. There had to be a traitor in Argnon, however, so far the plans of whoever was behind the ambush had been thwarted.

   The chapel that stood in the center of the monastery was still in good condition after all this time, but the rest of the monastery lay in ruins. Menimeth walked to the large doors of the chapel, followed closely by Chanry, while Litlorn, Kyler, and Feran, waited for them inside with the torches. The walls were covered with elaborate paintings that depicted various scenes from the ancient empire, and stone carvings of dragon riders were everywhere. The men from Alenvale stood in the center of the chapel, and were captured by the beauty of its ornate interior.

   Menimeth entered the chapel, and the companions walked to the door that led to the dungeon below.

   "We will all stay together as we search the dungeon." Menimeth told his friends, "That way if we get lost, we will all be lost together."

   "Where do you want to start?" Litlorn asked. "It is a large maze down there?"

   "We are looking for a statue of Darious, the ancient priest of Glansford, nothing more. So the beginning will have to do." Menimeth replied.

   "Does anyone know what he looked like?" Kyler asked, as he looked around the group.

   "Yes, I once made a trip to the city of Glansford with my father when I was younger." Litlorn replied. "And we visited him while we were there."

   "Then let us begin the hunt." Menimeth said, smiling at the others. "And Litlorn can lead the way."

   When they had reached the bottom of the stairs that led down into the dungeon, they found themselves in a small room, and three hallways led from it in different directions. There was a statue in all four corners of the small room, and Litlorn looked at them. Each was different, but they were all of the same person.

   "These are all statues of Darious." He said.

   "I did not think it would be that easy." Menimeth said, as he examined each statue, one at a time.

   "I see nothing in the stone that is odd. None of these are the one we seek, I think." Litlorn said.

   "Then we will start with the hallway to the right, and continue the search." Menimeth said. "Since that is where the brigands were looking."

   During the next two days, the searchers found twenty-seven more statues of Darious, but none of them proved to be the one they were looking for. All of the statues that they found were of Darious, and each one showed him in a different way. They were all about the same size and height as the four statues in the first room that they entered from the stairs, and all of them were on the same, block stone base.

   That day, Danorathin reported that an attack on the brigand camp had killed several of the remaining outlaws, and that two of the brigands were captured, but one of them most likely would not survive to be brought back to him.

   For the next three days, the searchers walked the dungeons of Darious, and returned to camp each night. Fifty-nine more statues of Darious had been found, but like the others, they were not the one they looked for.

   "This is an impossible task." Feran said on the forth day. "There are so many statues, how are we to know which one is the one with the box?"

   "It will be different from the rest, if only by a small amount." Menimeth told him. "We knew it would not be easy, but we must find the box if the men from the fair are to go home."

   "You are right, Meni." Feran said. "But it just seems so hopeless."

   "We will find it Feran, you will see." Litlorn said, and slapped Feran on the back with his usual smile.

   The days went by as the men searched for the one statue, in the dungeon that turned out to be even bigger than anyone suspected. Some doors led to various rooms, but some led to other halls and even more doors. By the eighth day of searching, more than three hundred statues of Darious were located and examined. The task turned out to be much harder than even Menimeth suspected, and the friends were getting frustrated.

   "They have killed all but ten of the bandits, and the ten, they bring back with them." Danorathin told his master.

   "Then you are on your way back my friend?" Menimeth asked his dragon.

   "Yes, but the captain is not alone, and do not worry, they have not seen me."

   "I was not worried my friend, you are very clever, as well we very smart."

   "Yes, you are right of course, as always." The dragon said, and Menimeth laughed out loud, causing his companions to turn and look at him.

   "Who comes with them?" He asked his friend.

   "Solders that helped kill the outlaws. There are ninety-eight of them.

   "Then come back here, and we will wait for them to arrive together."

   The next morning, the searchers began the hunt once again, but the days had taken their toll on them, and even Litlorn was having doubts. It had been ten days, and they had still not taken the hallway left of the stairs, that led down into the dungeon. They had not reached the end of the hallway to the right yet, and they hoped they would find the box before they were forced to return to the stairs, and begin with the next hallway.

   Chanry did not go with them that day, but stayed in the chapel to look at the paintings and the statues instead. He was tired of all that walking, and there was nothing exciting down there for him to see anymore. A statue of Darious stood at the back of the chapel, and Chanry looked at it along with the lions that stood on both sides of it. It was smaller than the ones in the dungeon by half, but stood on a, much bigger stone base.

   The name Darious was not chiseled into the stone, like all the ones in the dungeon, but the stone was chiseled away, leaving his name and the runes that were under it, behind. One of the runes below his name was crooked, and Chanry reached out to straighten it without thinking. To his surprise, it turned easily when he tried it, and he turned the rune to its proper position. When it was once again straight, there was a click from inside the statue, and the chiseled out area opened and slid forward. Inside was a small box with golden runes inlayed in the top, with gold hinges, and a gold clasp holding it closed. A golden dragon was in the center of the lid, and it looked almost alive.

   Chanry grabbed the box and ran to the stairs that led down into the dungeon. His master needed it, and they had only been gone a short time, so he decided to follow them. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, and was in the room it ended in, he stopped and looked around. The light from the stairs enabled him to see, but the hallways leading away were very dark, and he had forgotten to bring a torch. Thinking he saw a flicker of light down the left hallway, he turned and ran after it. He came to the intersection where he thought the light had vanished, and looked down it. Thinking he could still see the light, he ran to another intersection and turned to follow his master.

   He did not know how many times he turned while following the light in the hallways, but he had come to another intersection deep in the dungeon, and he could no longer see the light in any direction. He did not know what to do, and it was very dark in the dungeon, but he did not panic. He stood in the middle of the intersection, and looked down each hall as best he could. He was lost and he knew it, but he was not afraid. He stood looking down the halls, as he held the box in both hands, and wondered when his master would find him.

   The faint pale light caught his attention, as it came from the hall he happened to be looking down at the time. Chanry ran to where the light emanated, and called to his master as he did. The light came from a slight crack in the wall, in the center of the hallway, and Chanry put his fingers into the crack and pulled. The door opened easily, and Chanry bolted into the room, expecting to find his master, and the men that were with him.

   The light grew when he entered the room, and a faint humming sound began. A smooth round transparent stone, sat on a table in front of him, and a light began to pulse from within it. A book sat on one side of the pulsing stone, and a Sword lay on the other. A hazy cloud formed inside the stone, and then cleared, Chanry saw a young dragon rolling in the grass by a lake, and the dragon stopped rolling and looked straight at him. The cloud vanished in a bright flash, and Chanry fell to the ground, and knew no more.

   Menimeth and his companions reached the end of the hall that afternoon, and found a large underground pool at the bottom of some stairs that were discovered behind the last door, which was at the end of the hall. The mouth of a tunnel loomed in the back of the cave that held the large pool, and a boat was tied to a small wooden dock in front of them. They were about to get into the boat when the flash of light came from behind them, and filled the entire dungeon as it did.

   The searchers raced back to the stairs that led up to the chapel, and looked for the source of the light, but did not find it along the way. Menimeth went up into the chapel, and he ran out the doors and into the courtyard. The men in the camp leaped up when he burst from the doors and looked around, and then they looked at Menimeth. He stood there and studied the camp, but everything seemed normal.

   "Chanry!" He thought, and ran back into the chapel.

   They looked around the room for him, and searched everywhere they could think to look, but could not find him. That was when Kyler found the open door in the base of the statue, and called to his companions.

   "Look at this." He said to them.

   "The boy must have found the box in here." Kyler said, as he pointed to the empty chamber.

   "But what has happened to him?" Litlorn asked.

   "He went looking for me." Menimeth said, as he turned to the stairs and went back down into the dungeon.

   The men followed Menimeth with their torches in hand, and found Chanry's footprints in the dust, leading off down the hallway to their left.

   "He went this way." Menimeth said, and followed the footprints as they led away down the hall.

   The four men followed the tracks as they turned one-way, and then another, leading them deeper into the dungeon. When they found him, Chanry was laying on the floor in a deep sleep, in the room where he had found the artifacts. The men rushed into the room, and Menimeth picked the boy up and held him in his arms, before noticing the objects lying on the table. Litlorn examined them closely without touching them, and then he put them in a bag. Chanry still held the box in his hands, and Menimeth left it there, as he carried the boy back to the chapel.

   Chanry was pale and cold, so Menimeth wrapped him in his blankets, and though it warmed him, he did not wake. Menimeth watched over him while he slept, and worried that he would not wake. When Danorathin returned that night and landed in the courtyard, he settled down beside the doors to the chapel, and went to sleep.

   When Menimeth woke the next morning, he looked at Chanry's bed, and the boy who lay there sleeping. He was very worried about him, and often paced the floor beside his bed, and then he would stop and watch the boy, as he lay asleep, before pacing again. Four days had passed since the incident, and still the boy slept.

   Litlorn inspected the artifacts they had discovered in the room where Chanry was found, and was excited about them. These were Darious's personal possessions, and were highly sought after by mages, as well as people of position. Their magic was very powerful, and was rumored to be the reason Darious became the High Priest of Glansford.

   The book was written in a language even Litlorn did not know, and was very old, and bound in a skin of unknown origin. The words were in a flowing script, which seemed to come off the page as you tried to read it. There were strange symbols on many of the pages, but no one knew what they were, or the drawings that appeared throughout the book.

   The sword was in its scabbard, and had the name Da'Thintahar written on the side in gold inlay. Runes were all over the scabbard as well as jewels and gold designs. Litlorn tried to remove the sword from the scabbard, but it would not come out. Kyler tried next but could not get it to budge, and Feran had even less luck. Menimeth tried several times, but was unable to free the blade from its scabbard, and in the end, he gave up. Litlorn thought it was a magic spell, and tried many different counter spells, but still the blade could not be removed.

   The Stone of Knowledge was the smooth round stone found by Chanry when he entered the secret room. It was beautiful to look at, and was older than all other things in the land of magic, except for the great mother dragon. Only those few, who had the magic in them strong enough to light the stone, could use it. Less than a handful of people were still alive that knew its origin, or how it was used, but only the great mother dragon knew when, and why, it was made.

   Danorathin would fly away in the mornings to catch a deer, but returned to the same spot after he had eaten, and did not move again until the next morning. His master worried about the boy, and Litlorn tried to use magic to wake him several times, but it had no affect. Man and dragon both feared for him, and his life.

   After several days, the solders that had stayed behind became used to the dragon laying so close to them. At first they would always avoid him when he was there, but slowly they calmed down, and went on about the daily routine of a solder.

   When Chanry finely awoke, seven days had passed. It was early in the morning and everyone still slept, so he walked out of the chapel, and into the courtyard. Danorathin was lying by the doors like he had for many days, and Chanry walked up to him and rubbed his head. The great dragon opened one eye, and looked at him as he stood there. The boy was not afraid of the dragon that towered over him even lying down, and looked back at the giant eye.

   Danorathin raised his massive head and looked at the boy who stood so boldly at his feet. He liked Chanry, and the way he treated his master, and his master was very fond of the boy as well. Menimeth came from the chapel quickly, and stopped when he saw Chanry standing in front of Danorathin. It was obvious that he was relieved by the look on his face, and the dragon shook his head and laid it back on the ground at Chanry's feet.

   "We have been worried about you." Menimeth said at last. "How do you feel?"

   Chanry turned to his master, and with bright eyes and a huge smile, said.

   "I found it Meni, I found it. It was in the chapel all along."

   "Yes, we know. It is still on your bed where you have been for a very long time." Menimeth said, and smiled at the boy's excitement.

   "Bed? How long was I in bed? I feel fine." Chanry asked, with confusion in his voice.

   "You have been asleep for a week, and we feared you would not wake at all." Menimeth replied.

   "A week! I was asleep for a week?"

   "Yes you were, but you are awake now."

   "I am, very hungry, is there anything to eat, Meni?" Chanry asked, as he walked to his master, and stood looking up at him.

   "I am sure we can fix you something to end your hunger." Menimeth said, as he guided Chanry back into the chapel.

   Kyler was up and cooking when the two walked into the small room where they slept, which was to the side of the main room. A stove and oven were built into the wall at the back, and Kyler stood there, busy with their breakfast. Feran sat at the small table and smiled at the boy when they entered. They were all relieved to see the boy awake, and he ate enough for three grown men that morning.

   The next day, Captain Brannor returned with his men and the ten prisoners just before midday. Commander Rayden and his battle group were with them, and they observed all of the military protocols expected in this situation when they arrived. He placed his troops outside of the monastery, and entered with only his officers, and Dorben.

   Danorathin was lying on the ground only feet behind his master, and Chanry stood in front of him. Javen walked to his friends who stood beside Menimeth, and greeted them with smiles and laughter as they were reunited.

   Commander Rayden, Dorben, and the two officers that accompanied them, froze in their tracks when they saw the dragon. They looked around at the men who camped inside the monastery, and were surprised that they seemed not to notice it. Men went about their duties as if it were normal to have a dragon in their camp, and walked around the beast to get from one place to another.

   After several seconds, the four men advanced to where Menimeth stood smiling at them, and bowed to him in the formal greeting of a solder to royalty. Captain Brannor introduced them one at a time, and in the military fashion, then stepped to the side, and waited to give his report. Menimeth acknowledged each one as they were introduced, and offered them something to eat when the introductions were finished. As they walked into the chapel, the four men from the Lost Cavalry eyed the dragon suspiciously as they passed him.

   The men told their stories while they ate, and soon were at ease with one another. Several barrels of ale were found when the brigands were run out of the monastery, and the men drank while they talked.

   Litlorn joined Menimeth and Commander Rayden after they had finished eating, as they walked around the monastery and talked. Menimeth listened to Commander Rayden's plea and thought about his plight, and after a long pause, he told Commander Rayden what he believed was happening, and what must be done to stop it. The men listened to Litlorn as he told the story of the first war, and about what was happening now that Arnoran had awakened. They had never seen an elf before, and listened intently to what he had to say. Menimeth told them both about Chidren, and what his part in all this was, as far as he could tell. Not enough information was available to them, but he was involved in the brigand influx somehow, and Menimeth hoped these new prisoners would shed some light on what was happening. The outlaws were questioned, but in reality they were trained solders, and talked very little.

   Menimeth, with Danorathin's help, persuaded one outlaw to talk. He learned about the plan to demoralize the people of the empire, and kill as many of the young men as they could, without getting caught. The brigands were about to start setting traps for the guards all across the west as well. They believed that the west would crumble quickly when the forces attacked from out of the Wilderlands, and the rest of the empire would not last long when it did.

   Chidren was sending troops into the Wilderlands, but he had only just begun to do so within the last week. The solders that were sent to impersonate outlaws had been the first ones to arrive in the western realm, and start their reign of terror. Arnoran wanted the White Kingdoms for their riches, and to acquire two fronts with which to crush the Great Empire. Nothing stood in his way once the men had made it through the realms, so Chidren was to overrun the White kingdoms first. The people that he enslaved from the five kingdoms would help him conquer all of the lands of men.

   Commander Rayden agreed to help Menimeth, and believed he could be trusted, but when he told him how many men he really commanded, Menimeth was speechless. The White Kingdoms had only six thousand solders in all of the five kingdoms, and none had a cavalry of even close to that size.

   Menimeth told Commander Rayden he should move his main camp to the southwest, where the game was more plentiful, and there was plenty of grass for his horses, without having to move them every few days. The supplies they needed for the solders in the main camp could be purchased in Argnon, and they could find other goods that the solders often coveted as well. It would help his cavalry stay out of sight, and the men could visit the towns in small groups.

   Commander Rayden agreed, and sent ten men back to the town of Frothing, to relay the information to the men south of the town, and then on to the main camp with their orders. Twenty men he kept with him along with Dorben, and the rest were sent to look for a good place to set up a main camp.

   The next morning, Captain Brannor set about packing up the camp while Menimeth and Danorathin went hunting. Litlorn and the other companions packed their supplies and the artifacts in bags, and loaded them on the packhorses. All of the weapons and armor that the outlaws had worn, as well as the horses found in the monastery, were confiscated, and Captain Brannor's solders traded their inferior equipment, for the better ones of the outlaws. Captain Brannor's men were riding horses that belonged to the regent, so Menimeth gave each one a horse of their own. When they left the monastery behind, and headed north again, all of Captain Brannor's men were better armed, and better protected.

   Menimeth met the long line of solders at the bridge, and dropped from Danorathin onto the ground. His friends rode at the front with Captain Brannor and Commander Rayden, and led the party back to Argnon, and Chanry held the rains to Menimeth's horse, as he mounted Donner for the return trip.

   On the morning of the third day after leaving the monastery behind, the group rode into Argnon to the shouts of the people of the town.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
   Darik, Finor, and the fighters that were chosen to go with them, rode east across the wild and overgrown countryside. It would take several weeks to get to the great road, and more to reach their destination, by the route they had chosen. It was not the straightest route, but it was the fastest way to get there unseen. Anyone who did happen to see them would think they were ordinary travelers, on their way to the Great North Road.

   Darik was not liked by the men of the party he rode with, or any of the solders in the main camp for that matter. A mage of his level was looked at with suspicion and jealousy because of his abilities, and was avoided by the others in the camp. Even though midlevel mages were used for mundane purposes when not in battle, and were considered disposable by the commanders, ahead of seasoned solders.

   Riding at the back of the group, offered him the opportunity to keep an eye on the solders as they traveled. Knowing he would not be making the return trip to the camp in the north, he had packed all of his belongings before they departed. Freedom from the service of Arnoran was waiting for him at the journeys end, and he was looking forward to it. None of these fools would be returning to the camp as well, he would have to see to that, because Avren would believe he had died along with the solders in the ambush, and would forget about him all together, or at least that was the plan.

   As they camped at night along the way, Darik slept apart from the solders. He built his own fire, and cooked his own food, and did not speak to any of them except Finor, unless he was forced to. His only real concern, it seemed, was where to go once he had regained his freedom. His home was gone, and he knew no one in this far away land that he could turn to, but he knew things even Avren did not about the campaign. He would wait and see what happened at their destination, and go from there. His life was about to change, but he had no idea how much.

   The great stone road came into view, almost two months after leaving Avren and the camp behind, and there the group turned south. The solders did not know it at the time, but they were being watched as they traveled. Darik, on the other hand, had seen the man twice, but said nothing to Finor. He knew that the man followed them, and had been since they reached the great road.

   They were still at least two months from their destination when the solders spotted the man who shadowed them in the trees. They searched the area but could not find him, and soon gave up and returned to the road. Darik had cast a spell to hide the man from the solders, and make them believe it was no more than shadows they saw. When Finor ordered the men to reassemble and continue south, Darik followed. The man who shadowed them must not be from Avren's camp, or he would not have tried to hide, he thought. He looked into the eyes of the stunned man and smiled, as he guided his horse forward to follow Finor and his men.

   Two nights later a voice spoke to him from behind a tree as Darik was gathering wood. Two of the solders were watching him, so he continued to gather wood, and showed no sign of his visitor as he talked to the man. The man was not a servant of Kath, but was not from the Great Empire, either. He despised Arnoran, and would do anything to thwart his plans. Darik told him of the ambush planned at Glansford, and of the camp in the north that was responsible for the brigands that flooded the empire.

   The man disappeared as fast as he had appeared when the two solders walked in Darik's direction. Darik turned just before they reached him, and walked passed them to his camp that was set aside from the others. After looking around the place where Darik had been gathering his wood, the two solders returned to their campfire.

   Darik thought about the man he had talked to, and what he had to say. The man always kept his face hidden in such a way that it looked almost accidental, but Darik knew better. Come to think of it, he had never seen the man's face. Even when he looked into the man's almond shaped, eyes, while they were on the road, his face was still covered.

   There was something about the man who shadowed them that put Darik at ease. He had a smooth way about him and his speech was flowing and graceful. He had the intelligence in his eyes of an old man, but could not be more than in his mid twenties. Darik did not know who he was, or from where he had come, but he trusted the stranger more than he trusted the men he was with. After all, the men he was with were ordered to kill him when the ambush was over, and their objective was retrieved.

   The road was beginning to show signs of use, as people traveled to the towns along it. Finor had to hide his men whenever his scout reported that people coming their way, and it was happening more as they traveled farther south.

   By the end of the fifth day on the road, the group was hiding more than they were traveling. Finor decided to leave the road, and ride through the trees far enough to the side to go unseen, but the way was hard, and they made slow progress.

   When the ambush party turned from the road and headed east, the men were grumbling. Finor had to try and find an easier route, but they were still six weeks away from their destination. The road was busy in this part of the empire, because the brigands had not made it this far to the east, or into the northern realm. Finor worried that they would not reach the ambush site in time, and pushed the men harder. It was important to get there unseen, and Finor was determined to accomplish it.

   Darik rode in the back of the group, and lagged behind the others as they made their way through the rough and overgrown countryside. He looked around him at the thickness of the brambles, and the trees that seemed to close in around them. The wild lands of the empire did not extend much farther east than Glansford, but it was difficult to travel in them. The northern realm was populated more on its eastern side, but the western side was mostly wilderness.

   Finor would have to use the bridge on the great east road to cross the Imlador River. It would not be easy to do it and go unseen, but if they

went across in one's and two's, maybe it could be done.

   They were still more than a month form the main crossroads, and another week to the bridge from there. Darik hoped they would not make it without being noticed, but he made no effort to draw attention to them, for fear of having to fight all of Finor's solders by himself, and at the same time. He had the time to plan his escape, and the death of these vile men, but he needed some help to do it. The ghost who shadowed them was still there, and Darik hoped the man had friends who would end this ambush before it began.

   Another week went by before the trees began thinning out, and the way became easier for the group to travel. They were less than a mile from the road once again, and making much better progress than in the days before. Finor pushed the men harder than usual, to try and make better time, but they were getting tired. Darik used magic to slow them down and make the men wearier, but was careful not to use more powerful magic than that. If Finor suspected him of anything, he would have a hard time surviving. Twenty-one solders were just too many to fight up close, even with his powerful magic, and the protection spell in place.

   That night as they camped, the stranger reappeared, and told him the information he had given them had been relayed, and the dragon-man would be ready. Darik went to sleep that night, with hope of escape for he first time in over a year. There was a chance he would make it through this nightmare after all he thought, and then he would find a way to make the evil mage king pay for his crimes. Once he unleashed the power of the Staff of Dragons that he carried, the full extent of his abilities would be reveled, and the forces of evil would feel its wrath.

 
*****

 
Donderan's pony plodded along the road, and he was lost in thought, while Brylen followed silently behind. The land had changed as they rode south, and farmlands begin to appear on the east side of the road. The west side was where the wild lands of the northern realm started, or ended, depending on which direction you were going, and was the wild nut harvesters domain. The men who combed the wild lands of the northern realm, stayed within the boundaries of their realm, to harvest the trees of their bounty. In the past, the wild pecan and the wild walnut were common in the markets all over the empire. Men still sold them in the markets of the west, but now it was harder to harvest them, and get back alive. The eastern merchants paid three times more for the nuts when they could get them, but that was not often.
   It was close to midday when the two rode into Haverton, and stopped in front of the Red Fox inn. The pair had not seen a town in more than a year, and wished to eat food they did not have to kill and cook themselves. Brylen tied the horse and pony to the rail, while Donderan shoved his head into the rain barrel beside the corner of the building. The dwarf was too short to reach the water in the barrel, so he jumped up on the rim and thrust his head in while he held on with both hands to the rim. The sight of the dwarf upside down in the barrel was more than Brylen could take, and he burst out laughing.

   When Donderan had dried the water from his head, the two went inside, and found a table by the fire. It had rained on them for several days after they saw the dragon, but they only had to camp for two days while the hardest part of the storm passed. They were lucky and found an old abandoned farmhouse with a good enough roof to keep them dry. They had gathered enough wood to last them for several days, and they were glad that the fireplace worked well, because it had grown colder with the rain.

   Donderan ordered his ale two pints at a time, while he ate the meats and cheeses offered by the tavern. Brylen had not eaten food like this since he began this whole nightmare so long ago, and he attacked it with reckless abandon. He wanted to stay in a room for a few days, and sleep in a real bed, and Donderan could see no harm in that.

   Over the next two days they heard the rumors of bandits from the patrons at the inn, as they sat in the tavern during the day. There had always been highwaymen on the roads of the empire, but what they heard was far more than that, and Donderan thought about the incident at the stream where Brylen had acquired his armor and sword. The men there were dressed like bandits, but were in fact solders, and it was no coincidence. Trouble was coming, but Donderan had been preparing for it for a long time.

   On the third day, the two travelers packed their bags and loaded them on the packhorses. They were sitting in the inn as the morning light began to fight back the darkness, drinking Blackbeer, and thinking about the road ahead. It was just before daylight when Donderan and Brylen made their way to the table by the fire, and the inn was already busy. The farmers had already been working for several hours, and now they were coming into town to get supplies, and meet at the tavern to talk. Brylen listened to the men as they talked, and heard stories of a warrior in dragon armor, and of his accomplishments in Argnon. He thought about the cove, and the statue on the island, and wondered about the warrior and his armor, but he had never heard of Argnon, and did not know where it was from where they now sat. They did not notice the man in the back of the room who watched them as they sat by the fire.

   The sun was peeking over the horizon when they rode from Haverton, and on the road south again. Brylen was impressed with the farms they passed, and asked many questions that Donderan could not answer.

   "Dwarf's are not farmers." Donderan said. "We are miners."

   "Don't you eat vegetables?" Brylen asked him, curious about the habits of the dwarfs.

   "Well of course we do, lad, we just don't grow them."

   "Then how do you get them?"

   "We buy them, lad, we buy them."

   Brylen shook his head, and rode beside Donderan in silence for a while, then looked at the dwarf, but did not speak. Brylen thought about the life of a dwarf, but had some trouble with the length of time compared to that of men. He knew that the dwarfs lived much longer than men, and he understood how one hundred years could pass before they may pass through a town again. However, to work at a single task for two hundred years before completing it, was beyond his comprehension. He had difficulty working on something for a week, and often left things undone that took longer than a day to complete.

   The unlikely pair stopped for the night in the walled city of Venteno, the seat of the northern regent. The Wayward Traveler was the best inn in the city, and that is where they went. Donderan had been here before, but doubted if the innkeeper would remember him. He was not even sure the man still worked here, but asked for the man anyway. The younger bartender walked to the back, and a short round man in his fifties emerged a few minuets later. He smiled at the dwarf and clapped his hands together.

   "My but it has been a long time, master Donderan." The man said, as he guided them to a table by the fire.

   "Yes it has my friend, yes it has." Donderan replied.

   "It has been twenty years since you were here last, and a lot has happened since then." The man said, as he looked at the dwarf with a smile. " I own this place now, and the young man behind the bar is my son. He was just a small child then, do you remember him?"

   "I do remember the wee lad, no bigger than my knee he was. And you know how short that is." The dwarf said, and the two started laughing uncontrollably.

   "What brings you here to the Wayward Traveler, master dwarf?" The proprietor asked Donderan, after they had calmed down enough to speak.

   "We are on our way to Glansford." Donderan told his old friend.

   "Now what could be in that old ghost city that would draw such a curious pair as yourselves?" The proprietor asked.

   "This young lad needs to learn about dragons." Donderan told him as he slapped Brylen on the shoulder, "And I thought Glansford was the place to go to teach him."

   "You are right about that, my friend. No place in the empire has more to do with dragons than Glansford." The proprietor replied.

   The two men and the dwarf sat at the table by the fire, and drank their ale while they talked. Brylen learned many things about the land he was now in, but he still had no idea where he was, or to where he was going. He would go to this Glansford with his new friend the dwarf, and learn about dragons, but he had no idea where to go from there. He missed his home and his family, but did not know if he would ever see any of them again.

   The man walked into the inn, and sat at a table across the room from Donderan and Brylen. The room was filling up with patrons for the evening, and the man went unnoticed as he sat and drank his ale. He watched the dwarf without looking at him, and he listened to what was being said by the three as they talked. When Brylen noticed the man, he did not pay much attention to him at first. He would not have given the man another thought, but he seemed out of place in the inn. He was dressed well, but not so well that anyone seemed to notice, and he wore a cloak with the hood pulled down. Brylen noticed how his face was always covered, even though it seemed almost accidental. He did not give it much thought until the man finished his ale, and walked from the inn.

   The next morning, the two rode from Venteno and left the walls of the city behind. From here they turned west, and following the road as it wound its way among the small farms, they soon came to the bridge that crossed the Imlador River. They were north of the place where the river split into two parts, and the river was its narrowest here, but it was still very wide.

   The bridge was very old, but well built, and it was wide enough for a road four times larger than the one they were on. It was the last bridge built by the Great Dragon Empire before the Great War, but the road was never constructed. The bridge separated the farmlands of the central region of the northern realm, from the wild and mostly uninhabited west. Donderan decided to take the shorter route to Glansford down the old path through the west, and it was not so overgrown the last time that he came this way, but he knew it well.

   The man stepped from the trees just as the two travelers reached the west side of the river, and Brylen recognized him as the man from the inn in Venteno. He relayed the information to Donderan as he drew his sword, and the man removed his hood and looked at them before turning and walking in their direction. Donderan stood and watched the man advance and said nothing until he stopped in front of them.

   "Put your sword away lad, do you not know an elf when you see one?" The dwarf said.

   "I have never seen an elf, so how could I know what they look like?" Brylen said to Donderan, as he replaced the sword in its scabbard.

   "Well now you have my boy, now you have." Donderan replied.

   "Hello Donderan, I heard you were here, but I had to see it for myself." The elf said.

   "Hello Eoavin, you are a long way from home my friend, what brings you to the lands of men?" The dwarf asked.

   "We were sent by Loren to spy on the mage king's forces." Eoavin told the dwarf, as he guided them to his camp. "They have crossed the lake, and gather in the west."

   "How can they cross the whole empire without being challenged?" Donderan asked the elf; surprised at the news he gave.

   "The empire is not what it once was." The elf replied. "They cross in small groups of no more than three or four men, and they dress like brigands. It will take a long time to gather enough men to build an army, but they have been at it for close to nine months."

   "Have you warned the regents of this threat from the mage king?" The dwarf asked.

   "We tried, but you know the regents." The elf replied. "Three of them would not see us, but sent a messenger to receive the news.

   "Which one did you talk to?" Donderan asked.

   "Falendor of the west." Eoavin said. "He listened to us, and asked us questions, but was unsure what to do."

   "Does the man have an army that is able defend him?" Donderan asked, but knew the answer already.

   "He recruits new men as fast as he can, but I fear it will fall far short of what will be needed. Litlorn is in Argnon and the man he was sent to find as well, but what can two men do?"

   Donderan jumped from where he sat, and became very excited. The look of concern vanished, and a huge smile dominated his face.

   "The dragon rider is in Argnon?" He asked.

   "Dragon rider!" Eoavin exclaimed. "I said nothing of a dragon rider."

   "Did you not say the man Litlorn was to meet was in Argnon?" Donderan asked, as he stood in front of the elf with his fists on his hips.

   "Yes, it is true." The elf said. "The man Litlorn was to meet was there when he arrived."

   "The man he was to meet, is the dragon rider, and his dragon passed over our heads just days ago." The dwarf said, as he danced around the campfire.

   Brylen watched the dwarf as he danced around the fire, and wondered if Donderan was injured. The dwarf made the worst noise that he had ever heard, and jumped and jerked as he went round and round.

   "There is one other thing." Eoavin told them. "We spotted a group of twenty solders and their commander, traveling south on the great road. A mage of great power travels with them, and they are to ambush the dragon warrior at Glansford. The regents have called a council, and will be summoned soon as well."

   "How did you find out this information lad?" Donderan asked, and stopped his dancing to listen.

   "The mage that travels with the outlaws told us of the ambush." Eoavin replied.

   "The mage told you?" Donderan said, with surprise in his voice.

   "Yes, and the mage protected one of my men by casting a spell to hide him when the solders spotted him."

   "It does not sound like this mage is a servant of the mage king, or it is a trap." Brylen asked.

   "I do not think it is a trap for us he sets, but one for the solders he travels with." The elf replied.

   "Then we must help him spring it on them, my friend." Donderan exclaimed. "It is an opportunity we cannot pass up."

   "We cannot help you at this time. We have other duties to perform, and only stay here long enough to pass this information on to you." The elf replied. "My kinsmen who follows the assassins will keep you informed of their progress. You will see me again before long, so, until then I must bid you farewell."

   Eoavin turned and disappeared into the trees, along with the elves that accompanied him. Brylen was still trying to make sense of all he had heard from the elves, when Donderan put out the fire, and made ready to leave the camp.

   "We have a new adventure to go on lad, are you not excited?" The dwarf asked him.

   "Every day is an adventure with you my friend." Brylen said. "And I have no place else to go, so lead on, and I will follow."

   The dwarf laughed loudly as they made their way back to the path, and the horses that were tied to a bush there. They were still going to Glansford as far as Brylen knew, but now they would do more than learn about dragons. Glansford was still weeks away from the bridge that they had just crossed, and the country was rough and wild between them and their destination. Brigands roamed the wild lands west of the Imlador, but they were not servants of Arnoran. Donderan did not worry about them as they traveled, for rarely would they attack armed warriors.

   It was just before midday when Brylen stopped in front of the barely visible path, which led off the main road that they were on. Something was drawing him down that path, and he could not turn away.

   "What is it boy?" Donderan asked.

   "I do not know." Brylen told his friend. "I feel there is something down this path that is drawing me to it. I don't know why, but I have to go this way."

   "Then we must find out what it is, lad, that we must." The dwarf said, as he led the way down the faint path.

   It was late in the day, and the two men were about to turn and return to the cart path that was the main road through the wild lands of the northern realm. Donderan could hear the river, and decided to make camp here, and then return to the road in the morning.

   The golden trees caught Brylen's eye, and he rode to them. The garden was in the center of a ring of the golden trees, and a statue stood in the center of the garden. It was much smaller than the garden on the island in the cove, but was identical to it in all other ways. Brylen looked for, and found, the tablet the garden contained. He opened his journal, and in it he copied the words from the tablet, under the ones from the island.

   "This is the second one of these that I have found." He said to Donderan. "I cannot read it, but it seems very important."

   "This is a Elvin garden, and it is older than even the Great Elvin Kingdoms of the north." The dwarf informed him. "This was made before the first elf dynasty was founded, and, before men rode on the backs of dragons.

   "How many of these gardens are there?" Brylen asked.

   "I have seen hundreds in my life, but this is the first one that I have seen with the statue of a dragon in the center. The stone tablet and the dragon statue were here before the garden was built, but I have no idea who made them."

   "They have something to do with that dragon we saw." Brylen said. "I don't know why they do; I just know it is true."

   "Then we will ask him when we see him." Donderan said, and went to make their camp.

   The next morning, they rode back to the main trail, and in the direction of Glansford once again. Two days later the elf scout stepped from the trees as they passed, and informed them of the progress of the assassins. He disappeared as fast as he had appeared, and once again, the two men were alone on the road. The mage was slowing down the group with magic, and forcing them to make bad choices in their route.

   It looked like a battle may be fought at the crossroads, instead of an ambush at Glansford Donderan thought. The quest to reunite the Great Dragon Empire was beginning, and Donderan was right in the middle of it.






 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
   Beloran sat in his office and read the summons to the council of regents. He had turned down the request from Falendor, but still the royal steward had sent the summons to him. This was an outrage, and he would set it straight when he arrived in Corlindum. Falendor and his outlaw problem was not his concern, but the warrior who wore the dragon armor was something different altogether. He would enjoy seeing the upstart warrior taken away in chains, to be thrown into his prison and punished for his crime. He could not allow anyone to wear that armor in the empire, and threaten his claim to the throne.

   Valiny walked through the castle slowly, as he made his way to Beloran's office. He did not agree with his father on how he ran the realm, but there was little he could do about it. He knew what his father wanted to see him about, but the trip to the council would give the people the time they needed to sell their harvests. His father was hard on his people, and taxed them mercilessly to build his coffers. Beloran was a harsh ruler, and the people hated him, but Valiny helped them as much as he could, and often paid a hard price for it. For as much as they hated Beloran for his cruelty, the people of the eastern realm loved Valiny even more for his kindness and generosity.

   Valiny was the complete opposite of his father in almost every way. He was taller than most of the men in the realm, and his dark brown eyes showed kindness and compassion. Beloran however, was well shorter than average, and had the colorless and cruel eyes of the tyrant he was. Valiny was slim and athletic, and his hair was cut in the military manner required of all the officers in the army. Beloran was a fat and lazy man, with a balding head, and a salt and pepper beard. He often wore the same soiled cloths for several days before changing, and seldom bathed. Valiny dressed the same as all of the officers in the guard, and was clean-shaven, but he also wore the emblem of the regent that showed him to be a member of the regent's family.

   His father was waiting on him when he arrived at his office, and looked at him with his harsh and colorless eyes.

   "Where are the taxes you were sent to collect?" He asked his son.

   "They were put into the coffers." Valiny replied.

   "Just a few coins more than half of what you were sent to collect, is what it shows here, where is the rest?" Beloran demanded.

   "It will be here before you return, father." Valiny said. "The regular tax collector is bringing it with him as we speak. I came with what we had when you sent for me; he was to return with the rest."

   Valiny knew that the money was not on its way, but it would be, before his father returned. The tax collector was ordered by Valiny to wait for one more month for the taxes, to give the farmers time to return from the market. It would take two and a half months to make the entire trip to Corlindum and back, and his father would never know.

   "We will see. You and your sister will be joining the rest of us when we leave in two days." Beloran told his son. "From now on the family must travel everywhere together, and be announced wherever we go."

   "But what about the daily business of the realm, who will run it if we are all gone to Corlindum?" He asked, curious as to whom, his father would choose to replace him for almost three months.

   "That is not for you to worry about, it has already been taken care of. Go and pack what you need for the trip, and the servants will pick up your bags tomorrow evening." Beloran told his son, and dismissed him with a wave of his hand.

   Valiny walked from his father's office, and down the hall to his suite of rooms, which was across the hallway from his sisters. He had heard the stories about the warrior also, and knew his father wanted him to see what happens to those who oppose him. He knew his father well enough to know that, but this time things might not go his father's way. Rumors had been circulating around the realm that the other regents were tired of the way his father treated them, and they would no longer agree to Beloran's demands.

   Dralessa closed the door of her suite behind the messenger as he walked from the room. She began packing many different dresses for the nights she would be entertaining guests with her father. She did not like to travel with him on his trips, but she was not allowed to travel without him either. She had not been allowed to go to Corlindum in the past, but now she was a woman, and looked like it. Her father was looking for a husband among the regent's sons for her, to gain more control over the empire. He could look all he wanted she thought, but she would choose her own husband in the end. There would be many different guests at the council of regents, and Dralessa looked forward to the chance to meet some of the other regent's families.

   She was a beautiful woman, with raven black hair, and a friendly but sad smile. Her figure was slim but elegant, and she walked like an angel through the castle of her father, and her father's father. Her dark-brown eyes were curious but shy, and showed intelligence beyond her years. Her hair was long and straight, and was woven with silver chains studded with diamonds to hold it back. She had been a virtual prisoner in the castle all her life, never being allowed to leave without her father. Dralessa was twenty-two, and had only been away from the walls of the castle, four times in her entire life.

   Beloran would travel with one hundred of his finest solders, and his house full of servants. The scribes and the interpreters would join them as well as his legal council, and the party would be over two hundred strong when it rode out of Grimmen. He would make an impression on the other regents, and strengthen his claim on the crown. One day the green and black colors of his realm would fly over the whole empire, he thought, and he would be the king.

   Fagerin walked into the regent's office when all of the others were gone, and Beloran was alone.

   "What news do you bring me?" Beloran asked him.

   "The outlaws have stepped up their efforts in the northern part of Falendor's realm. They expect to weaken his forces enough to threaten Argnon within a year." Fagerin told him. "The only problem is the warrior who wears the dragon armor. He has killed the brigands who guarded Darious's monastery, and found the box that was hidden there."

   "The key of Darious?" Beloran asked, surprised and angered, that someone other than him had found it after all this time.

   "Yes, and Falendor has it now." The man said.

   "We must see if we can get it from him somehow." Beloran replied, thinking over the news he had received, and forming a plan.

   "Go to Corlindum ahead of us, and see what you can find out about the box, and the key inside of it." He said to Fagerin, and dismissed him with a nod.

   Fagerin slipped from the castle, and rode from Grimmen before dark. It was a long way to the capital of the regents, and he needed to get there unseen. It would still be a month before the first regent would arrive, but the city was full of servants who prepared it ahead of them. He would pass the information on to the outlaws in the west if they agreed to pay handsomely for it, but for now he would see what else he could learn. The brigands paid him well for the information he provided them, however, so did Beloran. He knew it was a dangerous game that he was playing, but he was getting rich doing it and he would switch to whichever side came out on top when it was over.

   The supplies were loaded, and the solders were ready, when Beloran walked from the castle, and stepped into the special carriage built for his family. The procession began the journey with a column of guards before, and after the carriage, and the banners of the realm flying in front of them. It was a grand sight, but few of the people of Grimmen came to see them off.

   Valiny and Dralessa were leaving their castle behind, as slaves to their fathers will. They were going to Corlindum for the first time in their lives, and went with him willingly. The stories they were told in their youth by the servants, made it a place of mystery and enchantment, and they had wanted to go there since they were children. Their father never allowed them too before, because they were too young to be of any use to him. They both believed the realm was being crushed by Beloran's greed and ambition, and did all they could for their people. When they made the return trip to Grimmen from Corlindum, things would be different. The empire was changing and those who stood in its way would be swept aside and forgotten.

 
*****

 
   Venteno was busy after the royal courier had gone back to Brinden, and the home of the royal steward. Borlund agreed to the request from Falendor, because of the outlaws who crossed his lands from the east. Some of his people had been robbed and killed, but his solders could find no sign of the outlaws. They were becoming a problem, and something had to be done about it, but it was mostly in the north where the fewest people lived. He did not know where they came from, or to where they went, but someone needed to find out he thought.

   Falendor had been complaining about outlaws for years, but Beloran had kept him and the other regents from helping in the past. That would all change when the council was held this time, he decided. The eastern regent would no longer tell them what they could, or could not do, and he would make his decisions based on what was best for the empire, and not what was best for Beloran. He had listened to the eastern regent long enough. Beloran had grown richer, while they struggled to keep their realms from declining, and he was tired of it. He had heard the stories about the man who wore the dragon armor, but did not care if he did. It was not even a law like Beloran would have everyone believe, but was an old custom, instead. If the man wanted to wear it, let him Borlund thought. After all, what harm could it do?

   The castle was located in the center of town, and was a castle within a castle. The center of the fortress was where the regent lived with his family, and was the oldest castle still standing in the empire. The outer walls were built by his ancestors, and were twenty feet high and ten feet thick. The garrison, stables, and barracks, were located there, as well as the blacksmiths and other artisans required by the army. The city of Venteno sprang up around it in the time of the lesser wars, and walls were built around the city to make it easier to protect. The city had changed over the years, and the wooden structures had been replaced with taller stone ones. The streets were laid out so there was no wasted space, and the buildings were as tall as they could make them, without compromising their security.

   There were four gates leading from the city, and they were guarded always. In times of peace they were always open, but in times of strife they were closed at sunset. They had not been closed in his lifetime, or that of his fathers, but they were still kept oiled and in good working order. All of the merchants that sold their wares in Venteno were located inside the city gates. They were located in the buildings designed for their trade, and in the marketplace, which could accommodate many people.

   Borlund walked from the great hall, where he oversaw the packing of the supplies he would need for the trip to Corlindum. The other regents did not consider him an intelligent man, because he did not make his decisions quickly, but he did not care what they thought of him, as long as they left him alone. He had been a regent longer than any of the other three by close to ten years, even though he was not the oldest, and the time had come for him to start acting like it.

   He gave the order that the fifty solders who would accompany him, were to dress in the blue and white colors of the realm. The banners were to be carried in front of the regent's party, and flown with pride. They would be off to the council of regents in the morning, and his two sons would accompany him as they always did.

   Kebren was the oldest at twenty-nine and he was assuming more of the daily duties required of the regent, with each New Year. He was being groomed to become the regent after his father, and he did his job well. Hobie on the other hand was two tears younger than his brother but was given none of the duties of the regent. He considered himself the lucky one, because he was allowed to be in the army, unlike his brother. He was a warrior at heart, and had been since he was a child, but he wanted more than just a commission in the guard. He dreamed of commanding an army of the empire and thought it was a mistake not to form one

   Delena decided to make the trip with her father, to shop in the marketplace, and the smaller shops around it. The market at Corlindum was the biggest in the empire, but it was only open when the regents held their council. Anything that the four realms had to offer was available to any one with the money to purchase it, and if it was not there, it was not in the empire. Delena was the youngest of Borlund's children, and three years younger than Hobie. She was the smartest of them all, but she was a woman, and not allowed to be involved it the politics of the realm. She was as beautiful as she was intelligent, and as charming as anyone in the empire. Many men had sought her hand in marriage, but she would have no part of any of them. One day she would find the right man and fall in love, but she was not in a hurry to become a wife.

   Hobie led the way, as the precession set out for Corlindum, and the council of regents. Unlike the other realms, Borlund did not have many servants that accompanied him along the way. Only the women who waited on Delena were with them, and there were only three of them. The men lived with the solders, and shared their hardships as well as their food when on these long trips. Delena would have also, had she been allowed, but she was a woman now, and had to act like one.

   Normally Borlund would have ridden his horse as his sons did, but he had taken ill during the night, and was feeling too weak to ride. He would be better in a day or two he thought. However, if he was not better by the time they reached Corlindum, Kebren knew what was to be done, and would take his place.

   The time had come to shake up the empire Borlund thought, but he had no idea how true that statement would be. By the time the council was over, and he had returned to his home in Venteno, the empire would be changed forever.

 
*****

 
Thadric watched the courier as he rode into the courtyard. Standing at the window as he always did, he looked down at Magdrin as it spread out beneath him. The city was more than just the capital of his realm, for it had been the home of his family for more than five generations now. The castle was built to withstand a siege, and was well equipped to do so. It was the center of all of the trade in the south, and some of the best artisans in the empire, plied their trades here.
   His ancestors had built it long ago, as the center of business for the realm, but in those days the south was still wild, and most of the towns and villages were in the northern part of the realm. Now there were very little wild lands left in the south, and each year it was growing even smaller. The farms were growing larger, and small villages were popping up farther, and farther south. Thadric would have been getting richer over the years, but he made his realm richer instead. He paid his guard better than the other regents paid theirs, and he was beginning to build garrisons in all of the towns of his realm. The garrison and the solders it housed, could cover the smaller villages around the towns if trouble came, and with the realm next to Beloran's, trouble was never far away.

   Thadric walked back to his desk, and sat in the same chair as his father had used, and his father before him. The courier would be there soon, and he wondered what it could be this time. The royal courier departed from Magdrin less than a week ago, and Thadric was making the plans for the trip to the capitol, even now. Thadric was the closest of the regents to Corlindum, and did not have to leave as soon as the others. It was barely a two-week journey for him, and the roads were well traveled in this part of the realm.

   "What have you got for me?" He asked the courier when he walked into the office.

   "It is a letter from the Steward of the Great Empire." The man replied, and he handed the official looking envelope with the wax seal to the regent.

   "Was there anything else?" Thadric asked, as he took the envelope.

   The courier was so serious about his position, and that of the steward of the realms, it made Thadric smile. The steward was no more than a puppet for the regents, he thought. He deserved a lot more respect than he received from them, but Beloran kept his foot on the mans throat, so to speak.

   "No sir." The courier replied, and turned to leave.

   "Thank you." The regent said to the retreating figure.

   A letter from the steward was not all that uncommon for Thadric, for he had known Semeon since he was a boy, and they had spent a lot of time together in their youth. Their fathers had fought together several times when they were young, and saw each other often over the years. Thadric liked the man, and treated him like a member of the royal house, which he was to a degree. He was the only male descendent of the last ruler of the old dragon empire, and of the dragon riders themselves.

   Thadric looked at the letter, and the official seal of the empire. Semeon only used the ring to seal the letters that were of an official nature, and he had just received the summons. He opened the letter and read it.

 
Hello my friend. There is news about the Empire I thought you should know. A Dragon Warrior has returned to the realms, but I have no idea what it means. I am sure you have heard the tales about him, but what you do not know, is that they are all true. I have summoned him to the council, but I will not allow Beloran to take him to his dungeon. I hoped you would help me with this problem.

 
Your friend Semeon

 
   Thadric finished the letter and put it down on his desk. The man in the dragon armor did not worry him, but Beloran would be a problem without a doubt. He was the hardest man to reason with that Thadric had ever known, but the time had come to think about the empire, and not Beloran. He would do what he could, but he would have to leave early, and talk to Semeon personally.

   Stepping up his timetable only took half an hour; but his son was not back from the west yet, and it worried him. If he were not back by morning, Thadric would send a patrol to go and find him. His wife would not go to Corlindum with him in the past, and this time was no different. She preferred to spend her time in the gardens, entertaining the wealthier ladies of Magdrin. Landris on the other hand, would be very angry if he were not here to ride with the solders to the capital.

   Dranella sat in her room, and looked out the window at the city below. It was the place that she always sat when her mother was entertaining her guests. The trip to Corlindum was just in time she thought, and a break from her mother would do her some good, but they were never gone long enough to suit her. She was tired of the fancy dances, and the fake smiles that came along with them. She wanted some adventure and excitement, but women of standing did not get to do such things.

   She was older than any of the daughters of the other regents, but she did not look like it. She had turned twenty-six within the last two months, but only looked nineteen, if that. Sometimes it was not so bad, but most of the time she hated it. No one took her seriously until she forced him or her too, and still they treated her like a child. She had a very pretty face with big brown eyes, and dark brown hair braided down her back. Her arms and hands were very delicate, but held strength beyond their appearance. She was only five foot tall, and in her gowns looked delicate as a flower, but was also well endowed. If she did not look so young, you could say she was a very beautiful woman.

   Landris rode in late that evening, with the extra horses trailing behind him. He halted in front of the stables by the open door, and handed the lead rope of the animals to the stable master. These horses had come from Argnon, but the regent was not the one who sold them to him. The innkeeper, and owner of the Red Falcon, Farlin, had sent them, and they were the finest animals he had seen in a long time. They cost him a little more, but there were two stallions in the group, and figured they would be worth it in the end.

   He told his father about the horses, and went to the kitchens to find something to eat. Two weeks on the road to where he picked up the horses, and the same two weeks to return had tired him out. Now, there was a council of regents to attend, and he had to be ready by the morning after next.

   "Another two weeks in the saddle again," he thought. "Well, at least there would be plenty to eat along the way."

   Landis was not the best looking man in the realm, but he was the best fighter, and all the people loved him as much as they loved his father. He had a small scar on his left cheek that gave him an older, and wiser appearance, and it made him more attractive to the women of the realm. He wore the armor of the army, and the emblem of the realm, wherever he went, and treated everyone with respect. Even those he had to arrest for whatever reason were treated with kindness and compassion. He had killed several men in his life, and received the scar on his cheek from one of them, but he did not like to kill, and avoided it if he could. His hair was cut in the warrior fashion, and was tied back with a strip of rawhide leather. If it were not for the emblem of the regent he wore, he would have looked like any other solder in the guard.

   Thadric stayed up late that night, thinking about the council meetings to come. He hated to go to them because of Beloran, but had liked them before Beloran's father died, and Beloran had become the regent. They had conducted the business of the empire in the past, but now it was all about the spoiled brat of a boy, Beloran. Falendor was the youngest, but Beloran was not much older. Falendor's father was killed protecting his realm, while Beloran was suspected of poisoning his father to become the regent sooner. No one could ever prove it, though his sister and brother tried. He imprisoned them later for treason, and had them executed not long after. Thadric feared the man and his ambition out of experience, and knew his son was not safe from Beloran's reach. It was common knowledge that he had assassins on his payroll, but it could not be proven in the court of the empire.

   Everything was made ready for the journey that day, and the packs only needed to be loaded on the horses the next morning. Thadric and Dranella were riding in the carriage, and Landis would be on his horse at the front of the guard. Thadric walked through the castle one last time before retiring for the night, and made sure that the servants had their work completed.

   When the regent stepped into the carriage the next morning, Dranella was waiting for him inside. He smiled at her as he entered, and kissed her on the cheek. When the door to the carriage was closed, Landis led the way north, and out of Magdrin. With the banners of his house flying before him, the yellow and white colors of the southern regent took the road, and the journey had begun. Thadric hoped that this council of regents would be different than the last few council meetings he had attended, but there was no way he could have known how different it would turn out to be.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
   Falendor walked away from the window where he had watched the solders ride into town, and down the stairs of the tower. Captain Brannor and his men rode into the garrison, along with Menimeth and his companions, followed by Commander Rayden and the solders of the Lost Cavalry. The box was all the regent could think about, and he wondered if the warrior had actually found it. He was excited about the prospect of what the box held, but annoyed by the reception the man in the dragon armor had received from the people of the town. The whole town was out to see them as they arrived, and the people cheered them as they rode in.

   Chrisanna stood on the balcony, and watched as the solders rode into the garrison. The sight of the different groups of solders as they rode in through the gates, was one she had never seen before, but she looked for Menimeth and his companions most of all. She watched as they dismounted, and her heart pounded as they walk through the castle gates.

   Saesic stood in the shadows by his widow, and watched the dragon warrior ride in with his companions as well, and the twenty-one cavalrymen dressed in strange armor that followed him. Who were these new solders he wondered, and where did they come from. This was an unforeseen event, and he would have to find out more about them. He did not want anything to interfere with his plans, and these new solders could be a problem.

   Menimeth dropped from Donner, and Chanry was soon by his side. Litlorn and Javen joined them, but Kyler and Feran took the horses, and rode to the Red Falcon to secure their rooms.

   Commander Rayden had his men dismount, and make camp in the open space between the road and the Fairgrounds, because it was the place set aside for the solders of visiting diplomats. Dorben followed his commander to where Menimeth and his friends waited with Captain Brannor, for the regent to send for them. After the ten days they had ridden with Captain Brannor, and the four days with Menimeth and his dragon, Commander Rayden and Dorben decided Menimeth was the man to follow, and the one who could help them get their kingdom back. Fighting the forces of the mage king in the dragon empire would be an incentive for his men to train harder, and it would boost their moral. They hated Arnoran more than anything else, and wanted revenge for their kinsmen, and country.

   Falendor waited anxiously for the men to enter, and Chrisanna stood behind her father to the side, and watched for the men with anticipation. Saesic was there as well, but he stood behind the tapestry in a hidden doorway and listened.

   When the men entered the hall, it was lined with people on both sides, who waited to see dragon warrior. Menimeth and Litlorn walked to the steps that led to the official seat of the regent, followed by Commander Rayden, Dorben, and then the others. Chanry was beside his master of course, and watched the regent suspiciously. Menimeth carried the box in his hands, and the regent's eyes could look at nothing else, as the men approached.

   "I see you have found the box." He said to Menimeth, when they had stopped in front of him.

   "Yes I did, with the help of my friend Chanry." Menimeth said, and put his hand on the boy's head.

   He handed the box to Chanry, and the boy walked up the stairs and handed it to the regent, before returning to his master. Falendor was impressed with the loyalty he showed the warrior, and liked the headstrong young boy.

   "You have granted my request, and I shall grant yours. The men of the fair are free to return to their homes, and I am sending a few of the wounded who have served their time home as well."

   "I thank you for your kindness and generosity." Menimeth replied as he bowed to the regent.

   "And who are these strange solders behind you, I do not believe I recognize the emblem on their cloak?" Falendor asked.

   "I am Commander Rayden, leader of the Lost Cavalry. We are the last solders of the armies of Griblund; overrun by the mage king Arnoran. We seek council with your king, and come to you for aid in this task." Commander Rayden said, as he bowed in the formal military manner of solders to royalty.

   The regent was about to speak, but was saved by the announcement of another guest. The royal courier had arrived, and was escorted to the hall while everyone waited. He walked up to the regent and handed him a letter with the royal seal on it, and then he turned to Menimeth, and asked.

   "Are you the dragon man?"

   "Yes he is." Falendor replied, and looked at Menimeth with regret.

   "This is for you then." The courier said, and handed Menimeth a similar letter as the one handed to the regent.

   Falendor opened the letter and read it before speaking. He already knew what was in it, but went through the formalities anyway.

   "You are in luck commander. A council of regents has been called, and we are to leave immediately. You may come with us if you wish, and you will be able to speak to the council." Falendor said to Commander Rayden.

   "Thank you sir, we will be honored to accompany you." The commander replied, and bowed again.

   Menimeth read the letter and was not surprised to find he was summoned before the council. What did surprise him was the note from the Royal Steward, and his request to see him first. He did not mention that part of the letter, but did acknowledge the summons to the council.

   "Good, then we shall all leave in the morning two days from now. That should give you time to rest and prepare for the trip." Falendor said, as he stood to leave the hall. "We shall see you all again then, and we will talk more along the way."

   The men left the castle, and went to the main room of the Red Falcon, for a pint of ale to wash the dust from their throats. Kyler and Feran were already there, and sat at the table Menimeth always chose when they were in the tavern. The men took their seats around the table, but saved the seat against the wall for their leader. Menimeth spoke quietly with Farlin at the bar before joining his friends at the table, and Farlin disappeared from the inn soon after. A new man worked for the innkeeper, and brought the men their goblets, after Menimeth had taken his seat against the wall.

   "Why were you given a summons to the council?" Javen asked, after the new bartender had returned to his duties.

   "Because you are the king."

   "Not yet, my friend." Menimeth told his dragon.

   "He is a threat to the regents power because he is the, you know what." Litlorn said in an almost whisper.

   "Not yet." He said to Litlorn, and looked at his friends around the table.

   "Where is your, umm, friend." Commander Rayden asked, and looked out the window as he did.

   "He is out hunting, and will stay out of sight until I call him." Menimeth replied.

   "This could get interesting before it is over." Commander Rayden said, as he sipped his ale.

   "You are right about that my friend. It could get very interesting, and sooner than we want." The dragon rider replied.

   Farlin returned to the inn, and walked to the table where the warriors sat. He carried several packages with him, and he handed them to Menimeth when he reached the table.

   "This is what you ordered, and here is the money from the sale of the goods you brought in." He said, and sat the coin purse down on the table in front of Menimeth. "There is close to one hundred gold coin in the purse, and I still have some to collect."

   "Thank you Farlin, I am in your debt." Menimeth replied.

   "You owe me nothing. I sold the armor and swords to the solders at the garrison, and made a good amount from the sales myself." Farlin told him, "And now the solders are better armed and protected than before."

   Litlorn ordered another round for his companions, and Farlin went to fetch them. Inside the packages that Menimeth had received from Farlin, was the armor he had promised Chanry, and he put it on as soon as he received it. It was made to adjust to a growing boy, and had the dragon symbol on the chest like the men. Chanry was very proud of his armor, and wore it always.

   The next day Menimeth and his friends spent preparing for the trip to Corlindum. The regent had released the men from the fair that morning, and they began to leave Argnon to return to their homes. They came to Menimeth and thanked him for their release before leaving, and the two men from Alenvale that had failed at the fair the last time, were among them. Kyler's father was one of the men that came to thank the dragon warrior, and he was surprised to find his son with the man. Kyler had not seen his father since the fair three years earlier, and was happy to see him again. They talked about the village, and the fair that had just been completed, but mostly they talked about Menimeth. Feran was the only one of the three that was married, so it was decided that he would take the wounded men back to Alenvale, before returning to Argnon and then following them to Corlindum.

   Menimeth picked out the best horse from those that had been ridden by the brigands, and purchased a saddle and tack to go on it. Chanry had turned nine while they were at the monastery, and Menimeth gave him the horse for his birthday. The horse was brown with a white splash on his chest, and a white spot on his forehead in the shape of a star. Chanry loved the horse, and named it Strider because he could run so fast. He had never been given a horse before, and spent most of that day in the stables with him.

   The armor he now wore was something boys his age, or any age, only dreamed about, but never received. Saddle blankets had been made for all of the horses of his friends with the dragon symbol stitched into it, and bordered in the purple and gold colors of the Great Dragon Empire. Menimeth designed them with the help if his dragon, and passed them out to his friends. Cloaks with the dragon symbol on them, and in the purple and gold, were also given to all of them, and they wore them proudly. From now on, Menimeth and his companions would travel as dragon warriors of the empire. The four members of his group had sworn an allegiance to the new Great Dragon Empire and their leader, who they believed was its rightful king. Menimeth gave them the name "Dragon Guard", because the Empire was what they swore to protect with their lives. Litlorn received these items as well, but he was the heir to the throne of Latrelarn, and was bound by that oath beyond the rest.

   Farlin was given the remaining armor, weapons, and horses, taken from the dead outlaws of the monastery, to sell to the solders of the realm. The west would fight the brigands with their own weapons and armor Menimeth thought, but the problem was that there were not enough solders in the west to defend it. He needed all of the regent's help if he was to drive off the solders that invaded the empire in the west, but had little hope in getting it easily.

   The next morning, Feran and the three men he was escorting, set out for Alenvale early, and Kyler's father was speechless when he was given the three hundred gold coins from the crossroads. He looked at his son with pride, and followed as Feran led the group onto the great road, and turned west. Feran would see his friends again after he had gotten the men home safely, but he regretted leaving them behind to begin with.

   Menimeth and his men rode from the inn as a group, and stopped at the garrison beside Commander Rayden. Commander Rayden and Dorben sat on their horses at the gates, while his men sat in formation and awaited their orders. Captain Brannor and thirty of his best solders, were mounted, and in the garrison courtyard with their banners unfurled. The blue and yellow colors of the western realm dominated the courtyard, and the solders of the guard that were assembled there.

   Falendor was already mounted, and his family was in the carriages, when the gates of the castle opened, and the journey began. Captain Brannor led the way, and the regent's party followed, and as Falendor passed Menimeth and his companions, he was shocked to see them in the royal colors of the Great Dragon Empire. This would not go over well with the other regents Falendor thought, the man had gone too far this time, and Falendor did not know if he could keep him from being arrested. He would just have to wait and see how they reacted first, and then he would decide what he could do for the warrior.

   Menimeth and his companions followed the servants that made up the end of the regents party, and the solders of the Lost Cavalry fell in behind them. Commander Rayden rode beside Menimeth, and Dorben rode beside Litlorn, as the precession made it's way onto the Great Western Road. It was a long way to Corlindum, and the commander talked to Menimeth about the outlaws and the empire along the way. Chanry was just behind his master, and the men from Alenvale who made up the rest of the Dragon Guard, followed behind Litlorn and Dorben.

   The last two horsemen of the Lost Cavalry turned south when they reached the road to the monastery. They had received their orders earlier that morning, and leaving the group, they turned, disappearing down the road to the south. They would be back before their Commander was in Corlindum, and they would not be alone.

   The Road was empty for most of the day, and few travelers passed them as they made their way along it. The day was nearing its end when they reached the first campground selected by the regent, and the camp was set up for the night. The men of the Lost Cavalry camped among the purple and gold tents that Menimeth had provided for his Dragon Guard, and it made their part of the camp larger. Each of the four members of the guard had received their own tent, and there were several more available among the supplies. Commander Rayden and the other Officers of his Cavalry were each placed in an extra tent, and Dorben was given one as well.

   Menimeth had the biggest tent of those in his group, and it was set up in the center of their part of the campground. The other tents were arranged around it in the military style used by the Great Dragon Empire of the past, but the solders of the Lost Cavalry used the small red and white tents that the solders of their kingdom always carried. It did not go unnoticed by the regent, and the summons came only moments after the camp was completed.

   Falendor sat in his tent, and waited for the warrior to arrive. He had sent four guards with orders to bring the warrior to him, and they should have been here by now. He had to speak to the man before they arrived in Corlindum, and warn him about Beloran. The warrior did not know the danger he put himself and his friends in, he thought.

   It was a long time before the guards returned, and Falendor was growing impatient. He did not like to be kept waiting, and was no longer sitting when they walked in. Falendor expected to see the warrior in the middle of the four guards, but he was not. Menimeth entered the tent followed by Litlorn and Commander Rayden, while Javen and Kyler stood at the entrance and guarded it. Falendor's anger turned to astonishment when Menimeth dismissed the four guards and they withdrew from the tent.

   "You wished to see me?" Menimeth asked, when the regent had taken his seat again.

   "Well, yes. However, I did not expect anyone else." Falendor said as he looked at the men in front of him.

   "When you sent four solders, we assumed you expected four guests to accompany them, but Javen would not be left out." Menimeth replied, and smiled at the regent.

   Falendor studied the men who stood before him, but could see no threat from any of them.

   "I do not understand you Menimeth." He said at last. "You help the people of the realm, and ask nothing in return. You accomplished the impossible by retrieving the box, but why did you give it to me?"

   "To release the men from the fair." Menimeth replied

   "I see you use the colors of the royal house of the old empire. No one has used them in over five hundred years, and an agreement was reached by all of us, that none of the regents would be allowed to do so."

   "We do not represent any of the regents." Menimeth replied, as he waved his hand, including the others who stood with him in his statement.

   "Beloran will not see it that way, and will have you arrested on sight. He believes that he should rule the empire, and will stop at nothing to achieve it." Falendor said. "The other regents want to be king also, but our realms come first, his does not."

   "Does he have a claim to the throne through some bloodline?" Litlorn asked, and did so as the prince of the Elvin kingdoms.

   Falendor looked at him, and realized that the elf before him was from the most powerful kingdom in the lands of magic, and was the heir to the throne. Things were not as they seemed to be, and he was just now realizing it. Men, who were summoned before a regent, usually feared the outcome of that summons. This warrior did not.

   "No he does not have such a claim to the throne." Falendor replied, "But that has not stopped him in the past."

   "Who is the steward and what is his place in the empire?" Menimeth asked the regent out of curiosity.

   "He is the descendent of the dragon rider who ruled through the council of The Browns, before they disappeared." Falendor told him. "His family began losing their power when the last of the dragon warriors left the empire at the end of the Great War. He is no more than a than a mediator to the regents now."

   "What would it take to become the king of the Empire?" Menimeth asked, and it caught the regent by surprise.

   "That would be next to impossible. It would require all of the regents to acknowledge the man, and that will never happen." Falendor replied, and as an afterthought said. "Or be in command of a dragon."

   "So a dragon rider would be the king, regardless of what the regents say, where any others would need all four regents to agree to take the throne?" Litlorn asked.

   Falendor smiled and said. "Yes, however, since there are no more dragons, there can be no riders."

   "What can you tell me of Beloran?" Menimeth asked.

   "He is the eastern regent, and the richest of us all. He has the most population, but the smallest amount of land. He is overly ambitious and very cruel to his people, and anyone he thinks is a threat, he will have arrested or killed. His dungeon is filled with people who under estimated him, and he would destroy the empire if he were to gain the throne." Falendor said. "Beware of him, for it is believed that he poisoned his father to gain the seat of the east, and he would have no problem doing the same to you."

   "Why is he allowed to continue as regent, if he is so evil?" Commander Rayden asked.

   He had not spoken before, and he did so out of curiosity. Falendor looked at the Commander of the lost Cavalry, and noted his confusion. When he gave the man his answer, it was like he had been defeated.

   "He remains the regent of the east because we can do nothing about it." Falendor said. "He has the largest army of us all, and if he sends his forces against any one of us, he would win. If he were to control two realms, he could claim the throne, and we would be powerless to stop him. We cannot give him an excuse to attack us, so he gets his way at the council most of the time."

   "So you fear him, or what he could do to your realm?" Commander Rayden said, and this time he was not confused.

   "Yes I do, but I also fear for my family." Falendor said. "Beloran would not leave any of them alive, if he were to take the west. He killed his own brother and sister after months of torturing them."

   "You need not fear him any longer." Menimeth said. "You will be safe from him from this day on, that is my oath."

   "You are very kind, but you do not know what you say. Beloran has more than one thousand solders at his command, and I have barely three hundred. There are five of you, and I do not see how you could stop his army. Even with Commander Rayden and his twenty cavalry, you would not stand a chance."

   "You misunderstand my position sir." Commander Rayden said.

   "You are not the Commander of the men who ride with you?" Falendor asked, with a puzzled look.

   "Yes Sir, I am their Commander, I meant these are not all of my men." Commander Rayden clarified.

   "You have more men than twenty?"

   "Yes Sir I do. There are ten battle groups in my cavalry, and in each battle group there are one hundred solders, with two scouts among them, One Captain, and two lesser officers added to each one, and there are six, higher Command officers, so there are one thousand and thirtyseven of us. I only have a few with me because we are not here to confront you; we are here to ask for your help.

   Falendor sat stunned by the numbers Commander Rayden had given. He never considered the fact that there may be more solders to the Lost Cavalry than the ones that were accompanying him now.

   "You and your family are safe from harm, and your realm will be defended." Commander Rayden said, as he looked at the regent.

   "We thank you for your kindness in bringing Beloran to our attention, and if there is nothing further, we will retire to our supper now." Menimeth said to the regent, and waited for him to dismiss them.

   "You are right, we must use this time to eat and rest for the ride tomorrow. Thank you for coming." Falendor replied, as he dismissed them.

   The regent sat in his chair, and thought about what had just happened. The warrior had taken control, and dictated the conversation without any trouble, and did it in a way that made Falendor envious. He was not as worried as he had been before, but he had the feeling that he was caught in the middle of events that were far bigger then him.

   The next night, Commander Rayden and Menimeth walked through the camp and talked.

   "The regent acknowledged that you are the king of the empire," Commander Rayden said.

   "Yes he did, but we must wait until the time is right, before we tell them." Menimeth replied. "We cannot afford a civil war."

   "If we are to follow you, we should wear the colors of your empire. The commander of the Lost Cavalry said.

   "You do not need to. A dragon added to you standard, and the uniforms of your men, would identify you as warriors of the empire. You should wear your colors with pride wherever you are." Menimeth told him, and they agreed.

   Chrisanna walked through the trees by the camp and thought about Corlindum. She loved the parties and the excitement of it all, and was lost in thought when the brigand stepped from the trees. She stopped abruptly when he did, and started to turn and run. He was between her and the camp, and cut her off when she tried to run to the side and around him. He grabbed her by the hair and flung her to the ground, as he pulled out his sword.

   She was dazed by the collision when her head hit the ground, and could not find her voice. Javen had followed the girl when she walked into the trees, to make sure she was safe from harm. He ran to where Chrisanna lay, and confronted the outlaw with his sword held high like Menimeth had taught him. Chrisanna watched in horror and excitement, as the battle for her was fought. The brigand was a seasoned solder, but Javen killed him within minuets, and only received a small cut on his arm for his trouble. With the bandit dead, Javen picked up the regents daughter, and carried her to the tent and her family. She felt the muscles of his chest and arms as he carried her, and looked into his face as he laid her on her bed. No one had ever made her feel this way before, and she thought about it as she closed her eyes and fell asleep.

   Falendor was mortified by the attack, and ordered the woods searched. Patrols were to be made from now on, until they reached Corlindum, and on the return trip as well. He thanked Javen for saving her several times, and did not stop until her rescuer returned to his own tent. He was just protecting her from the brigand, but Javen could not stop thinking about her.

   Falendor watched the warrior in dragon armor over the next five days. The man and his companions were as heroic as they were deadly, and were superior in every way to his guard, but did not act like it. The council of regents was going to be interesting this time, and Falendor was looking forward to it

   Captain Brannor stood before the regent and waited for him to speak. He had served Falendor's father before him, and had watched the boy grow into the man he now was. He was very young when he joined the guard, and had worked his way up to the position he now held. He had been the youngest captain of any guard in the empire, ever, and he owed it all to Falendor's father. He served the western regent only, and everyone knew it. Falendor trusted him more than anyone, and often asked his advise on things. Tonight he was asking advise, and asked Captain Brannor to sit with him and talk awhile. Captain Brannor knew something was troubling the regent, or he would not have asked him to sit with so many people around. His image was what kept a regent in good standing with his people, and you ordered, solders, you did not ask them.

   "You knew there were more than twenty solders with Commander Rayden in his Cavalry?" Falendor asked his captain

   "Yes Sir I did." Captain Brannor replied. "There was about one hundred and four or five, when he helped us kill the last of the outlaws we chased from the monastery."

   "And where are the rest of his cavalry, do you know?" The regent asked.

   "No Sir I do not, but they are somewhere in the southwest." Captain Brannor replied, and he wondered about the regent's sudden interest.

   "Do you think we can trust Menimeth and his men?" Falendor asked, and looked at Captain Brannor as he did.

   "Yes I do. He has always kept his word, and he is honorable above all else. " He replied. "He has the people of the empire in his thoughts but he does not want to rule them. He is a warrior of the empire and only the empire."

   "I trust your judgment Captain Brannor, and thank you for your time." Falendor said to his friend, and stood. "I will let you get to your duties now, I have kept you long enough."

   "Thank you sir." Captain Brannor said, and walked from the tent.

   Later that night, a figure slipped into the camp and entered the tent Litlorn used. Thirty minuets later he was gone, and Litlorn went to see his leader.

   "I have urgent news for you." He said when they were inside Menimeth's tent.

   "At This hour?" Menimeth asked, puzzled.

   "One of my kinsmen has just informed me that a force of twenty-one solders from the brigand camp in the north, is on its way to ambush you at Glansford. A mage is with them and gave him the information. We will meet at the crossroads in two days and will have to be ready for them.

   "Who is this mage and what does he want?" Menimeth asked.

   "My kinsmen believe it is his freedom from Arnoran he seeks." Litlorn replied.

"Then we will keep an eye on him and see what his intentions are."
"What about Falendor?" Litlorn asked.
   " We will inform him of the ambush and hang back to give him time to pass. I do not want any of his party injured." Menimeth replied.

   "And what about Commander Rayden and his cavalry?"

   "I think I will send them on ahead to the crossroads to hide, and ambush the ambush. Menimeth said.

   Litlorn smiled and shook his head.

   "We could pass it by early and avoid them altogether." He said.

   "But then we would not know where they were and we would have them to worry about on the return trip. Menimeth replied.

   "That is true, and so we must vanquish them at the crossroads." Litlorn said, and turned to leave.

   "I will see you in the morning, and we will decide how best to proceed, then." Menimeth replied, and went into the private quarters where Chanry slept.

   "What can you tell me of the solders who come to kill me, my friend." Menimeth asked his dragon.

   "They camp just off the road, northeast of where you are. The mage is very powerful but he uses dragon magic. I do not think he is a threat to us, and he has cast spells to hinder the solders he is with.

   "How far from the crossroads are they?" Menimeth asked.

   "Almost the same as you but they travel faster even with the spells the mage has cast. They will reach the crossroads before you will, do you want my help.

   "I do not think so, but you can be close by just in case we do."

   "As you wish."

   The next morning Menimeth discussed the ambush with the men. The plan was to send Commander Rayden and his cavalry to the crossroads now, and let the regent pass before Menimeth and his four companions walked into the trap. After informing the regent of their plans, Commander Rayden and the Lost Cavalry moved out to get into position before nightfall. They wanted to be sure to get to the site first, to set up the trap for a trap.

   Chanry was the biggest problem Menimeth could foresee, but he could hold the horses when the battle started and be out of the way of the fight. Everything was planned and ready, all they had to do was to wait until morning, and the fight to come.

   It was just growing light in the east when Falendor loaded his family in the carriage. Menimeth and the Dragon Guard waited until they were far enough down the road to be safe from the ambush, then they followed slowly behind to make it look as though they were in separate groups, and watched the road for any sign of the attack.

   The western regent's group was well passed the crossroads when Menimeth and his companions reached it. The attack came from the left side of the road, and the west corner as they had expected. Menimeth dismounted and drew his swords and the others did the same. Chanry took the horses across the road from the attackers, as the four warriors defended themselves. The two swords glowed white as they flashed around Menimeth's head and body, and into the brigands in front of him. Javen was fighting two of the outlaws, and Kyler had killed one but was being pressed by two more. Litlorn was fighting furiously, and one brigand was at his feet while another had lost the use of one arm.

   The mage, who was with the outlaws, raised his staff and a ball of fire flew from the end of it. The flash was very bright, and the closest bandit to Menimeth was burned to nothing in seconds.

   "You traitor!" The leader of the outlaws yelled, and turned to attack the mage.

   Donderan burst from the trees between the outlaw leader and the mage, and buried his war ax into the leaders chest. The look of shock remained on his face, even after he was dead.

   Menimeth already had three men at his feet, when the second trap was sprung. Commander Rayden and his men came from two different sides, to attack the remaining outlaws, and the fight began to go badly for the solders dressed as bandits, quickly.

   Brylen was beside Donderan as they fought beside each other, and several men lay dead at their feet. The fight was almost over, when the five remaining outlaws turned from the men they faced, and attacked Menimeth. Darik raised his staff once again, and spoke one word in a language no one had ever heard before. The staff glowed brightly, and the five outlaws that were still alive screamed a death scream. Seconds later they fell to the ground, and were dead.

   Donderan stood in the road, and smiled at Litlorn as he cleaned his sword from the carnage around him. Brylen stood beside him, and looked around at the bodies of the dead outlaws, lying in the road. This was better than what had happened to his home, but he was not a killer, and he disliked having to kill.

   Commander Rayden and his men retrieved their horses, and began clearing the bodies from the road. Menimeth looked at the dwarf, and knew him from his days with Captain Brandt. He wondered how he had come to be here, and decided he would have to talk to him later when they stopped for the night.

   Litlorn and Donderan walked to the side of the road, and talked until the road was cleared, and the armor and swords of the outlaws were stowed on the packhorses

   "It is good to see you old friend." Donderan said to the elf.

   "As always, you show up from out of nowhere when there is a fight, and kill everyone." Litlorn said to his friend of more than five hundred years. "It is good to see you too, Donderan. You are the sneakiest dwarf, that I have ever seen, and dwarves are not very good at it, normally."

   "You travel with the dragon rider do you lad?" He asked, very excitedly.

   "Yes, and his name is Menimeth." Litlorn told the dwarf.

   "And you have seen his dragon?" The dwarf asked, and danced around in front of the elf.

   Litlorn could never get used to the dwarf and the way he danced around when he was excited. It was very funny to see him hop and jerk around like he was in pain from some invisible arrow. Brylen watched the dwarf as he danced around, and shook his head, for he had seen it several times before.

   "Yes, but the regents have not. I do not know when they will find out about him, but it will be a sight to see. We are on our way to the council of regents and that is most likely where it will happen." Litlorn said, and smiled as the dwarf stopped dancing, and looked at him.

   "I will have to tag along, and see that for myself. I saw the dragon weeks ago as he passed overhead, and would like to see him up close."

   "You may get your wish sooner than you think." Litlorn said, and turned his attention to the mage.

   Once the bodies had been removed, everyone turned their attention to the mage, who still remained beside the road where he was when the ambush began. He had not moved from where he stood during the battle, and watched the men as they worked. Menimeth walked up to the mage and stopped in front of him.

   "I am Menimeth, and I was told that you gave us the information about the ambush."

   "Yes I did, but it was to be free of these solders more than anything else." The mage replied.

   "I thank you for your information, but am curious about your motive for helping us." Menimeth said, and watched the mage for his reaction.

   "My motivation for killing these men, is the fact that I was not to leave the ambush alive. My motivation for coming to this land is that Arnoran would have had me killed if I had not. And my motivation for coming along, and not disappearing along the way, was to see the dragon warrior." The mage said.

   "I am the one they refer to as the dragon warrior." Menimeth told him. "And what is your interest in me?"

   "My name is Darik, and I am from a land far to the east of lake Kathirem, but the forces of Arnoran overran my land, and I was forced to join his army. I have studied magic most of my life, and devoted it dragon lore."

   "What is your title, if I may ask?" Menimeth inquired.

   "Arnoran believes me to be a mid level mage, but I am a Supreme Master Dragon Mage. I hold the highest level in dragon lore that my land has ever produced." Darik replied.

   "You studied dragons?" Menimeth asked surprised.

   "I studied dragon magic, but there is a lot about dragons in dragon lore." Darik responded.

   Falendor was far down the road, and out of sight of Menimeth and the men in the crossroads. There was very little chance that the regents would find out about his dragon before he wanted them too, so he called Danorathin to him.

   "Would you land in the road beside me please?" Menimeth asked his dragon.

   "You are a mage, could you have not killed the solders you were with without our help?" Menimeth asked once again turning his attention to the mage.

   "Twenty-one men is more than I can face at one time, and still live." The mage replied. "Are that many hardened, solders, no match for you?"

   "What are your intentions now that you are free of the solders?" Menimeth asked him. He was curious about the man and his magic, but more than that, he was interested in the dragon lore.

   "I do not know. I have thought about it, but have nowhere to go." Darik replied.

   He was about to continue, when Danorathin came in low over the trees, and landed on the road beside his master. Darik stood stunned. His whole life had been dedicated to the study of dragons, and he looked at the great beast in awe. It was a real dragon, and he was close enough to touch. He was captured by the magic of the dragon, and could not take his eyes from him. Darik now understood why Arnoran feared the warrior so much, and why events brought him to this place, at this time.

   Brylen began backing up as soon as the dragon appeared over the trees, and he continued to do so, until he backed into the horses, and could go no farther. He watched the scene before him as it unfolded, and could hardly believe his eyes. A dragon, an elf, and a dwarf, were all in the same place, at the same time. It was the first time in over five hundred years that this had happened, and the dwarf was the first to realize it.

   Donderan started dancing around beside Litlorn and began singing, if that was what you called it, and Danorathin looked at him as he did. Litlorn was laughing at the dwarf, and Brylen just shook his head.

   Menimeth looked around the road, at the men who stood and watched him. They were caught in the middle of a war they did not want, or start, but refused to be defeated without a fight. He could not allow the empire to fall into the hands of the mage king, or his henchmen, and these men looked to him for leadership. This moment in time was important to those whose destiny was tied to the war for the lands of men, and Menimeth knew it. The decisions he made on the road today would shape events to come.

   Menimeth looked down the road to the east, and thought about the regents in Corlindum. Soon he would have to face them all, and make the empire whole again. The time had come to face what he was, and accept his place in the empire. When he rode into the council of regents, he would do so as the king of the Great Dragon Empire.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
   Rylee watched from the trees as the ambush was cut down in the crossroads. Avren had sent him to follow the warrior once again, and threatened to have him cut into four pieces if he returned to the camp. Messengers would be stationed at the ruins north of Argnon, and he could send his reports from there.

   Avren would need to know about this as soon as possible Rylee thought. He was the only one who could send the news to him, and he hoped the messenger would be there when he arrived. The man in the dragon armor had survived again, and Finor was dead. The mage, that was sent to protect them, however, was not. He had killed six of Finor's men himself, and had used powerful magic to do it. He was not what he appeared to be, and that was for sure.

   Mounting his horse, he rode from the trees where he had watched the battle, and turned northwest. He rode slowly at first to avoid detection, but picked up speed when he was clear of the area. The morning was bright and warm, and Rylee worried villagers along the way would spot him, but even though he used what cover the land provided, he did not slow down.

   Life was a lot better when Grif was around he thought. Back then he could ride wherever he wanted, but now he was forced to sneak around to stay alive. The guard was getting harder to avoid during the day, and the closer to Argnon you came, the more solders of the realm you encountered.

   Several times Rylee thought about just disappearing, but there was nowhere for him to go to accomplish that goal. He believed that Arnoran would win the war for the lands of men, and he would be caught and tortured if he ran. He knew about the White Kingdoms, but Chidren was between him and any hope of escape in that direction. He feared Avren and what he could do to him, but he feared Chidren even more.

   It took him several days to reach the ruins, but no one was there to meet him when he arrived, and it was two days more before the messenger showed up to found Rylee waiting on him. Things had not gone well with the operation in the southern part of Falendor's realm, and the remaining solders there were pulling back to regroup at the camp in the northwest. Rylee did not need to return and watch the warrior any longer, because he had been given new orders. He was to return to Argnon, and report on the people who came and went while the regent was away, and learn the guard's routine. When the regent returned to his castle, he was to return to the camp, and report to Avren.

   Rylee returned to the camp he used when he was in Argnon. He had used this camp many times over the last few years, and liked its location. The whole town, as well as the castle, was visible from it, and the entrance to the camp was not easy to find.

   When he arrived at the campsite it was getting late in the day, and he went about setting up his camp for a long stay. After completing his camp, he decided to go down and visit the inn on the poorer side of town. He was hungry and did not have the time to hunt for his supper, and he needed news of the latest events. He was drunk when he returned to camp, and did not see the man as he followed him from the tavern.

   When he awoke the next morning, the sun was well into the sky, and people were already on the road. He cooked his breakfast as he watched them come and go, and pulled out the bottle he had brought with him from the tavern. He was drunk before midday had reached his camp, and passed out until almost dark. He repeated this every day until he ran short of money, and then he would ride to one of the smaller roads, and kill some traveler so he could start it all over again.

   He was about to go and look for someone to kill and rob, the evening the man with a dragon on his armor came riding in from the west. Rylee spotted him long before he reached Argnon, and watched as he rode into the town, and stopped at the Red Falcon inn.

   He thought about leaving and reporting it to the messenger at the ruins, but the strong drink had gone to his head. He knew the man would stay the night because his bags were taken in the door to the rooms, and he decided that he could kill the man tonight, and redeem his standing with Avren.

   Rylee thought the men of the realms were cowards, and should be killed whenever he had the chance to kill one. He would find out different soon, but he would not live to learn from his mistakes. His destiny had arrived from the west, and Rylee was about to come face to face with him.

 
*****

 
   Avren paced the floor of the tent and grew madder with every step. When he found that fool Rylee, he would kill him slowly for his failure to report to the messenger. They needed the information he was ordered to collect, and he should have already relayed it back to the camp. Chidren was expected to return soon, and Avren did not want any problems to arise before he did. Their plans had not worked out well so far, and with Rylee's disappearance, they had no information on the garrison at Argnon.

   The only part of the campaign that was going as planned, was the traitor in the castle. The messenger would have to order him to relay the information Rylee was to have obtained, and do it quickly.

   Avren returned from his private quarters, and sat at the table in the large tent on the hill. He had just talked to Arnoran about the warrior in the dragon armor, and was ordered to recall Chidren. All of the men that were sent to the Wilderlands were to return as well, and Chidren was to report to Kath as soon as he arrived. Mareston had failed to kill the warrior when he had the chance, and had lost the monastery to him. More than one hundred of Avren's men were dead or captured, and he had recalled the rest.

   Mareston had less than three hundred solders with him, and there were no more than five hundred at the camp in the north. It would take months to assemble all of the men that were in the empire, and longer for those that still traveled from the east. Those solders that were at the camp now, were to begin training for the campaign to take Argnon and the western realm. Arnoran still wanted the White Kingdoms, but the dragon warrior had to be eliminated first, and since the routes in the north would be closed soon, they needed all of the solders they could get. He would know when the north was no longer usable to the mage king, and Chidren would know when to begin the attack.

   Avren issued the orders given to him by Arnoran, and sent riders to bring back those solders that had already traveled west. The riders were not to enter the broken lands, but were to turn back when they reached it. Chidren would turn those solders that had already entered that harsh landscape around, and bring them back with him when he returned.

   Riders were sent to collect all of the solders dressed as outlaws, and send them back to the camp as well, because there were still several hundred of them around the western realm, and Avren needed them all. When most of those men returned, patrols would be formed, and the camp would become a military camp. Scouts reported to the messengers regularly, but the Great Western Road was as far as they could go for now. Without the camps in the south, there was no way for Avren to know what was happening south of the great road, and he could not take a chance on losing his scouts by sending them farther south. There were many towns and villages scattered around the southern part of the realm, and they had not had any solders to protect them in the past, but someone had killed his men and taken the monastery.

   Avren did not believe that the south was a threat to them at this time, so sending his scouts farther south than the road was useless. Argnon held the castle they would need to overrun, and the regent they would need to capture to use against the other realms. If Argnon fell, the west would be theirs, and the war for the empire would be fought on two fronts.

   It was three months before the first of the solders started returning from the west, and Avren put them to work as soon as they arrived. It would take months to prepare for the campaign, and train the solders for the assault on the west, but he would do what he could before Chidren returned. Arrows and spears were needed in large numbers, so Avren set the artisans and mages to that task. The camp had swelled to more than one thousand men so far, and the majority of them had not yet arrived, but soon there would be enough men to begin constructing the siege towers.

   Mareston rode in one month later, and men were trickling in from three different directions. Sometimes as many as six to eight in a day would enter the camp, but normally it was about three. He rode up to the headquarters tent on the hill and dismounted. Looking around before he entered, he noticed the tree with the fourteen dead solders hanging from it. Avren was a bloodthirsty coward who derived a morbid pleasure from watching men tortured and killed, and Mareston despised him.

   He entered the tent and waited for Avren to acknowledge him, but did not care if he stood there all day. Avren was a fool, and when the mage king found out that Avren was killing his men for his own pleasure, he would find out what torture was. When Avren did speak, it was with disrespect and contempt.

   "I should have you killed for your failure." Avren said to Mareston.

   "You would have to face Arnoran if you did, coward." Mareston replied and put his hand on his sword hilt.

   "You dare to insult me you insolent fool?" Avren screamed, and advanced on Mareston from across the room with his hand on his sword.

   "You are the fool if you pull that sword from its scabbard." Mareston said in a calm voice. "You will be dead before your guards could save you, and I will hang you from that tree."

   Avren stopped halfway to the solder that stood so calmly with his sword half drawn and cursed him. He knew that Mareston could kill him quickly, and it made him madder. The solder had served Arnoran most of his life, and had survived many battles. He once killed thirteen men by himself, in a fight for one of the kingdoms that had belonged to the mage king more than five hundred years ago.

   Avren turned away and walked back to his chair before speaking again. He was furious at Mareston but could do nothing about it, and

despised the man for it.

   "You are ordered by Arnoran to over see the construction of the siege weapons, and to make sure they are done his way." Avren told the solder. "You have almost six months to gather the timber and make the ropes needed for the weapons, I suggest you get started."

   "Where are the men that I am to oversee?"

   "They are on the north side of the camp, take as many as you require to accomplish your task."

   "You can assure Arnoran that it will be done as he commands." Mareston said. "If you are not too afraid of the shadows between here and that tent you hide in."

   Avren turned even redder, and was more than furious than before, but Mareston turned and walked from the tent. He wanted to kill that man more than anything, but Mareston was way too smart to allow himself to be caught unarmed. Only Chidren had the skills to kill the man outright, but Mareston would not give him a reason to do so.

   The tools of war were to be made here, and taken to Argnon when the attack was ordered. Siege towers were to be constructed along with catapults, and a battering ram. The trees that they used were cut north of the camp, and far enough away to allow the camp to continue to remain concealed by the magic of the mages, who were in the camp. The trees were cut from different parts of the woods that surrounded them, so they could remain unnoticed until it did not matter any longer.

   Rope was made from several different types of plants, with different sizes and different strengths. The tall dead grass from the year before, was strong enough when woven together, to attach the bigger parts of the towers together. The ropes for that had to be almost two feet thick, and the grass was more abundant than anything else they had available.

   The smaller ropes were made from the grimberry vines that grew all over the wilder lands of the empire. The seeds of the vines were what Blackbeer was made from, but the outer skin was easily stripped to make the ropes. Each strand was very strong and when woven together made one of the strongest ropes known to men.

   Several months later, there were fifteen hundred men in the camp, and the work was going well. All of the men who returned from the southern part of the empire were in the camp now, and men were still arriving from the east and west. Mareston was further along than Avren expected on the siege weapons, but was at least three month's away from completion at best. Stacks of arrows and spears were all over the camp, and the mages were casting spells on them. They were not very powerful, but Ranjgin should be on his way from Kath by now, and he was a very powerful mage.

   Chidren was still weeks away from the camp, and Avren wished he would get there soon. He was tired of dealing with the grumbling solders every day, and needed someone to straighten them up. The plans for the campaign had been changed because of just one warrior, and Avren could not understand how it could have happened. He was just one man after all, how many men did it take to kill him.

   Avren did not think that the warrior was more than lucky to have escaped the many ambushes set up for him, and he believed it was the incompetence of the men sent to kill him, or their inability to reach the site of the ambush in time, instead. The time would come when everyone would find out that he had been mistaken about the warrior, but he would not be around to see it.

 
*****

 
   Chidren was not happy about the change of plans, because he had just crossed the broken lands, and now he had to do it again. His men were exhausted from the weeks of riding among the rifts, but it could not be helped. He let them rest for two weeks, before ordering them to begin the journey back to the camp in the northwest from which they had come.

   Two men remained at the camp when Chidren rode east, to send any one who was not turned around by Chidren, back. They were only to stay for two months, and then return themselves, but were to return sooner if men quit arriving at the camp.

   Gaston, and the men who went north with him in search of a faster route through the broken lands, returned three weeks after Chidren departed. They stayed in the camp until the men he had sent to the south, returned, smoking venison for the return trip to the camp in the northwest. More than thirty men arrived from the broken lands, over the two months the two men were ordered to wait, and he put them to work while they waited. Gaston decided to have them travel with him and his men, to get all of them to the other side, and into the golden woods alive.

   He pickled up several men who were straggling behind the main force that followed Chidren. They were in bad shape from the days without food or water, and Gaston saved their lives. Only three men died on the return trip, and they were just careless. One had been bitten by a viper, and died two days later. One fell from the edge of a rift when his horse stumbled and he could not hold on to the saddle. The last one was killed when a death scorpion, which had crawled into his boots one night, stung him. He did not check his boots before putting them on, and was dead in less than three minuets.

   Gaston was catching up to Chidren more and more each week, and could see the fires from his camp at night within a month of leaving the wilderlands and the stream behind. By the time Chidren Reached the last rift of the broken lands, Gaston was less than two week's behind.

   Chidren halted the men at the first stream that they came to once they were in the golden woods, and let them rest for several weeks after Gaston had reached them. Gaston and his men hunted game for the solders while they rested, killing several deer and antelope every day. When they once again began the journey back to the camp, and Avren, the men would be able to fight.

   Chidren sent Gaston and his cavalry on ahead, to scout for them as they traveled. Only two more months and the camp would be reached, giving the men time to prepare for the coming campaign before the assault of the western realm began. The time of the Great Empire was soon to be at an end Chidren thought, for Arnoran was growing stronger, and he would soon be able to leave the fortress of Kath again. When he did, the lands of men would tremble with fear, and the lands of the elves would not be far behind.

   Chidren was confident that the west would fall before long, and he would be the instrument of its destruction. He did not know then that the warrior he had helped to create, would stand in his way, or that a dragon had returned to the empire.

 
*****

 
   The sun had not yet risen as the boat emerged from the mist, and made its way to the beach at the edge of the ruined lands. Ranjgin stepped from the bow as it reached the shore and came to a stop, looking around him as he did. He was young for his race, but was not young by the lives of men. The Dark Elves were as old as the elves and just as magical, but they practiced the dark arts and were corrupted and evil. They were not warriors but Sorcerers, casting dark spells of pain and suffering against those that opposed them.

   Ranjgin was dressed in a black robe, with strange designs in gold and silver thread, woven into the fabric. He wore a hooded cloak that reached the ground, and his face was always covered. His skin was a blue-black color with a smooth texture, and his fingers were long and thin. His eyes were large and almond shaped, but were black as night. He walked as though he glided across the ground and he never seemed to become fatigued.

   The warrior in the dragon armor was the one they were contracted to eliminate, and the reason he and his master had come so far north. Arnoran had made another agreement with his master to find the traitorous mage who had betrayed him at the crossroads, and cut out his tongue before ending his life. Arnoran wanted the mage to suffer for deceiving him, and Ranjgin was ordered to kill him slowly. When the warrior and the mage were dead, the contract would be fulfilled.

   The Dark Elves always fulfilled their contracts regardless of the cost. They would give their lives to make the kill if there was no other way, but the price for their services was very high, and the price for not honoring an agreement with them, cost you more than just your life, it cost you your soul as well.

   He looked at the harsh and deadly landscape before him with indifference as he walked from the beach. Making his way to the top of the hill that separated the Ruined lands from the lake, he was followed by the four lesser mage's sent to help him. They did not have the skills in the dark arts that Ranjgin possessed, but then, they had not come from Black Stygren. Though they were powerful mage's to any other race, to the Dark Elves they were not.

   Ungon was the leader of the four mage's sent by Arnoran to guard Ranjgin. Ranjgin did not need them, and they would most likely slow him down, but if they wanted to follow he would let them. The four mage's of Arnoran that followed the Dark Elf, had been in Kath for many years. They were the best of the students the mage king had, and trained harder than any of the other mages housed there. They would do as they were instructed, or Arnoran would not have sent them.

   Gek'Drajen was a master at the temple of Darkness, in the valley of death. He was Ranjgin's master, and one of the most powerful sorcerers in Black Stygren. He waited at the island fortress of Kath for Ranjgin's return, but did not serve Arnoran. The evil mage king paid handsomely for the deaths of the two men Ranjgin was sent to kill, and Gek'Drajen was there to see that the contract was fulfilled.

   The land of Black Stygren was south of the Stygren forest, and surrounded on three sides by the Mountains of Perdition. It was the heart of the lands of the dark side of magic, and the magical creatures that lived there had been corrupted, and were evil and twisted. The Stygren forest was a dark and dangerous place to enter, and a hard place to escape from once you did. The darkest of the Magical creatures lived there, devouring any one who wandered into the forest, damming their souls to servitude in the valley of death. Only the most powerful of the mages of the race of men could traverse that evil realm, but few dared to try.

   The Nog'ard roamed the Stygren forest, and lived among its trees for as long as there have been dragons in the lands of magic, and they were as evil as they were old. They welded the most powerful magic of the all the creatures of the dark side of magic, but were very seldom seen. Of all of the races in the lands of magic, only the Dark Elves were allowed to share the forest with them, because a lot of them served the Nog'ard, and they all paid tributes. Of course there were other creatures that roomed the forests of Black Stygren that the Nog'ard allowed to remain, and they were as evil and twisted as the Nog'ard themselves.

   Ranjgin raised his arm, and held out his hand. The words he spoke were harsh and unnatural, and in a language almost forgotten by all but the oldest of the evil and corrupted races that walked the lands of dark magic.

   A strange wind began to blow, and the land before them began to tremble. Moments later a path appeared through the Deadly landscape, and it glowed faintly, The five men followed the glowing trail away from the lake, as the boat disappeared back into the mist from where it had come.

   It would take them months to reach Chidren in the west, regardless of the route they took, but Ranjgin was not concerned, he was only interested in finding the two men he was sent to kill, and reporting back to his master.

   There were men already moving through the north in the direction of the camp, and Ranjgin decided to follow them. They were already in the northern part of the Ruined lands, and when they emerged into the old empire, the way would be marked.

   It took them two months to cross the ruined lands and enter the old empire, emerging close to the foothills of the Shimmering Mountains. Ungon sent two of his mages, to acquire horses for them all, while the others guarded Ranjgin at the camp. It was two weeks before the two mages returned to the camp leading the horses Ungon requested, and Ranjgin was getting impatient to continue on. He did not like the thought of riding a horse, but needed to increase their pace, and if this were what it took to get the mages to the camp in the west within the time he wished to arrive, he would do it.

   By the time they reached the old eastern road, another two months had passed them by. Another two months was required to reach the Great Northern Road, and the Dem'loran pass to the north, and another three and a half months to reach the camp. The betrayal of the mage Darik at the crossroads was more than two month's passed now, and Ranjgin wanted to reach the camp in the west sooner than they would at the pace in which they were traveling.

   He stayed at the camp by the old eastern road for three days longer than he wanted, finding several different plants, and brewing a potion. When the group of mages once again began the trip west, they did not use the horses, but ran instead. The potion gave them speed and stamina enough to run day and night for the next several weeks, and when its affects wore off, they were at the Great Northern Road.

   Giving the men the potion again so soon was too dangerous, but Ranjgin had cut a month off the trip. He would be more than two months later than he planned, not giving him the time to make the necessary preparations he needed. The time had come to make a decision, and soon he would show the lands of men what Dark elves could do, and they would tremble at his feet.

   Ranjgin was sure he would be back in Kath with his master, within a few months. Though he was not a master yet, he believed he would pass the test easily. He would be rewarded for his deeds in the empire, and when they returned to the temple of Darkness, would be recognized as a master.

   For some reason he could not feel the presents of the people of this land, and that troubled him. All Dark elves relied on that sense to guide their magic when in battle, looking only for threats from their opponents. He did not know about the dragon, or that the warrior was his rider, and that was his downfall. There would be no advantage for him as there had always been in the past, so he must use the mages to flush out his pray.

   He expected to lose two or three of them to accomplish his task and fulfill the contract, but he cared very little if he lost them all. The two kills were more important than a few mages of limited abilities, or their souls. Some of his most powerful spells required a life as a sacrifice, so their soul could be used to complete an incantation. If he needed to use one or more of their souls in the coming days, he would use them gladly.

   Realizing he would not make it to the camp in the time he wanted, and that it would add several months to his task if he did, he changed his plans. He would travel south on the great road until he was close to his targets, and then he would find them, and kill them quickly. The war for the west would begin soon, but he did not care. His job was to kill two men, and return to his master with the proof of their deaths. The time was drawing near when Ranjgin would learn the truth about magic, but it was not the lesson he wished to learn.

 
*****

 
   Saesic watched as his father rode out of Argnon along with the rest of his family, followed by the warrior who cheated him out of the gold from the fair. Hate was in his eyes as he watched him, and Saesic plotted his revenge.

   Later that night, the man in black slipped from the small door in the back of the castle. He rode out to the ruins to talk to the messenger who was always there, and relay the information he was requested to obtain. The plans had changed the Messenger told him, and more reports were needed if they were to be successful. It seemed that he would get what he wished sooner than they expected. The lands to the far west would wait for another day, but the warrior in the dragon armor, would not.

   When the man in black returned to the castle, he did not see the hooded figure that stood in the shadows and watched him. The moonlight shined down on the man in black as he made his way to, and through the small door, and disappeared back into the castle. It was only a glimpse that the hooded figure received, but it was enough for him to recognize the man.

   Within seconds, the figure was gone, and not even footprints remained. Like a ghost appearing in the night, and then vanishing again, the figure was there, and then he was not. It was not the first time that it had happened, and it would not be the last. As long as the man in black rode to the ruins, the figure would follow and listen. Appearing in one place to hear what was said, only to disappear again into the darkness.

   The pieces were moving into position slowly, and when they stopped, it would all begin.






 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
   Javen and Kyler located the horses of the outlaws, and brought them to Menimeth. Commander Rayden's men had already loaded the packhorses with the items they removed from the brigands, and they were ready to continue with the journey. Commander Rayden ordered his men to ride on ahead and fall in behind the regent's party, and to take the packhorses with them. A report was written and was to be handed to Captain Brannor when they reached him.

   Chanry walked across the road when the fight was over, and after Danorathin had landed, and stood between his master and the mage. He held his hand on his knife as he stood there, and looked at the mage curiously. Mages had passed through Argnon when he was working off his father's debt to Farlin, but none of them looked like the one in front of him. This was a mage of great power, and Chanry was impressed with his staff.

   "Twenty-one solders of any kind are no problem for you I see." Darik said, after the shock of the dragon had lessened.

   "You are not frightened of the dragon?" Menimeth asked the mage. He knew the man was not, but was caught off guard by the mages reply.

   "The dragon is the magic that enables us to exist. To fear him is to fear all that is around us, and all that has been or will be. Should I fear the crops in the fields, or the boots on my feet? No, I do not fear the dragon, so I do not fear you." Darik said, "You and the dragon are one and the same, this much I have read. You are bound to each other from birth, and the magic of the mother dragon flows within you both. You are a Dragon Lord, and the highest ranking mage of my order."

   "I am no mage." Menimeth said. "I do not know anything about magic or spells."

   "But you are." The mage replied. "You just do not know how to use the magic yet."

   "It is true, you do have the magic within you" Danorathin told his master. "It has always been within you, and I can help you learn, but we must go to Glansford."

   "When we are finished with the regents, then that is where we will go my friend." Menimeth assured his dragon.

   "My dragon says you are right, and I do have the magic in me. However I do not know how to use it."

   "You will soon I think." Darik told him. "

   "Will you ride with us to Corlindum as my guest?" Menimeth asked the mage.

   "I have no place else to go, but I would accept your invitation even if I did." Darik replied. "Destiny brought me to this place at this time, and it was for a reason. I believe your dragon to be that reason."

   "Wait for me in Glansford." Menimeth told Danorathin as they mounted the horses. I will call you when I need you my friend."

   Commander Rayden and Dorben joined the group at the edge of the great road, and waited for Menimeth to complete his conversation with the mage. They had grown to respect the warrior over the last few weeks, and trusted his instincts.

   Kyler and Javen had separated Darik's horse from the ones ridden by the outlaws, and sent the others on ahead with the packhorses. They joined the men at the side of the road and held the horses, also waiting for their leader.

   The great bronze dragon leapt into the air and was out of sight within seconds. He had been to Glansford before, and knew where to sit and watch without being noticed. The roads were busy with the servants that prepared the city for the regent's arrival, so he would have to wait until dark before he could approach Glansford, to avoid being spotted.

   Eight riders were with Menimeth when they rode from the site of the ambush that morning, and Darik rode beside him when they did. Chanry followed close behind his master as always, and the others fell in behind them as they passed. When the crossroads were behind them, and the regent's party could be seen in the distance, the group slowed their horses and rode at an easier pace.

   Brylen followed behind the others, and wondered how he had come to be here. Warriors and mages were ahead of him, and an elf and a dwarf as well. These were great men doing great deeds, and he was just the son of a deposed king. A dragon had landed on the ground just feet from where he stood in the crossroads, and a great warrior was his master. If someone had told him he would soon be in a strange land, and in the middle of a war, he would have laughed. If they had said dragons, elves, and dwarves would all be fighting with a great warrior to free the lands of men, he would have said that they were being foolish. If they had said that all this would happen with him riding along with them, he would have had them put into a home for mentally inept. Nevertheless here he was, and they were riding right in front of him.

   Javen rode beside Kyler and they talked about their home, and wondered when they would see Feran again. They had not liked him very much before, because he did not have to go to the fair along with Kyler and his father, however, now the group did not seem right without him. They had grown from farmers into warriors in a few months, and Feran was more than their brother.

   They caught up to the regent sometime after midday, and took their place in the precession as they had each morning. Menimeth and the mage talked along the way, and both learned something of the other. When they reached the campground later that day, Menimeth gave the new additions tents from the extras he had on the packhorses. They were light but strong, and when the camp was finished, there were eight purple and gold tents around the bigger tent in the center that Menimeth used, and the red and white tents the solders of the Lost Cavalry used were spaced in between the others for security.

   Menimeth led Darik, Donderan, and Brylen to the regent's tent when he sent for them, and he introduced them to Falendor when they entered. Brylen he had some trouble introducing, because he had not had the time to talk with him, but he would change that when he was back in his own tent. Donderan was his usual jovial self, and entertained the regent for most of the time they were in front of him. Brylen was well suited to this kind of meeting, and used the language of the royal families he had acquired as the son of a king. He did not say much, but what he did say, impressed the regent.

   Falendor was growing used to Menimeth taking over, just by walking into the room. The man showed all the respect due a regent, but he was the one that the men listened to, and looked at for direction. He was a natural born leader that men would follow to their deaths if he asked them to, but he would never ask. If a man chose to follow him into battle, it was because he wanted to go, and not for any other reason. Falendor envied the warrior and his freedom, and sometimes wished he could forget about the empire, and just worry about his realm.

   Menimeth sat across from Donderan and Litlorn in the purple and gold tent later that evening, as they talked. He had not seen the dwarf in several years, and was a bit surprised to see him burst from the trees at the crossroads. Menimeth wanted to know more about the man who traveled with Donderan from the mountains, and how they had come to be together.

   "You do know how to surprise people." Menimeth said to the dwarf.

   "And you as well, dragon rider." Donderan replied with a big smile.

   "It is good to see you again, my friend. How did you come to be here?" Menimeth asked his old friend.

   "It was the lad I found in the mountains that set our course." Donderan replied. 'He came down the path of wisdom from the dragon cove, and I could not help, but wonder how he had come to be there. Only the pure of heart can walk among the trees of that place, for evil cannot pass the barriers of magic placed there in the ancient times, by the ancient races.

   "He could have been returning from a failed attempt to access the cove." Litlorn said, as he sat beside his friend.

   "He did not pass by me in the two years I spent on that path." Donderan replied. "I do not know how the lad came to be there, for only one path leads from the lands of men to that place. However he did not come from the lands of men or the lands of the Elves."

   "The lake is the only other way to enter it then?" Litlorn asked his old friend, and the friend of his father.

   "Yes, but you know as well as I that the men who serve evil could never find the cove." Donderan told the elf.

   "Then it is agreed that he is not an agent of Arnoran?" Menimeth asked his old friend.

   "He has a quick wit, and he is very intelligent, but he is no agent of that fool of a mage." Donderan replied. "I do not know if the stories he told me were true, but I believe they were. I think that he is an honest man and honorable as well."

   "Then I must speak with him." Menimeth said. "He is here for a reason, and he may not even know it."

   "I agree." Litlorn said.

   "He has a part to play in the events to come, that I know." Donderan told the dragon rider. "You must find out what that part is if he is to aid us, and the empire.

   "I will send for him after he has eaten, and we can learn something from each other perhaps." Menimeth said.

   Two hours later, Menimeth sat in the part of his tent that was set up as his headquarters, with Chanry beside him. Brylen sat across the small table from the warrior, and waited for him to speak. When he did, it was not what Brylen expected.

   "I hear you are far from home, and I wish to welcome you to the Great Dragon Empire." Menimeth said.

   "Thank you sir." Brylen replied. "I had never heard of the Great Dragon Empire before I met Donderan, and I am afraid I still do not know much about your land."

   "And I know nothing of yours." Menimeth said.

   "There is not much to know. The forces of the mage king have taken it and all that it has. Was it not for my father, I would have been captured along with the rest of my countrymen."

   "Your father was someone of importance then?" Menimeth asked.

   "He was the king of Davinly, far to the northeast of lake Kathirem, in the foot hills of the Wandering Mountains."

   "Then you are a prince of Davinly." Menimeth said. "That is how you know how to speak to the regent in his own language."

   "I am not the oldest of my fathers sons." Brylen said. "In our land, only the heir to the throne is called a prince."

   "But in our land you are recognized as a prince as well, and you will be treated as one for as long, as you are here." Menimeth told him.

   "How can I be recognized as a prince when I am a refugee from my own kingdom?" Brylen asked the warrior.

   "You are still born of royal blood, and therefore you are a prince in the eyes of this empire."

   "I would like to earn my position, not just be awarded it." Brylen said, and looked at the ground in shame.

   "The empire could use someone with your abilities, would you consider joining me and my men in our quest to unite the realms, and return it to the empire it once was?" Menimeth asked the prince of Davinly.

   "How could I help you in your quest?" Brylen asked.

   "I do not have the skills to talk to the regents in their language, but it is important that the empire be represented properly," Menimeth said. "You have the skills I do not, and would save me the time I need to build an army to defend our land from Arnoran's killer, Chidren."

   "I would be honored to serve you in this way sir, and will do whatever it is that you ask." Brylen replied. "I thank you for your kindness."

   "You could be the difference I need to accomplish my goal, so it is not out of kindness that I offer you this position, but necessity." Menimeth said with a smile. "You may find your job far harder than you expect, my friend."

   "I will do the best I can to serve you well." Brylen said, and stood bowing low to the warrior.

   "You need not bow to me any more, my friend." Menimeth told him. "That is for those who believe it is necessary to show them respect, I am not one of those men."

   Brylen walked to his quarters with the feeling that he was involved in something bigger than himself. He was told that the warrior was the king of the empire, but he did not act like a king. He treated men as equals and not as servants, like all of the kings he had known from his service to his father. This man would stand in the forefront of a battle to protect his men from harm, while all of the kings Brylen had known before, would expect other men to die for them. This was a great man who accomplished great deeds, and Brylen wished to serve him. He had no idea how long his skills with royalty would serve the warrior, but he would do the best he could for as long as he was needed.

   Chanry looked at the items that were found in the Dungeons of Darious, as often as he could. He was curious about the book, and the strange language that it held, but the sword captured his attention far more than the rest. He looked at the sword as often as he dared, tracing the runes with his fingers and daydreaming about it. Menimeth watched him several times, and smiled at the boyish charm that he produced when he touched the scabbard. The Stone of Knowledge, Menimeth kept where Chanry could not find it. He did not want a repeat of what had happened at the monastery, while on the road to Corlindum, and he hoped to find out what the stone was used for before anyone else could be harmed by it.

   Donderan had given him the chest he had taken from the brigand camp in the north, and Menimeth kept it hidden as well. The key was around Menimeth's neck, but he decided to wait to open the chest. He could feel the evil that emanated from the object the box held, but did not fear the magic. Whatever it was, it was made by the mage king and would be opened after the regents council meetings.

   Darik had joined the group after talking to Menimeth, and wore a dragon on his robes to identify him as a servant of the Great Dragon Empire. The Staff of the Dragon was a very powerful tool that he used to cast his spells, and had a dragon's head carved with the use of very strong magic, on top. He cast a spell with the help of his staff, to shroud the empire in dragon mist, and though it was not visible to the eye, it kept evil from using their senses to aid them for as long as they were in the empire.

   The next day as they were traveling, Darik began teaching Menimeth how to feel the magic that was in everything around them. The trees and the stones held the magic of the earth, while the clouds and birds held the magic of the air. All four elementals were represented in the things around them; he just had to feel them to realize the magic was there. Some objects contained more than one form of magic, but there was always a dominant, magic, and that was the magic of the object.

   Menimeth did not understand it at first, until Danorathin explained it to him.

   "Just open your mind to the object, like you do when you speak to me."

   Menimeth tried several times that day, but could not feel anything special about the objects he concentrated on as he rode. He still did not understand until that night in the camp when Donderan told him it was not a question of feeling anything different. The problem was that he had always felt the magic, but did not know he felt the objects differently than other men. All he had to do was separate the magic from the rest, and it would become much clearer.

   As the days passed, Menimeth began to feel the difference in the objects and people around him as he rode. Even people contained magic to a degree, but it was very small and hard to feel. Darik was much different because he was trained to use magic. Menimeth could feel the powerful magic that flowed through him, but it was the staff he carried that held the power.

   "Yellow and white banners are approaching Corlindum from the south." Danorathin told his master.

   "How long before they arrive?" Menimeth asked his dragon.

   "No more than one week." The dragon replied.

   "Thank you my friend, Let me know when he arrives in the city."

   "Yes Sir Meni" Danorathin said, sounding like Chanry.

   Menimeth smiled at the dragons answer, and looked at the boy who was always beside him. Chanry was more than some boy he rescued, to Menimeth he was almost like a son. He could see a lot of himself in the boy's loyalty and determination, and liked him very much. He watched Chanry as he rode beside him on Strider, and noticed the slight glow around him. That was when he realized that Chanry had a lot more magic in him than any of the men who rode with them. The magic seemed to come from him rather than through him, and that made him different from the other men or objects Menimeth felt. It was a mystery he would talk to his dragon about later, but for now, he had other problems to solve.

   Three days later, Danorathin informed his master that blue and white banners were approaching from the north. The regent from the south was less than two days away now, and would arrive three days before those from the north. Within a week, two of the four regents would have arrived at Corlindum and Falendor would reach the capital two weeks later. Menimeth decided to allow Falendor time to arrive and get settled into his quarters, before he made his entrance.

   It appeared that the regents were bringing more solders than usual along with them, and were dressed in the colors of their realm as they traveled. Falendor always traveled this way, but the other regents did not. Something different was happening this time, and the council meetings would reflect it. Menimeth suspected it was a small show for the eastern regent to keep him at bay, since Falendor had told him about the power hungry man, and what he was capable of.

   Over the next week, Menimeth worked on his magic with Darik, improving daily. He learned how to feel the flow of magic within himself, and how to separate it from everything else around him. He did not know how to cast spells with the magic yet, but he could feel it, and that was a start. He would learn how to cast spells from his dragon when they went to Glansford, he thought.

   The next morning, when Falendor broke their camp to continue to the council in city of the regents, Menimeth did not. The purple and gold tents remained where they stood, as well as the red and white ones. The plan was to wait here for a week, and then proceed to Corlindum when the last of the regents were closer. Menimeth wanted to discuss the event to come with all of his men, and find out how they felt before he made his final decision. If he was to accept the crown and rule the empire, there must be no doubts among them.

   Later that morning Menimeth called all of his men together, and included Commander Rayden as well as Dorben. The twenty men of the Lost Cavalry went about their work, and protected the camp while the group talked. Six men and an elf, a dwarf, and an extraordinary boy stood before him.

   "The time has come to make a decision on how to proceed from this point on." Menimeth said. "Do I enter as a servant to the regents, or do I enter as the king of the empire?"

   "You are the king, therefore you must make a kingly entrance." Litlorn said to the warrior. "The Elvin Kingdoms will stand behind you in this."

   "He is right Meni." Javen said. "You are the king."

   "I agree with Litlorn." Brylen said. "You must take control of the empire if you wish to reunite it."

   "But what about the regents, some of them will not accept me as king easily?" Menimeth asked them.

   "You are a dragon rider and the king of the empire lad," Donderan told him. "You must become what you were meant to be."

   "If a regent will not accept you as king, them simply replace him." Brylen said. "As king you must not allow anyone to undermine your authority."

   "If you are to reunite the empire, than you must be the king if you wish to accomplish that task." Kyler said. "To be a servant to the regents would not change anything, and the empire would continue to decline."

   "You have not spoken Darik." Menimeth said to the mage as he looked at him. "What is your opinion on this matter?"

   "I do not see what the problem is." Darik responded. "You are the king, and you should act like it. Kings do not ask other people if they should be kings, because the choice is not theirs, or yours. If you are the king then you are the king, nothing can change that."

   "Then it is settled. I will enter Corlindum as the king, but we may have a fight on our hands if I do." Menimeth said. "Beloran will not allow this to happen if he can stop it, so we will need to see to it that he cannot."

   Menimeth turned to Brylen, and paused before he spoke.

   "You know what needs to be done as council for the king, do you not?"

   "Yes sire, I do." Brylen replied. "You wish to be portrayed as a king should be when you enter the city, and you wish to follow the protocols of royalty."

   "That is what I wish my friend, and I trust in your abilities to accomplish that end." Menimeth said, and smiled at Brylen as he did. "I am afraid you will have to teach me how to act like a king in a very short time, and it may not be easy."

   "You do not need to be taught how to be a king, for you are already the best king that I have ever seen." Brylen said. "All you need to know how to interpret their language, and I can do that for now."

   "I would like you to teach Chanry this knowledge if you will." Menimeth said, as he turned to the boy. "He will need it in the future, and it will help him act like a prince."

   "As you wish sire." Brylen said.

   "There is no need for you to call me sire." Menimeth told him. "We are all friends here, and I wish to be treated like a king, only when it is necessary that you do so. Call me by my name when we are among friends, and it will be easier for me to rule."

   Commander Rayden and Dorben waited until the others were gone before they spoke to Menimeth. They had already taken oaths to protect the kingdom, and awaited their orders from him. The man who rode south at the monastery road had returned, and reported that the men were on their way west, and should be at the camp in no more than three days. They were the last group to leave the camp in the south, and orders had been sent to the camp commander in the west.

   "What do you think is our best course of action when we reach Corlindum?" Menimeth asked the Commander.

   "I think we should split the battle group into two attack forces." Commander Rayden replied. "Keeping them out of sight as you enter the city with your men."

   "Green and black banners are approaching from the east," Danorathin said.

   "Then they will all be at the city when we arrive." Menimeth replied. "I would like for you to come to the camp tonight, there is something that I must do."

   "As you wish Meni."

   "That is a good idea, my friend." Menimeth said to the Commander after talking to his dragon. "That way, if we are forced to retreat from the city, the reserves can collapse in on the aggressors from both sides."

   "I do not think we will need them, but who can tell." Dorben said. "Your safety is the priority here, and having men in reserve is only prudent."

   "You are right." Menimeth said. "I will leave the planning of the details to you and your men Commander, when you have completed them you can fill me in. Thank you both for your help."

   That evening after the sun was down and he had eaten his supper, Menimeth walked out onto the road. Minuets later, Danorathin appeared and landed in front of him, waiting for him to take his place before leaping back into the air.

   "I need to get as close to the stewards quarters as I can." He told his dragon.

   "I can land on top of the building that houses the royal steward and his offices." The dragon replied. "From there it is a short walk down the stairs to his offices and quarters."

   "Then that is what we should do." Menimeth replied.

   It did not take long to arrive at the city, and the building that housed the steward. Menimeth dismounted and walked down the stairs while his dragon waited for his master's return, and kept watch over the city.

   Semeon was inside his office talking to Thadric when Menimeth arrived. He did not wish to see the southern regent before he entered Corlindum, so he waited for him to leave. Less than an hour later, Menimeth watched the regent as he exited the office and disappeared down the stairs. When the steward opened the door, he was shocked to see the warrior standing there. It was several seconds before he gained his composure enough to speak, but the colors of the old empire that Menimeth wore, did not go unnoticed.

   " Could the old legends be true?" Semeon wondered.

   "Please come in." He said, and stepped back to allow Menimeth to enter. "I did not expect to see you until Falendor arrived."

   "Officially you will not see me for three more weeks, but I needed to speak with you ahead of time."

   "Officially?" Semeon asked. And he became even more curious.

   "When I arrive in the city I will do so as a protector of the empire. I do not serve the regents, but they will serve the empire when I am finished with them." Menimeth said.

   "How will you accomplish that?" Semeon asked the warrior.

   "With the help of my men, and my friend. What is your position as far as protecting the empire?" Menimeth asked the steward.

   "There is no army other than the guard of each realm, and the regents will not help one another for fear of losing their realm to Beloran." Semeon replied.

   "What about a king, how would you place a king on the throne to reunite the empire." Menimeth asked and watched for the steward's reaction.

   "I am afraid that will never happen." The steward replied, but was not sure that was true anymore.

   "Why not?" Menimeth asked.

   "Because only a dragon rider can claim the throne and there are no more dragons to ride." He said. "It is the law of the empire still."

   "Would you walk with me, I have a friend I would like you to meet." Menimeth asked the steward.

   "I would be honored."

   Menimeth led him out the door and to the stairs that led to the roof.

   "Your friend is on the roof?" The steward asked Menimeth with a worried look.

   "You need not fear me steward." Menimeth said. "You will not be harmed as long as you are with me or any of my men, besides I need your help."

   "What of your friend on the roof. Is he one of your men?"

   "He fears for his life in his own house"

   "Yes, even when assured he will come to no harm at my hands." Menimeth replied to his dragon.

   "No, but he will not harm you." Menimeth assured the steward.

   As they reached the top of the stairs and the roof beyond, Semeon was about to speak to Menimeth when he spotted the dragon and froze in mid stride. He looked at Danorathin with total shock, and was mesmerized by the dragon that was only feet away.

   "This is my dragon and I am his rider." Menimeth said at last. "And when I enter the city I will do so as the king of the new Great Dragon Empire. The time has come to reunite the old empire and make it whole again, regardless of what the regents think. I will be using Glansford as my capital, and as Steward of the Empire I will expect you to take up residents In Corlindum, and control the regents in my name."

   "As you wish my lord." Semeon replied, and looked at the warrior with renewed respect. So the legend was true, he thought.

   "And do not tell the regents about this, I will let them know when the time is right." Menimeth said.

   "You have my word on it sire." Semeon said with a smile. "They will hear nothing from me."

   "The empire is in danger, and I am counting on you to represent me well while I find a way to end the threat." Menimeth told him. "There is a prince of Davinly that will be accompanying me when I arrive, and he is to be treated with the respect due a prince for as long as he is in this land.

   "I will see to it myself sire, how else can I help you?" He asked as he stood before Menimeth.

   "There are some items I will need when I officially arrive, could you see that they are ready when I do. And with as few people involved as possible if you can."

   "It would be an honor my lord." Semeon replied. "I will have it all waiting for you or your messenger on your arrival."

   The two men returned to Semeon's offices and talked for a while longer while Semeon made a list of the items Menimeth requested. He would start early in the morning, and he would tack care of it himself. Menimeth and Danorathin disappeared into the night sky from where they had come as Semeon watched. So the king has returned, he thought to himself, and it has begun.

   When Menimeth returned to the camp it was very late, and only the guards were awake. Danorathin flew back to the tower at Glansford and settled down to wait for his master to call him again. Soon his master would be the king, and the old city would be their home.

   When the week ended, and Menimeth was once again on the road to Corlindum, he was escorted by more than one hundred and thirty men. The red and white of the Lost Cavalry stood out against the purple and gold of the Dragon Guard as they traveled, and Danorathin informed Menimeth of the arrival of the eastern regent, and that Falendor was within now in sight of Corlindum.

   The bridge across the Western Imlador River, was the grandest of all the bridges in the empire, and was twice the size if the bridge across the Grayling River. Menimeth stopped and looked at the massive work of stone, which was also the longest of the bridges of the empire. A stone dragon with a rider sat on both sides of the entrance to the bridge, at both ends. It was one of the wonders of the empire, and all who crossed it, marveled at its beauty.

   The day before they were to arrive, Commander Rayden and Menimeth discussed the plans for their arrival with the Dragon Guard, and the officers of the Lost Cavalry. If trouble were to come their way, Menimeth would be ready for it.

   The next morning, the battle group split into two parts as planned, and rode ahead of, and behind, the Dragon Guard and their king. All of the men were dressed in their finest clothes, and their armor shined brightly in the morning sun. The battle hardened, solders of the Lost Cavalry, wore grim faces of determination, as they neared the city of Corlindum. After losing their kingdom to the mage king, and most of their comrades as well, there was no way they would lose this fight.

   When Menimeth and his solders reached the entrance to the city, they stopped and waited while the cavalrymen took their places as planned. When everyone was in place, Menimeth would enter Corlindum as the King of the Great Dragon Empire, and the lands would be reunited by the power of the dragon, and with that power it would always be protected.

   The new age had arrived, and the time had come for the return of the king.






 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
   Semeon watched from his window as Menimeth entered the city with his men behind him. Wearing the colors of the empire, he slowly walked his horse along the cobblestones of the street, as the people who lined it looked on. When he reached the buildings where the council was held, he halted and his men took up positions around him. The steward raced from his office with the scrolls held tightly in his arms, and flew down the steps to the street. The crowd was getting bigger and he needed to reach the courtyard of the council hall quickly, so he shoved his way through the people that blocked his passage. Today the empire would become whole again, and a king would once again sit on the throne.

   Menimeth sat on Donner and waited silently for the regents to exit the hall. He had halted across the large courtyard from the building, and watched as the solders of each realm assembled in front of it. The green and black of the eastern regent was the dominant force, and was to his right. Captain Brannor and his thirty men assembled to his left and the other regent's forces were between them. Commander Rayden noticed the two arched, entrances to the courtyard, on both ends, and sent Dorben back to his men in the great road.

   When the regents appeared at the top of the steps that led into the council hall, Beloran was in the lead. The other regents followed him as he descended them, but it was obvious that they did not agree with his position on this matter. Menimeth could tell that the man was angry by the way he walked, but did not care if he was. He would do as he was told or he would be replaced. The eastern regent came to a halt twothirds of the way down the steps, and looked at the warrior with evil eyes. He motioned for his solders to prepare to advance, and raised his hand, and pointed at Menimeth

   "Those colors are forbidden in this land, and you break the law by wearing them. You will remove them at once, and your armor as well, or I will have you arrested." Beloran said.

   "Am I to strip here in front of all these women and children?" Menimeth asked, and looked at the regent with a questioning look.

   "You will do as I say, and you will do it now. I do not care if these people are offended by it, in fact I do not care about these people at all.

   "I do not like that man, he is very evil, and I can feel it from here." Danorathin told his master.

   "Yes he is, and I will need you very soon my friend. I hope to avoid killing if I can, we will need these men if we are to protect the empire."

   "You have no authority to give that order, and I remove my armor for no man." Menimeth said to Beloran. "You are the regent of the east, and we are not in the east."

   "My authority reaches across the empire. Who do you think you are that you can speak to me as an equal." Beloran shouted, starring at the warrior with hate and contempt.

   "I do not speak to you as an equal, regent." Menimeth said harshly. "I am not here to defend myself, and I do not care about your misplaced sense of self importance. I am here to reunite the empire and protect it from its enemies. My name is Menimeth, and I come here as the king of the Great Dragon Empire."

   The gasp from the people and the regents alike was almost deafening. The silence that followed lasted for what seemed an eternity, as if time itself had stopped. The people were stunned, and the shocked look on Beloran's face, was a reflection of the other regents reactions. Only Falendor was not surprised by the boldness of the warrior among the regents. He had seen what the warrior could do, and suspected that the man was something more than he appeared.

   Semeon made his way to the edge of the crowd, as the shock of the announcement by the warrior receded. People began to talk to one another excitedly, as they watched the warrior in dragon armor that claimed to be the king. Beloran became even more furious by the statement, and as the shock wore off, decided to show his power and authority.

   "You are a fool and will pay for your insolence." Beloran said with a sneer, and shouted to his solders. "Guards, arrest him and place him in chains."

   "The time has come, to become what we are destined to be my friend." He said to his dragon.

   "I am prepared." His dragon replied.

   The forces of the eastern regent began to advance on him, and Menimeth turned to face them. He did not move from where he sat, and watched with indifference as they did. Falendor smiled at the warrior's bravery, and admired his composure under such conditions.

   Commander Rayden gave the command, and the battle group stormed into the courtyard from the entrances on both ends, effectively surrounding the forces of the regents. The solders of the eastern regent stopped their advance and looked around them. Menimeth and his forces, now numbered close to one hundred and forty men, and outnumbered the eastern regents advancing solders.

   Beloran looked around at the solders dressed in red and white, and wondered where they had come from. He had been sure the warrior would not have enough men to save him, but his information was obviously wrong.

   "So you intend to take the empire by force." Beloran said to Menimeth with as much disrespect as he could.

   "No. I am the king by right, and that is how I claim the throne." Menimeth replied.

   "By what right do you claim the throne, and the empire that it rules?" Semeon shouted, as he walked from the crowd, and stopped where all could hear him. He was smiling at the regents, and bowed to Menimeth as he faced him.

   "By the laws of the empire, and the realms of the races of the lands of magic." Menimeth replied.

   "Then call forth your claim that all may see who you are, and take your place as king." The steward said loud enough for all to hear him.

   "Now, my friend. The time has come to be seen as dragon and rider." He said to Danorathin.

   Menimeth waited for several minutes before responding. Then he dismounted and walked several steps forward before stopping again. He looked at the regents as he stood where he could be seen by all, but did not speak, Menimeth noticed that Beloran was becoming impatient, and that he expected the warrior to fail in his attempt to take the throne. Just when the eastern regent was about to speak, and try to end what he considered to be a waste of his time, he was cut off by a loud and frightening roar.

   The great bronze dragon appeared over the buildings, and landed in the courtyard in front of his master. The rider mounted his dragon, and the huge beast spread his massive wings and rose up on his hind legs bellowing loudly. Menimeth pulled his swords from their scabbards, and he held them above his head. They shined with a bright white light that surrounded him and his dragon, reveling the power of their magic.

   This was too much for a few of the people that lined the streets, and they fled in terror to hide from the beast. Others backed up out of reflex, but continued to watch the dragon and his rider. People watched from every window in the buildings that faced the courtyard, and that included the quarters that the regents used.

   Danorathin dropped back to the ground and folded his mighty wings, as his rider placed his swords back into their scabbards. The shock of the dragon appearing, and then landing in the courtyard was all that was needed. Falendor, Thadric, and Borlund, all knelt before the king, but Beloran did not. Soon all of the people in the courtyard knelt before their new king, and the only men that were still standing, were Beloran and Semeon.

   "By order of the steward of the empire, and the law of the four realms, I decree Menimeth to be the king of the Great Dragon Empire." Semeon said loud enough for everyone to hear him. "And from this day on, shall be known as Menimeth Dragonkin, Dragon Lord of the empire, and King of the four realms."

   When he finished his speech, Semeon knelt before the warrior who sat on his dragon, making it official. The people of the city cheered loudly, and celebrated the return of the king. Semeon announced plans for a feast to honor Menimeth, and all of the people were invited.

   Beloran was furious at the warrior who had ruined all of his plans, and began to advance on him as he dismounted the dragon. He had worked hard to get where he was, and believed the throne belonged to him. When Danorathin leapt into the air to land on the tower above the council hall, Beloran rushed the unsuspecting warrior. He was just feet away from the back of Menimeth, and he held a belt knife in his hand. Strider bolted forward as Chanry pulled the knife from his belt, passed Menimeth, and into the eastern regent who had raised his blade to strike. With one quick slash of his Elvin blade, as he knocked the man who tried to kill his master to the ground, he ended the threat. Beloran lay on the ground with his throat cut deep, and looked wide-eyed with shock at the boy who had done it. He tried to speak but could not, and died seconds later at the feet of the boy's horse. Chanry backed his horse until Strider was back where they had started, then looked at his master.

   Menimeth looked at the eastern regent who lay dead on the ground, and then to the solders who wore his colors. The eastern realm would need a new regent now, and soon. As the remaining regents approached him, Menimeth sent Chanry to escort the captain of Beloran's guard back to where he stood. Semeon and the regents arrived at the same time as the solder Chanry escorted, and were present to witness the orders given by their king. The eastern regent was to be given all the respect due a member of the ruling class, and was taken away with honor by his solders.

   When Beloran had been removed from the courtyard, and was no longer a distraction, Semeon spoke.

   "Quarters are being prepared for you as we speak, and offices in the council hall as well sire." He said.

   "And what of my men, are accommodations to be made available to them as well?" Menimeth asked the steward.

   "But of course, my lord." Semeon said, and looked around at the solders in the courtyard. "All of them?" He asked.

   "We will only expect to be given quarters for the officers if you do not mind, Meni." Commander Rayden said to his friend. "And of course one for poor Dorben." He finished with a smile for his old friend.

   "It will be taken care of my lord." Semeon replied when he saw Menimeth agree to his friend's request. "The solder you alluded to, should I separate his rooms from the officers?"

   "No." Menimeth said. "Because he is being promoted to captain, and will be in charge of all scouts and their training."

   "As you wish my lord." Semeon said. "There is one more thing sire. These scrolls belong to you as the first king of the Great Dragon Empire in over one thousand years, what do you wish me to do with them?"

   "Place them in my quarters." Menimeth replied. "Chanry will accompany you, and will see that our bags are placed there as well."

   Semeon bowed to Menimeth, and turned to leave with Chanry following behind him on Strider. Commander Rayden recalled his men, and went to set up their camp outside the city, but close enough to protect the king if the need were to arise. Kyler and Javen retrieved the packhorses from outside the city, and relieved them of their burdens. The horses were taken to the stables, while the bags they held went to the men's quarters. The regent's dismissed their guard, and soon only eight men remained in the courtyard.

   "I am looking forward to the banquet tonight, it will give me a chance to talk with you and your families." Menimeth said to the regents. "Falendor I know something about, but I know nothing of the rest of you, or your families."

   "It will be our honor sire." Borlund said, and bowed to Menimeth. "If you will allow me sire, I must relay the news to my children. They will want to know everything that happened here today, and if we are to make it to the banquet, I must begin soon."

   Menimeth nodded his head, and the regent of the north retreated to his quarters. Thadric bowed to the new king after he was dismissed, and followed Borlund across the courtyard, and to his own quarters.

   "Would you mind escorting me to the quarters of the eastern regent?" Menimeth asked Falendor. "I would like to speak with his family."

   "I would be honored sire." Falendor replied. "I will help you however I can."

   "You can call me Meni when it is not an official meeting, my friend. Menimeth told Falendor. "It will be a lot easier to rule the empire if we trust one another, and work together as friends."

   "You are a surprising man, Meni." Falendor said. "I knew you were different from the rest of us, but I never suspected you to be a dragon rider in this age. It would be an honor to serve you and the empire.

   "Thank you, Falendor." Menimeth said. "I will not keep you long, and you can return to your family."

   "I will stay as long as you need me to." He replied.

   Servants of the steward escorted Litlorn, Donderan, Darik, and Brylen, to the rooms that had been arraigned for them to use while they were in Corlindum, while Menimeth went to see Beloran's family.

   Dralessa stood from her chair when Menimeth and Falendor entered the suites that the eastern regent used while in Corlindum, as the servant who showed them in, disappeared into the back rooms to inform Valiny of the king's arrival. Dralessa did not know what to say to Menimeth, and felt uneasy until Falendor broke the silence.

   "This is Menimeth, your new king." He said to her. "He has come to talk to your brother, and yourself."

   "You are most welcome here, my lord." She said, and began to bow to him, when he stopped her.

   "You need not bow to me, my lady." Menimeth told her. "That is reserved for official business, and I am not here for that reason."

   Dralessa looked at the warrior that stood before her, and felt her face get flush by his presents. He was not what she had expected from the way her father talked about him before they arrived in Corlindum. She expected a ragged old solder who had lost his senses, but this man was young and very attractive. He looked like a king in his armor, and in the purple and gold he was dressed in.

   "My name is Dralessa sire." She said. "However, all my friends call me Lessa."

   "I am pleased to meet you Lessa." Menimeth replied. "All of my friends call me Meni. I would be honored if you would call me by that

name as well."

   "Thank you for your kindness Meni. Is there anything I can do for you?" Dralessa asked. "Would you like some wine or ale?"

   "Thank you for your offer Lessa, but regrettably I must decline it." Menimeth replied. "There is much I have yet to do today, and I need a clear head if I am to conduct the business of the empire."

   "The business of the empire was very exciting." She said, and turned and walked to the window. " But it was frightening as well."

   "I am sorry for the loss of your father my lady." Menimeth said in a soft tone. "And if you need anything, please do not be afraid to ask me."

   "The death of my father was his fault." The woman said. "He was far too ambitious for a regent, and he brought it on himself. The people of the eastern realm will not morn the loss of Beloran, but will hope the new regent treats them better I think."

   Menimeth looked at the beautiful woman who stood at the window, and wondered what her life was like with her father. She looked very young, but he suspected her to be much older than she appeared. Beloran was an evil man who ruled by force, and by fear. Menimeth believed his children were not treated much better than his people, and he hoped the son was like his sister. There was no need for the western regent to stay, so Menimeth told Falendor to go home to his family.

   Valiny walked into the room where his sister and the king were waiting, just as Falendor was leaving. He was worried that his father had brought suspicion on them, and they would be arrested for his crimes. He bowed to Menimeth, and looked at his sister to see if she was frightened, but could tell she was not.

   "Please forgive my absents sire." Valiny said to the king. "I was attending to my father."

   "I am sorry for your loss, and will do whatever I can to help you and your sister." Menimeth said. "If you need anything, please do not hesitate to ask."

   "You are most gracious sire." Valiny replied. "Is there anything we can do for you?"

   "No, but I thank you for the offer." He said. "I am here to ask if you and your sister would like to attend the banquet this evening. It would be understandable if you declined, but we would like to see the new regent and his sister in attendance."

   "You would allow our family to continue as regent after what my father has done?" Valiny asked, surprised.

   "You are not your father from what I have heard, and I do not know much about the eastern realms, but the captain of the guard spoke highly of you. When the council begins again tomorrow, you will attend as the regent of the eastern realm. From this day forward, you will rule the realm in the name of the empire, and for the good of the empire."

   "Thank you my lord." Valiny said, as he knelt before his king. "I will do my best to serve the empire."

   "First, I would like you to call me Meni when it is not official business of the realm." Menimeth said. "And please do not bow or kneel to me unless it is necessary to do so. I may be the king, but I would prefer to be your friend."

   Valiny was caught off guard by the requests, and did not know what to say. He never expected to be treated kindly, but the man who stood before him was not what he expected, and in the end, he just spoke.

   "You are not what I expected from the first king of the empire in one thousand years." He said at last. "You are younger than I expected as well"

   "Valiny!" Dralessa gasped, shocked at the directness of the statement.

   "I hope I do not disappoint you." Menimeth said, smiling as he did. "Perhaps I should grow a beard."

   "No, I do not think you should cover your face. Valiny replied. "I like it the way it is, and my sister obviously does as well."

   Dralessa's face turned red, and she turned away from the men when they looked at her. She could not look at him, but she could not help thinking as she hid her face, that her brother was right.

   Valiny looked at Menimeth with a smile, and Menimeth almost started laughing. Brothers could be the cruelest people sometimes, but it was not out of malice.

   "I hope to see you at the banquet this evening, and your beautiful sister as well." Menimeth said. "I am looking forward, to speaking with you both again."

   When Menimeth was gone, Valiny walked to his sister's side. Looking out the window, they watched the warrior as he walked across the courtyard.

   "I like him." Valiny said, breaking the silence. "He is a better man than father ever was."

   "Yes, I like him as well." Dralessa said. "But he belongs to the empire, and it needs him."

 
   Menimeth walked into the building that held the offices of the steward and climbed the stairs. Semeon was waiting for him when he arrived, and greeted him at the door.

   "Please come in sire." He said as he stepped aside.

   "Thank you Semeon." Menimeth replied.

   "The items you ordered were sent to your rooms, and a few other items as well." Semeon said, as he walked from the door to his desk. "There are some parchments I need you to mark with your official seal, for the records."

   "Thank you for acquiring the items so quickly." Menimeth said, and used the ring Litlorn had given him to mark the official documents that Semeon had on his desk, as the official seal of the empire. "It will allow people to know who rides for the empire."

   "That is one problem I must speak with you about sire, six men have already asked to join your army. What do I tell them?"

   "I will have someone to train those who are able to become warriors, and there will be non combat positions available as well." Menimeth replied. "I will let you know who to send them to tonight at the banquet."

   "As you wish my lord." Semeon said. "There is the matter of the seating arraignments of the guests that are to attend the banquet. How would you like it arraigned."

   "The regents are to be treated as royalty of the empire, and their families as well. Donderan is one of the Dwarf lords of Kraudgov, and Litlorn is heir to the throne of the Elvin kingdom of Latrelarn. They are to be given the seats of honor. Brylen is a prince of the kingdom of Davinly far to the east, and should be shown all the honors accorded a prince. The other men of my guard will be seated at my table, and you as steward as well. You will not be able to change his mind, so Chanry will sit beside me. The rest you can seat according to their position."

   "An excellent choice, my lord. With this arraignment, the banquet should be the best we have ever had. All of the people of standing that attend, will feel as if they were considered special, and will be a lot merrier during the banquet."

   "Brylen will decide most of the business of the empire for now, but with my instructions." Menimeth said. "I will send him to you tomorrow, and he can report back to me daily. I will still be available to you for now, but will not be here often until the threat in the west has been eliminated."

   "I understand sire, and will do all in my power to help you." Semeon said, and rolled the parchments, placing them on a small cart.

 
   Chanry sat on a footstool, and was looking at the boxes stacked all around him when Menimeth entered the royal suite. The boxes were labeled to show what was inside them, and that made it easier for Menimeth to send them to whoever they were intended. Messengers were made available to him, and he sent one to summon the men from Alenvale. One he sent to Brylen, Darik and the commander, to summon them as well.

   The first to arrive was Commander Rayden, and most of the boxes were for his men. White cloaks with the golden dragon on them, trimmed in the red of their kingdom, and a bronze clasp shaped like a dragon for each. A purple sash trimmed in gold, with a golden dragon stitched in both ends to represent the Great Dragon Empire, was included in the items to be sent to The Lost Cavalry. A messenger was sent to bring back men to load the boxes onto a wagon, and they would be distributed among the men as soon as possible.

   Javen and Kyler arrived while the boxes for the Lost Cavalry were being removed from the royal suites, and loaded onto the wagons. Brylen and Darik arrived seconds later, and watched as the boxes disappeared. The armies of the empire would be forming soon, and leaders were needed to command them. The three men from Alenvale would become captains in the Dragon Guard, and with the help of Menimeth, would train and command the men who enlisted in it. The badges of their rank appeared on the items given to them, and with their armor, would reflect their position in the empire. Solders of honor and courage would once again wear the purple and gold of the empire.

   Brylen was given tunics and breeches that reflected his position and standing in the empire, along with the other items he would need to interact with the ruling class. The golden dragon was on all of the items given to him, but his family crest was there as well.

   Darik received robes of a dark purple trimmed in gold, with golden dragons of various sizes all over it. Soft leather boots dyed the same color, with a golden dragon that curled around each one from the tail at the top, to the head at the bottom, were included.

   All of them were given sashes like the ones sent to the Lost Cavalry, and even Menimeth wore one. The gifts were designed to increase the presents of the empire to the people, and bring men to the banner of the king. The empire needed men to build an army to protect it, and the realms would have to supply them.

   Menimeth hoped that some of the displaced solders from the kingdoms overrun by the forces of the mage king would find their way into his army. They would be hardened warriors who hated Arnoran, and would fight for the empire that much harder. There was sure to be spies who would try to enlist in the Dragon Guard, but there would also be deserters. News of his dragon would reach the towns of the empire within weeks, and men would begin to travel to Corlindum.

   The private rooms were in the back part of the suite, and Semeon put the scrolls and other items of the empire, in the private rooms of the king. After the last two of his friends were gone, Menimeth went to his rooms and removed his armor, to rest before the evening's events were to begin. He would look at the items Semeon had placed in his rooms after the banquet, and decide what to do from there. He needed news on the camp in the northwest where the threat was located, but had no way to gather that information at this time. He knew a war was coming, but he did not know how long he had to prepare for it.

   That night at the banquet, Menimeth was dressed in the new clothes that he had ordered for these kinds of events, and looked like the king he was. He spent a lot of his time at the main table with the regents and their families, and ate while he discussed their realms. The south was growing faster than the other realms, and was better protected as well. The north was still wild in the western part of the realm, but it also was well protected where the towns were located.

   Valiny and his sister sat across from Menimeth, and to his right, while Kyler sat across from them. The green and black of their realm made Dralessa look very beautiful, and Kyler seemed to look at her often. It did not go unnoticed by the woman of his interest, for she too was looking at him.

   Valiny was free to be himself after years of his father's oppression, and talked to all the other regents openly. He had not been allowed to speak around them when his father was alive, and they were very impressed by him. Menimeth liked the man, and believed he would be good for the empire. He would find out soon enough that Valiny was the best choice that he could have made.

   Darik entertained Falendor's younger children with small magic tricks he had learned as a boy, and delighted in their laughter. Saesic was the only one of Falendor's children that did not make the journey to Corlindum, and the banquet was the better for it. Chrisanna hardly removed her eyes from Javen, and they smiled at each other throughout the night. There were musicians in one end of the hall, and he danced with her several times as the evening progressed. Falendor and Aliseain watched them when they danced, and looked at each other smiling.

   Borlund asked many questions about the problems of his realm, and the increase in brigands on the road. He was worried about the people of his land, and Menimeth liked him for it. Most of his questions would be answered at the council hall when the council of regents resumed, and Menimeth would be there to represent the interests of the empire.

   Menimeth walked around the hall, and spoke with as many people as he could. Corlindum would no longer be abandoned after the council was over, since a king would be in Glansford again. Many of the people that were here now would go back to their homes, but others would take their place. The business of the empire would be conducted here, and in Glansford across the great road. No longer would the capitals of the empire be abandoned, but would thrive in the coming years, provided it survived the forces that were building in the west, and the war that would follow.

   Later in the evening, the regents and the princes that were present at the banquet, talked to Menimeth about the future of the four realms. They were alone on a balcony, and away from the other guests, and the conversation went unheard by all but Chanry. Chanry would not let his master out of his sight while he wore no armor, and he would not be dissuaded for any reason.

   "When the council begins again tomorrow, Valiny will not be speaking for his father." Menimeth said. "He will be speaking as the new regent of the east, and will represent the people of his realm."

   "I believe he is someone with which we can agree about the business of the realms." Borlund said.

   "He has turned out to be more than we had hoped, and I believe you are right in your assessment." Thadric replied. "I know his people love him, and he, them."

   "I look forward to our working together here at the council, and in the future." Falendor said. "The empire has needed someone who would rule for the people in the east for a long time, and who would think of his people first."

   "The four realms are united again, and with the king on the throne, will regain its former glory." Thadric said, but did not know then how united the realms would become.

   "I thank you for your support, and hope we will all prosper under our new king. I am sorry I must beg your leave, but there is something I wish to do." Valiny said, and walked from the balcony.

   "You may be working with Valiny more than the rest of us." Falendor said, as Valiny walked away. "I believe he has an interest in

your realm that you do not know of."

   "You think he is like his father, and will try to take my realm?" Thadric asked Falendor, alarmed at what he heard.

   "It is not your realm he wants I think." Falendor replied with a smile.

   "What could he want of my realm if not to supplement me?" Thadric asked puzzled.

   "To unite east and south would be my guess." Menimeth said, and smiled at him.

   The whole thing confused Thadric, until he looked into the banquet hall and saw Valiny and Dranella together. She was laughing as they spoke, and he held her hand in his. Hand in hand they walked to the musicians, to dance with the others who were already there. Thadric smiled and shook his head.

   "That girl is smarter than I am." He said. "I think you are right Falendor, but he had better be a very strong man if he intends to tame that girl."

   "I think he already has." Menimeth said, and watched as the girl placed her head on Valiny's chest, while they danced.

   "Your daughter has someone as well, Falendor?" Thadric said, looking at where Chrisanna sat with Javen, oblivious to all that happened around them.

   "Yes, my wife likes him, and hopes I will stay out of it." Falendor said. "We were not much older when we fell in love, and looked at each other, the same way."

   "Valiny's sister has captured another of the warriors who protect the king." Borlund said "Or has he captured her, I wonder."

   "You are lucky fathers, to have your daughters receive the interest of such men." Menimeth said as he looked at them. "For they hold the very heart of the land and its people in their hands. All of you have a part to play in the events of today, but they will rule the future of your realms."

   "The mage who travels with you appears to be born to be a teacher." Falendor said. "He has already taught my children simple magic, and my wife as well."

   "You should think about allowing some of your younger children to study magic from him." Menimeth said. "I intend to ask him to teach magic to the people of the empire who can learn it."

   "I just may do that." He replied. "The empire was once a realm of mages, long ago."

   Menimeth returned to his private rooms long before his friends, and he worried that he would not be ready to defend the west when the assault on it began. The council of regents would be the beginning of his attempt in bolstering the defenses in the west, but he had little time to assemble the men he would need.

   Magic was the answer Menimeth thought. Glansford held the sprit of dragon and rider within, and that is where he would need to start. Among the items left in his rooms, was a scroll of Glansford and some of its secrets. After the council was over, he would have to delve into the ancient secrets of the old empire, and become its master.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
   Menimeth stood in the center of the great road with his hand on the head of his dragon, and watched the sun as it slowly rose in the east. Something pulled him from that direction, but it was not to the realm of men he was called. Danorathin felt it also, but knew he could only go so far with his master on that journey. The time was coming when they would follow that calling, and they would not travel alone, but it was not now.

   The great bronze dragon spread his wings, and vaulted into the air. With one downward stroke, he was above the trees, and out of sight seconds later. He was hungry, and the time to hunt had come, he told his master.

   The regents began to rise early, and prepare for the day's activities with enthusiasm. The years of council meetings before today had gotten them nowhere, and they knew it would be different now. Beloran had always held them back in the past, but he was gone now, and Valiny was the regent of the east. The empire would move forward at last, and a king would speak for the first time in the history of the council, since Corlindum had been built after the dragon riders had disappeared. It was going to be an exciting day for them all, and all of them were looking forward to it.

   Semeon entered the council hall with the scrolls he would need when the king asked him questions about the empire of the past. He laid them on the table assigned to him as the steward, and separated them into groups. When the scrolls were arranged to his satisfaction, he hurried from the hall, and returned to his office. Brylen appeared in the doorway while Semeon gathered up the remaining scrolls, and he greeted the man with a smile.

   "I have come in the name of the king of the Great Dragon Empire, to offer my assistance to the steward." Brylen said as the king's councilor, and bowed to Semeon. "The king sends his greetings, and wishes you well."

   "As steward of the empire, I accept your offer." Semeon replied, and bowed back. "My friends call me Semeon, and I hope you will be one of them."

   "Thank you." Brylen replied. "Mine call me Bry."

   "I was about to return to the council hall with these scrolls, but there is another item you could help me with if you would." The steward said.

   "That is why I am here." Brylen replied. "To do what I can for the empire."

   "This chest needs to be taken to the council chambers, it is something I believe the king will need." Semeon said. "If you would not mind carrying it for me."

   Brylen picked up the chest from the desk, and followed the steward from his office.

   "Normally we would arrive well before the regents," Semeon told him as they walked from the room. "But today is not a normal day, so who knows what we will find."

   "It is all new to me." Brylen said. "But I would still tend to agree with you."

   The regents slowly made their way to the hall without guards to escort them for the first time that any of them could remember. They never spoke to one another before reaching the council hall before, but now they walked together, and talked as they did. Without the threat of Beloran and his solders there was no need to be escorted, and the men were much more at ease.

   Brylen and Semeon reached the steps to the hall, and were soon inside, and at the steward's table. The regents all walked in together minutes later, and took their seats as people began to pour in. Once, long ago, the people of the empire would sit in the great hall, and listen to their regent's debate. This was the first time in many years that it happened, and when the king arrived, the hall would almost be full.

   Menimeth looked at the old dragon rider capital once again, before turning and walking from the great road, and back into the city of Corlindum. He could feel the threat growing in the west with the passing of every day, but for now he needed to reunite the realms, and set the empire in motion.

   When he arrived at the great hall, he was announced at the door, and escorted to the seat of the king. All of the people inside the hall bowed as he walked to his seat, and did not rise until he was seated. He did not mind being watched all the time, but the bowing had to stop. It was not what he wanted from the people of the empire, and he intended to let it be known.

   The council began with the formal call to the meeting, and the onlookers grew silent.

   "The issues before us today are for the empire." Semeon said as he stood. "The decisions you make here, will affect us all."

   "Then let us speak of the problems of the realms." Menimeth said.

   "Rumors of war circulate throughout my realm." Valiny said. "But my father did nothing to investigate them that I know of. As regent, I will find out what I can, but it may take time before I am able to learn anything."

   "We hear the same rumors in the south." Thadric said, in response to Valiny. "But we can find no reason for them, except the increase in the outlaw population."

   "Men cross my realm in the night, but cannot be found by day." Borlund said, entering the discussion. "My best men have searched for them many times, but they can only be seen from a distance. When my men get closer, they disappear without a trace."

   "It is magic." Darik said as he stood from he crowd. "An old trick used for hunting in my land, is being used by the mage king to hide his men from you."

   "How do we fight men we cannot see?" Borlund asked the mage.

   "With magic." Darik replied. "It is a simple counter spell that can be used anytime, and the question is not if, but when."

   "We can do it, or we cannot." Borlund stated.

   "We need men in place to capture or kill the solders of Arnoran when they are reveled." Menimeth said. "It will do us no good to counter their spell, if we do not close the way to all that would seek to destroy the empire."

   "What is it you would have us do?" Borlund said with a worried look.

   "We need to work together to stop this threat." Menimeth replied. "We can revel the solders now, but cannot close the way yet. It will require some of the solders from all of the realms, to save the empire."

   "How many of our solders are you talking about?" Thadric asked. "Are we to leave our towns unguarded?"

   "To leave your towns unguarded would put them at risk, but to disregard the threat could cost you your realms." Litlorn said. "The mage king is busy retaking his lands from before the Great War, and only tries to weaken you until his armies return."

   " No, we will not leave the realms unguarded." Menimeth told the regents." However, some of your forces may need to be used in other realms, until we can build an army of the empire."

   "The full count of your forces, are to be disclosed to the steward's office right away." Semeon said, reading from the scroll on the table. "The Law states that the king must be advised of all forces throughout the empire."

   "We have never reported our forces to the steward before." Borlund said, trying to dismiss the law that was written so long ago.

   "But we did not have a king before." Valiny said to him. "I for one will comply with the law."

   "We have been trying to learn the true number of solders in the eastern realm for years." Thadric said smiling.

   "You are not alone." Valiny said.

   That brought a laugh from the people who watched to proceedings, and the regents as well. Already the men were at ease with one another, and the council began to produce results.

   "We will all comply." Falendor said. "But some of us have very few forces to report. I for one have less than four hundred solders for all of the west."

   "That is why the threat comes from there, they do not believe we can defend it." Menimeth said, "But we will do more than defend it, we will secure it."

   "I have only eight hundred men for the north, and the north has many more towns to defend." Borlund said. "How are we to defend our people?"

   "You need not worry." Valiny said. "I know there are fifteen hundred solders in the east, and I suspect there are five hundred more in reserve. My father did not want to die like his father did, so he would never allow me to obtain that information."

   "Then how do you know how many solders you have?" Thadric asked, puzzled.

   "The men know me and trust me, unlike my father, and I hear things serving in the army you would not hear otherwise." Valiny replied. "Still, I am not sure of the total number."

   "As long as we are divulging that information, I may as well give my count." Thadric said. "I have eight hundred foot solders, and six hundred cavalry, but only half of them are trained properly."

   "Fourteen hundred solders!" Borlund exclaimed. "Were they trained to take over a realm, or defend against Beloran?"

   "I have not built my forces to their numbers for aggressive reasons." Thadric said to Borlund coldly. "But to build, and man, a garrison in every town. That way all of the smaller villages will be protected easier. The problem is that it cost me more than all of you combined a year, to build the garrisons, and to train the men."

   "That is a waste of time." Borlund said. "It would cost me more than I could afford to build the garrisons, much less man them."

   "The south is far better prepared for the war that is coming." Brylen said from beside Semeon. "My kingdom thought as you do, but in the end, we were overrun because we did not have garrisons throughout our realm."

   "Garrisons will be built in all of the realms, manned by solders of the empire." Menimeth told the regents. "It will take some time to accomplish, but it will be done."

   "And how will you man these garrisons?" Valiny asked curiously. "I will allow any of my men who wish to transfer to the armies of the empire to do so if that would help, but you will need far more men than I can provide."

   Menimeth stood and looked at the regents, and then at the people who attended the meeting. He was silent as he looked around the hall, and then spoke where all could hear him.

   "Over half of the empire is overgrown and uninhabited, and people will come here looking for a place to start a new life. There will be displaced solders from the lands the mage king has overrun, which will find their way here, and some will enlist. They will do this in the chance they will have a home some day, and a family who lives in peace."

   Menimeth looked around the hall again, and paused before speaking. He wished all of the people to hear him, and listen to what he said. They had to understand things were changing, and it would affect them, and all they knew.

   "I will offer them lands in which to build their homes and grow their crops." He said. "The west will be the safest realm once the threat is gone, and that is where the refugees will go to first. Not all of the solders that find their way here will want to enlist, but men have talents other than war. Most will undoubtedly chose to settle into a normal life, but some will not. Those men will be given a choice of the army or leaving, and most will serve for a few years before choosing to settle down and become citizens of the empire."

   "How do we secure the west?" Falendor asked.

   " We will start with solders from each realm, who will combine to form the army of the realms." Menimeth said. "We have a cavalry to help us, and a dragon as well."

   "We cannot supply enough solders to build an army large enough to defend us." Borlund said.

   "First we must close the way to those who have yet to come." Menimeth said. "Before we can build an army."

   "What about taxes?" Thadric asked. "How much are we expected to pay to the empire?"

   "The laws say thirty percent of your yearly income, to be paid in grain and coin." Semeon said as he read from a scroll. "Other foods can be used instead of grain but it must be able to last throughout the year."

   "Thirty percent!" Borlund exclaimed. "We can barely make the twenty five percent Beloran put on us years ago."

   "Ten percent will be enough to supply the empire with all it will need for now." Menimeth said. "Where are the taxes paid to the empire in the year's past."

   "Beloran used some of it for his armies, and the rest is in the coffers of the empire." Semeon said.

   The news that their taxes had gone to build the armies of the eastern realm angered the other regents. They were struggling, while Beloran used their taxes against them.

   "I did not know of this." Valiny said. "I cannot change what is done, but I can change what is to come. The extra forces that he acquired will help to protect your realms, which is the opposite of what my father intended I suspect."

   "Thadric will see the most help from the east, I think." Falendor said, smiling.

   "Yes, I believe you are right." Borlund said. " He will see a lot more of Valiny than the rest of us."

   "You think I have some plans to take the southern realm from Thadric?" Valiny asked, hurt that they would suspect him of the things his father was guilty of.

   "We do not think it is his realm you are after." Falendor replied. "But a treasure."

   Valiny looked confused, and noticed that the other regents were all smiling at him. He became even more confused with what Thadric said to him.

   "It is not the land of my fathers, but the jewel of my castle you seek."

   "You think I have some plot to rob you of your treasure?" Valiny asked.

   "You may be involved in a plot, but you would not know it." Thadric said, almost laughing.

   "You believe I am unknowingly involved in stealing your jewel, and you think it is amusing?" Valiny asked, even more confused than before, and looked at the regents bewildered.

   "The jewel they refer to, is Dranella if I am not mistaken." Menimeth informed the new regent. "And they are not so sure you are the one who is doing the plotting between the two of you."

   Valiny turned red with that revelation, and the regents could not help laughing with the look of understanding when it crossed his face. The people who watched the council laughed as well, and some cheered him while others applauded. Valiny turned even redder than before, and it only got worse when Thadric next spoke.

   "If you think you can tame her boy, you are welcome to try. I hope to see a lot more of you, or a lot less of her."

   This brought more cheers from the people, and even Valiny laughed at the proposal from her father.

   "Be careful sir." Valiny said to Thadric. "I may take you up on the offer, and then you would have several granddaughters instead of just one daughter."

   That brought the southern regent's laughing to an end, but received even louder cheers and laughter from the people. After several minutes the hall quieted down once again, and waited for the regents to continue.

   "I intend to open a school for those children who have the aptitude for magic." Menimeth said. "It will not only make the empire a better place to live, but a stronger one as well."

   "And what will it cost us to send our children to this school." One of the onlookers asked.

   "It will not cost the parents to send their children to the school." Menimeth replied. "But whoever completes the school, will be required to spend time in the service of the empire."

   "How much time would be required to pay for the years of school?" Falendor asked.

   "We have enough time to decide that later." Menimeth said. "It will be years before anyone can obtain that level at the school."

   "That is true." Falendor replied. "And it will keep some of our children out of our way for a while."

   "And grandchildren." Thadric added quickly, and looked at Valiny

   That started the regents laughing again, and Valiny laughed at the look Thadric gave him. They discussed the school and its uses, and agreed it would be good for the empire. It had advantages beyond protection, and it would allow the empire to grow richer.

   "I will be opening Glansford again to conduct the business of the empire." Menimeth said. "But Corlindum will still be used for the business of the realms."

   "But how will you conduct the business of the empire, if you are not here?" Valiny asked. "You will need to be in the west if you are to eliminate the threat to the realms."

   "Brylen, the prince of Davinly will be speaking for me while I am gone. He knows what it is I wish to accomplish, and will do what is necessary to achieve it."

   "And what of Corlindum?" Borlund asked. "You said it would be used for the business of the realms, what did you intend?"

   "I expect each of you to have someone assigned to Corlindum who can speak for you, or send a messenger to you with a letter." Menimeth told the regents. "The business of the empire must move at a faster pace, and your decisions will be expected to be made quickly."

   "Another expense for us to go along with the ones we have already." Thadric said.

   "With the fifteen percent less in taxes you will be paying from what you paid in the past, you should have no problem granting my demands." Menimeth said. "But if the coffers are not empty, I will try to help with the expense for as long as I can."

   After some discussion, the regents agreed that it would not be necessary to give them aid. The money they saved by not sending an army of servants to the city every time there was a council, called, would cover the expense. Their realms would benefit from the faster responses, and the regents would grow richer from the reduced taxes.

   The day was growing old when the council meeting ended for the day. No one would leave until the king was gone, so Menimeth walked from the hall, and to his suite. He now had an idea of the combined forces of the four realms, and there were already twelve men who enlisted in the army. Captain Brannor assigned his most experienced solder to the garrison at Corlindum, and he was to begin training the new recruits by tomorrow morning. Some of the army Menimeth built would not be ready to fight in the west, but they would be ready for the war.

   The council meetings lasted for several more days, and much was accomplished. A plan for ending the route, which the solders of the mage king used in the north, was to begin when the regents returned to their castles. Two months would pass before the last of them arrived, and another to get the forces in place. Three months to set the trap from today, and another to get the solders back home, and then he had to assemble the solders he needed from the regents, and get them to Glansford.

   Six months was what it would take to get to Argnon, and he hoped he would make it in time. It would take the last of the solders no more than three to reach the camp in the west after the way was closed in the northeast, and then Chidren would know that the time had come to begin the attack. They would need luck to pull this off, but Menimeth believed it could be done.

   Two days after the council was over, the regents began to depart for their castles. Before the western regent departed for Argnon, he approached Menimeth and gave him the box from the chapel. It belonged to the king of the empire, and not to a regent, was his only explanation. Menimeth sent Javen and Kyler with Falendor, to protect him and locate Feran. He would be arriving in Argnon soon, and Menimeth did not want him riding the road alone. He was the best with a sword of the three friends from Alenvale, but when all three men were together, they were almost unbeatable. They would train his armies, and lead them in the future, but he needed them soon to prepare for the coming battle in the west.

   Menimeth watched his friends as they followed behind Falendor, and smiled as Javen and Chrisanna rode together from the city. After several minutes, Menimeth turned from the road west, and looked at the empty city of Glansford. The time had come to find out what it held, and unlock the secrets of its depths. Tomorrow he would enter the city, and the gates would be open again. After five hundred years of magical preservation, the Great Dragon Empire would truly be reborn.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
   Menimeth walked from the rooms of his suite in Corlindum, and made his way to the marketplace. The sun was not yet up, but it was hard to break old habits he thought. He may be king, but he did not have to like it.

   The aroma of Blackbeer pulled him onward, and he soon arrived at its source. He started his day with a mug of the strong bittersweet liquid, and thought about the city across the great road from Corlindum. Today he would enter the long unused city, and open the way to a new start for the people of this land.

   "Today we will see what the old dragon rider capital has for us." Menimeth said to his dragon.

   "It has many of the old ways in it." Danorathin replied. "And you will have to use magic to enter."

   "I do not know how to use the magic yet my friend."

   "I will put the words into your mind, and you can speak them." His dragon told him.

   "That sounds easy enough." Menimeth said.

   "First you must speak the words correctly." Danorathin said. "If you say them like you think them, it will work."

   "Yes, that will be the hardest part, I think, but I will just have to learn, if I am to be a proper dragon rider."

   Litlorn walked into the small shop, and smiled at the man who had become his closest friend. Walking to the small table, he pulled up a chair and sat across from his friend, while Menimeth sat drinking from his mug.

   "Kings do not sit in small shops sipping Blackbeer." Litlorn told him.

   "Then you be the king, and I will sit here and sip." Menimeth replied smiling.

   "I cannot be the king here." Litlorn said with a mock look of shock. "Besides I will be king of the western lands of the Elves someday, and I do not want to be the king of it."

   "It looks as if we are both out of luck in that area my friend." Menimeth said, and both men laughed.

   They sat at one of the three tables the shop offered, and in the corner of the small space provided. It was not big enough for a city like Corlindum, since men from each realm would occupy it from now on, besides it did not have a fireplace. An inn was needed to house weary travelers, and those people who were here to conduct business with the empire, but who were not placed in rooms while here.

   There were many empty buildings in Corlindum, and Menimeth intended to find out what they were either used for, or could be used for. He planned to use these two cities as the center of the empire, which it almost was, and run the four realms from here. The great crossroads was the center of the four realms, and these cities were only a few days ride east. Besides, there was a garrison that had been used by all four realms when they held a council, but now it would be the first garrison of the new empire.

   "I am going to go hunting. I will return soon." Danorathin informed his master.

   "I will see you at Glansford." Menimeth replied.

   "You will open the city today?" Litlorn asked. "All of the regents are gone, and there is no reason to delay it."

   "I thought that also, and I am to meet my dragon there when he has eaten."

   "You should consider taking the mage with you." Litlorn said. "He can translate some of the older parchments."

   "Yes, and I would like you and Donderan to come as well." Menimeth said. "You both have been here before, if I remember correctly, and you can show me the buildings used the most in the past."

   "Yes, we have both been here before, but Donderan is older, and was an adult when last he was here."

"I can use you all, to help me find the items I need."
"You can count on us." Litlorn said. "We will do what we can."
   "I must retrieve an item from my suite. You find Donderan, and I will locate Darik, and we will meet in the great road." Menimeth said, as he finished his Blackbeer, and stood from his seat in the shop.

   Twenty minuets later, the four men along with Chanry, stood before the gates of Glansford. Danorathin had returned from his hunt, and sat on the battlement above the gates, watching his master.

   "Grav-fohr-Drathin." Menimeth said the words as they came into his mind.

   "Open in the name of the dragon." Darik said, repeating the words of the spell where everyone could hear him.

   The gates began to pop and creak, and a shimmering light surrounded them for several seconds before disappearing. Dust fell from the top as the gates began to open slowly, and Danorathin raised his head and roared loudly. He announced that the old dragon rider city was abandoned no longer, for a dragon rider had returned.

   The great walls of the city towered above them, and were twenty feet thick in places, but thirty feet thick at the gates. There were two sets of gates to the entrance, and both sets of gates opened into the passage, which was the only way for the people of the empire to enter.

   Streets ran off in both directions just inside the gates, and Stairs led to the battlements from the streets all along the wall. The first row of buildings were no taller than the walls they were close to, but each row after was one story taller than the last, as they made their way to the center. The buildings only reached four stories at most, but the towers of the castle were much taller.

   The faces of the buildings were made of ornately carved stone, and depictions of dragons and their riders were everywhere. Some were large, and some were very small, and there were statues of dragons everywhere. Menimeth wondered what was behind the doors of each building, but it would take more time than he had to find out. That would be a task for another day, and most of the storerooms as well.

   They made their way to the center of the city, where a large plaza surrounded a tall, fortified castle. It was a castle in the center of a castle, and could be defended if the walls of the city were to fall.

   "The city looks almost new." Darik said, looking around him as he walked.

   "That it does lad, that it does." Donderan replied. "But it looked the same, the last time that I was here. Only there were many more dragons and people around then."

   "Yes, it was that way for me as well." Litlorn said. "But I was young then, and had not reached one hundred years old yet."

   "Ah, just a lad you were then, huh my friend?"

   "Yes." Litlorn said to his friend. "I was too young to be on my own then, according to my father."

   The dwarf laughed at the look on his friends face, of the memories of those days. Loren was a good man, and an even better father, but Litlorn was too adventuresome for an elf in his youth. He would disappear for weeks at a time, and show up again without any explanation. However, he grew up well, and learned the ways of his people quickly.

   Danorathin landed in the plaza beside the entrance to the castle, and watched as the group approached. Many dragons had landed here long ago, and the scars of those landings were all around them. Dragons once filled the plaza daily, coming and going, as their duties required it. However, that was many years ago, and the city was now silent.

   "This is called the 'Dragon Tower' and was the center of all activity when dragons filled the skies." Litlorn said. "It is the place that you will live, for it was built for the king of the empire."

   "Yes, but it was never fully used lad." Donderan said. "The empire was run by the council of browns. There was no dominant dragon in the empire, and they decided to rule as a group."

   "That is true my friend." Litlorn said. "But they all believed that a dragon and rider would take the throne someday. The old prophecy from the ancient race that once lived here, spoke of it."

   "Well, he is here now lad, he is here now." Donderan replied.

   "Yes, well, we should see what is inside now that I am here." Menimeth said, and looked at the dwarf.

   "Right you are, lad." The dwarf replied, and laughed as they entered the fortress.

   The group entered the castle in the center of the city, and noticed right away it was made for dragons. The space between the walls and the building were large enough for dragons to land and take off with their riders, easily.

   The Dragon Tower sat surrounded by the walls, but apart from them. Unlike most castles of the day where the battlements were accessible without exposing your solders to incoming arrows, the Dragon Tower did not. They would find out later, that all of the passages that connected the tower to the walls were underground. The group searched the tower, and learned that most of the places they looked for were in the rooms under the castle.

   The king's suite was above ground, and allowed access to his dragon from his private rooms. It was the only part of the tower that had never been used, and it encompassed one whole floor. Stairs led to it from several different places throughout the castle, and dumb waiters from the kitchens as well. Access was there for whoever needed it, but it was the dragon that carried the king to and from his rooms. Even the great hall was easier to reach from the back of a dragon, and the rest of the castle was the same.

   Menimeth found the stairs that led to the underground part of the castle, and the storerooms located there. Soon Menimeth found what he was looking for, and looked through the items he required, to learn to be a dragon rider in battle. Many books were on shelves around the room, and Darik became excited.

   "These books contain Dragon Lore." He exclaimed. "They give you the spells you will use in battle. Very few of these are in the great library at the school in Tharien, but they were treasured above all of the others."

   "Gather a few, and I will see what I can learn from them." Menimeth said. "I may need your help with some of it, and my dragon will help as well."

   "These books will teach you how to use the battle straps that hang on the wall." Litlorn told his friend, as he looked through a stack of books

that were sitting on a table.

   "And how to fight from the back of a dragon they will." Donderan added.

   "This book gives you simple spells, like starting a camp fire or a fireplace." Darik told the dragon rider. "It also has minor spells of illumination, and other similar spells of a non-combat nature."

   "Most of those I will not need, but it is better to know them and not need them, than to need them and not know them." Menimeth said.

   "We will take all we can to the king's rooms upstairs." Litlorn said. "It will be easier to learn there, rather than in Corlindum."

   "That it will lad, that it will." Donderan said, agreeing with his old friend.

   "I guess I have no choice in this matter." Menimeth said, as he looked at his friends. "No, I guess not."

   "This is where you belong." Darik said. "As king, you will be needed to give direction to the empire, and those who seek you should come here"

   "You are right of course, but I do not have to like it." Menimeth said with a smile.

   "No, but then I do not have to like being a teacher of children." Darik said, referring to the school announced at the council of regents.

   "I did spring that one on you out of nowhere, did I not?" Menimeth said with a devilish grin.

   "Well, I do want to teach, and children are the most fun." Darik replied with a smile. "But it was kind of sudden."

   "Where is the lad?" Donderan asked.

   "He was here just minutes ago." Litlorn said.

   Chanry was not far away, and he stood at a door with a familiar symbol on it. Menimeth stopped beside the boy, and recognized it instantly as the same symbol as the box from the chapel. The door was locked and required a key to open, and Menimeth opened the box and retrieved the key from inside, before replacing it back in his cloak. He placed the key into the keyhole, and turned it until he heard a loud click. When the door opened, all of the men stood and looked inside the room, stunned.

   Chests full of gold, and other coins, filled the room. The money needed to restore the empire was here, and had been all along. After reading the logs from so many years before, it was determined that the money was from trade with the southern kingdoms, as well as the Elves and Dwarfs. Some of the money came from taxes, but only fifteen percent of the wealth of the realms ever reached the coffers of the empire.

   Other riches lay in the vault as well, and they would get to them in time. Today was for exploring, and finding the tools he needed to fight. Menimeth closed the door and locked it, before placing the key on the chain around his neck. The time to open this door would come, but for now, it need not be.

   Menimeth began to study the ways of the dragon riders of old, and picked it up quickly. The battle straps he found in the storeroom turned out to be easy to use, and he soon mastered them. It was a simple strap that secured to his legs to the dragon, and held him in place on the dragon's back. Each day he flew farther from the city, and returned later each night. Darik taught Menimeth the spells from the book each evening when he returned, until all of the books from that storeroom had been used. Other books had been located in different parts of the castle, and in other storerooms located beneath the city, and Menimeth soon began to learn them as well. It was not long before the books grew harder to read, and Darik spent more of his time deciphering them instead if teaching them to the dragon rider. They both learned much from the books, and each became stronger for it.

   Throughout the next few weeks, the city was investigated fully, and a list of all it contained was given to Menimeth. The empty buildings at Corlindum were assessed as well, and as with the dragon rider capital, they were not all empty. That information was given to the king, along with a list of the items found inside them. The marketplace in Corlindum did not disband, but increased the variety of goods and supplies that they would offer to the people instead. Both cities were growing slowly, but Corlindum was growing a little faster than Glansford because of the servants of the regents.

   Men showed up to join the army every day, but they had no training for the most part. The instructor supplied by Captain Brannor began their training with the wooden swords used for that purpose, and some were beginning to show promise. He would rejoin Captain Brannor in Argnon once the three men form Alenvale returned, and they would take over the training of the warriors.

   Commander Rayden and Dorben returned to the camp in the southwest, to relay the plans to the officers of his Cavalry. The wagons with the supplies of food that the men in their main camp needed, and the boxes from Menimeth, were with them when they arrived. Events were now in motion that could determine the fate of the empire, and the Lost Cavalry would have a part to play in the events of the future.

   Chanry was always near his master when Menimeth was not with his dragon, and learned many of the spells that the books held. Darik found him to be a natural mage, and taught him all he could until the books became too hard to just read. Slowly Darik began to realize that Chanry was no ordinary boy, and understood why Menimeth kept him so close. In the world of magic, both were almost alike in their abilities to learn it, and to use it in the right way. There was something different about the boy and Darik could sense it, but he could not figure out what it was.

   During the time Menimeth was learning to ride his dragon in battle, and learning the spells he would need when in a fight, he was moved into Glansford by his friends. Chanry was given his own suite, and one was assigned to all of the men who wore the colors of the empire as well. The three men from Alenvale were placed in rooms close to the king's level, and next to one another as well. Litlorn accepted a suite in Glansford, as did Donderan, but they would not always be here.

   The assault on the northern route used by the enemy was to begin as soon as the forces could be placed in position, and Litlorn and Darik would be leaving to join the attack when the solders from the south arrived. A combination of solders from three realms would make up the assault force, and Darik would cast the counter spell that would allow them to see the enemy. Litlorn could see farther than all of the others, and he would be able to direct the solders to their location. If all went well, and the way was cleared, Darik would cast a spell that would block the way to all that served Arnoran.

   It was two months to the day from the council's end, when the solders from the southern realm reached Glansford, and they rested for two days before breaking camp to resume their journey east. Litlorn and Darik were with them when they departed, and Donderan disappeared on the same, morning. Soon all of the men of the Dragon Guard were gone, and only Menimeth and Chanry remained.

   Chanry spent a lot of his time at the training grounds with the solders when his master was away, learning how to use his belt knife. He practiced as often as he could, and was getting better with the knife, but it was more like a sword to him. He practiced his spells as well, and was soon very good at the smaller ones. He was getting better at some of the harder spells, but most of them, he did not understand. When he became a man, he would be the best warrior in the empire.

   The morning after all of his friends had departed Glansford, Menimeth and Danorathin flew south, after the dragon had eaten. The people were growing used to seeing a dragon fly overhead, and paid him little attention as he passed. Several times men were spotted who moved across the countryside, but they turned out to be farmers or herdsmen. Twice refuges were discovered, and Menimeth landed to talk with them. There was no one injured among the groups he discovered, so he did not worry about sending someone to get them, but directed them to the city of Corlindum and assured them he would see to their needs when they arrived.

   Danorathin was about to turn back to their home, when he spotted the two solders that led a packhorse. They were traveling west, and did not appear to be trying to hide as they traveled. Menimeth had his dragon land in a place where the two men would pass close enough for him to speak with them, and determined what they were here for.

   The men rode slowly along, and looked around them often. Menimeth decided they were not a threat to the empire by the way they acted, and waited for them to reach him before he revealed himself. The two laughed and joked like they had known each other for a very long time, and Menimeth liked the way they carried themselves. He stepped from the trees as the men reached his location, and smiled as he spoke.

   "It is a fine day, is it not?" He said to the startled men. "I hope it has found you well."

   The destiny of men often hinged on the outcome of a single event, and sometimes that event could be determined by a single word, or tone of voice. Sometimes it was a look you gave, or the words you did not say. Sometimes it was just being in the right place at the right time. Today was one of those days, and this was one of those times. The lives of many men would be changed forever, or they would not.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
   The morning sun rose slowly in the east, and reveled the line of solders as they fled from the battlegrounds. Most of the men of the armies of the four kingdoms who had fought in the battle were dead or dying, but the rest fled for their lives. The forces arrayed against them had been decimated, but enough of them remained to claim the field of battle.

   When the battle began, ten thousand men, stood ready to fight, but the forces of the mage king were more than twice its size. The battle went well at first, and they fought their way deep into the enemy's ranks. Victory looked to be close at hand when the mages of Kath cast their spells, and drove the assault of the kingdoms back. A second attack killed most of the mages, but the remaining ones drove them back again, and the four armies were overrun soon after.

   Only a few hundred solders from each of the kingdoms had survived, and they traveled northwest, and away from the field of death. Two brothers of noble blood rode with them, and guided them away from the remaining enemy solders. Caladon and Banadar rode at the head of the solders that survived, leading them to a place where they would be safe. They were the last two brothers of a once great family, who ruled the lands of Anrivar, which lay to the south and east of the old empire.

   As the days passed, more men found their way to the line of fleeing solders, and their ranks began to swell. Two weeks after the battle, seven hundred men, and more than five hundred refuges, followed them into the unknown. There were another two or three hundred solders that were wounded, but were able to travel without a wagon. That gave them almost fifteen hundred people to feed and guard, but they were far enough away from the enemy now, to slow down. There were several scouts from the different armies, and each had different talents. The brothers used them to scout the way ahead, as well as behind them, and warn them of any danger.

   "Where are you going to take these people?" Banadar asked his brother when they were away from the others.

   "I am taking them to the old empire." Caladon replied. "There is a chance we can escape the mage king, and find help there."

   "I have never heard of the old empire, how did you come to hear of it?" Banadar asked, curiously.

   "The old tinker talked about it when he was in Anrivar last year, and I looked it up in the archives." Caladon told his brother. "It was called the Great Dragon Empire, and it once had dragons that filled the skies, or at least that is what the tinker said."

   "And what of these dragons?" His brother asked. "Are they still there?"

   "The tinker said that was a long time ago, and the dragons are all gone now, but the empire is still there." Caladon replied. "Where else are we to take these people?"

   "You are right if it is there, but at least we are moving away from the enemy, regardless of what we find." Banadar said.

   "I agree." Caladon said. "We can do no worse."

   "The scout from the rear says that more men have joined those who follow us." Banadar said. "We cannot keep pushing them, and the wounded need rest."

   "That is why we are making camp for a few weeks as soon as we cross into the old empire." His brother replied.

   "When can we expect to reach the border of this empire?" Banadar asked.

   "I do not know for sure, but we should be getting close." Caladon said. "The scout reported a stream ahead, and I plan to stop at it. I have already sent out hunters to bring enough meat to feed us all tonight, and more if they can find it"

   "We have a few wagons from the supply train, and they are all loaded with food." Banadar reminded his brother.

   "Yes, but there is no way of knowing what we will find where we are going, or if food will be available to us."

   "So we go on battle rations?" Banadar asked. "One loaf of bread to split among a group of four a day, and all the meat we can supply them?"

   "Yes, I think we should do that for now at least, maybe later we can increase the rations to two a day." Caladon replied.

   "It would not hurt to find out how many men we have to feed, and how many women and children are with us as well."

   "That is the reason for the rations." Caladon said. "We need to know what we have, and what we need."

   "You ride on ahead and get the camp started." Banadar said. "And I will ride back, and relay our plans to the men. The thought of a few days rest and a hot meal will bring them on a little faster."

   Banadar looked at the men that he passed, as he worked his way back along the line of solders and refuges that followed them. They were tired from the many miles they put between them and the enemy, and from the battle they had fought before they fled. Several more refugees had found their way to the brothers, along with many solders that showed up two or three at a time throughout the days that they traveled. Banadar watched as the line of men and refuges streamed by, and wondered how many people were out there that had not found their way to them. More solders and refugees would find the camp while they rested, but others would not be so lucky, and would have to escape the armies of the mage king on their own.

   Caladon picked a spot where the stream made a bend, and allowed access to its water by more people, without spreading them too far apart. Wood was not a problem with the forest of different trees available to them, and game was plentiful. By the time the first of the men arrived, several deer were roasting over fires all around the camp. The wagons rolled in several hours later, and they were placed in the most protected part of the camp. Some of the women that were refuges, baked bread for the people of the camp, after the grain and meal had reached them. For the first time in days, everyone who was in camp was in good sprits.

   It took six days from the day the brothers reached the stream, for the last of the solders to reach the camp, and settle in to rest. The majority of them arrived the first day, but others were slowly making their way away from the wars in the east.

   Banadar separated the solders that could fight, from the ones who were still wounded or weak. He formed a military style camp around the refuges and the wounded, and posted guards to protect them. The moral of the solders began to rise as the discipline of army life was reinstated once again, and as more of the solders recovered from their wounds, the ranks began to swell.

   Three weeks after the camp was built people were still entering it from the southeast. It was only one or two a day, and some days no one appeared at all, but those that did found safety within. Caladon counted close to thirteen hundred solders who could fight, and another four who were still recovering from their wounds. Close to six hundred women and children, and about two hundred men who were old or disabled, were also among those that the brothers protected. Only two hundred of the solders that followed them were trained cavalrymen that still had their horses, and the brothers used them as an advanced guard. They were to relay any information they received back to one of the brothers, and protect the camp from any enemy.

   It was early in the morning, one month after the camp had been built, when the scouts reported that the enemy chased a small group of refugees in their direction. There were no more than one hundred of the enemy solders, but they were well armed, and close behind the refuges they chased.

   Caladon and his brother assembled half of the solders of the camp, and set off to ambush the enemy. The men of the camp wanted to get revenge for the loss of their homes, and to rescue the people the enemy chased. The cavalry was sent to circle around behind them, and attack from the rear once the trap was sprung. It was no more than two hours from the camp, and close to midday when the small group of solders and refuges appeared in the distance. The refugees traveled as fast as they could with the women and children in wagons, but the enemy was gaining on them quickly.

   Banadar and half of the men were on one side of the trail, while Caladon was on the other. They hid and waited for the refuges to pass, listening for the signal to attack. They had chosen a defendable location, and the solders of the small group recognized it as well. The enemy was almost on them, and the solders of the group turned to face them there, to allow the women and children a chance to escape.

   Thirty solders faced one hundred on a trail to nowhere. The bravery they showed filled the brothers with pride, and the men they commanded as well.

   "Surrender now and you will be executed quickly." The leader of the enemy said to the solders that faced them on the trail. "Resist, and you will be tortured for many days, until you beg for death."

   Caladon stepped out from the trees at the side of the road, and repeated the order back to the man who spoke them.

   "Not one of you will ever leave this place." He added. "So if you wish to throw yourselves onto your swords and die by your own hand, please feel free to do so."

   "And who are you to give such demands?" The leader asked with an evil grin.

   "I am Caladon. Prince of Anrivar." He said.

   "And I am Banadar, prince of Anrivar as well." Banadar said, as he stepped from the trees across from his brother.

   "Then you both can die along with this rabble." The leader of the enemy said to the men. "And we will carry your heads back to Kath along with theirs."

   "You will not be going that way." Caladon said, pointing behind them as the cavalry blocked their way back.

   "Get them!" The enemy Commander shouted, and the enemy solders began to move forward again.

   Caladon and Banadar stood with their swords in front of them, and waited while the enemy advanced. The solders who had turned to face their foes on the trail while the women and children they protected continued on, were shocked at the appearance of the princes of their kingdom.

   Caladon raised his sword, and the cavalry began to charge from behind. When the enemy solders in the back turned to face the oncoming horsemen, the brothers let out a yell and attacked the enemy in front. Their solders poured from the trees on both sides of the trail, and with nowhere to go, the enemy was cut down in minutes. Those of the enemy that were not killed in the battle were lined up in the trail and executed. The leader was wounded in the fight, but lived long enough to watch all his men die one at a time, before he himself was run through.

   "Sire's." The leader of the solders of the small group said to the brothers. "We thought you dead in the war, or we would have come to you."

   "You could not have known we were alive." Banadar said to him.

   "And as you can see, we are not alone." Caladon added. "But it is good to see you again my friend."

   "And you sire." He replied. "But we must catch up to the refuges, your sister Netera is in one of the wagons. We were able to save her, but not your mother. Please forgive me sire?"

   "It is not your fault, Gareon." Banadar told him. "The war was lost, and our lands taken, and you did well to save anyone. Our sister is the flower of our land and the people loved her. She was the target of the mage king's obsession, or they would not have chased you so far into this land."

   The enemy solders were stripped, and their armor was taken, along with all they possessed. Another one hundred horses were added to the ones they had already, and only thirteen men were killed in the battle. More than forty men were wounded, but only three more died from their wounds in the days that followed.

   When the newcomers had reached the camp, the wounded were cared for, and the refuges placed with the others. None of the enemy survived to report back to the armies of the mage king, and the camp felt mostly secure for the first time since it was made.

   Over the next three weeks, several more people entered the camp, but it was at the end of the fourth week that the solders started showing up. By the time the last of them reached the camp, Banadar counted just over three hundred. Now there were close to two thousand solders, and only around four hundred, were still not healed from their wounds. There were almost one thousand refuges that followed them on their journey as well, and most of them were women and children. More than three thousand people now made up the camp, and the brothers worried for their safety.

   "We cannot stay here." Banadar said to his brother. "There are far too many of us to remain this close to the occupied lands."

   "We will need to look for a better place to take these people first." Caladon replied. "I will send the scouts to find another stream, big enough to supply us all."

   "I think we should travel into this land in search of their king." Banadar said. "To be sure we will not be attacked by them."

   "We can leave after the new camp is found." Caladon replied. "Gareon can run the camp while we are gone."

   Three weeks later, the camp was moved to the new location, and the brothers prepared to travel into the empire. They loaded the packhorse with supplies, and extra meal for bread along the way as well. They had dried venison in the supplies in case they could not chance a fire, and a few items to trade if they were needed. When the brothers rode away from the camp, and into the land of the dragon, they believed they were ready for anything.

   The brothers rode north for several hours, and then turned west. They did not know where they were going, but sooner or later they would see someone to ask directions from they thought. The first night, they camped at what looked like an old campground once used by many people. There were still a lot of dry horse droppings close by, and the remains of many fires. They considered investigating it, but decided there was not enough time.

   Several days later a cart path appeared, but disappeared again before long, and the brothers continued on to the west. They did not see the faint trail that led north, to grow into another cart path, and eventually, into the old east road. The trees grew thicker the farther west that they went, and the land became wilder. It was a great place for the people that followed them to be safe from the enemy, but they needed to ask the king of this land before it would be an option.

   After several more days, the trees and the land became easier to travel through, and the brothers made better time. Caladon and Banadar camped beside a stream, and looked at the distant mountains as the sun disappeared beside them. They were just over three weeks from the camp of their people, and wondered if the land was empty. They had seen no one since they departed, and the cart path was the only sign of people they had found along the way. They agreed to travel west for one more week, and then turn north if they had still not found any signs of civilization.

   It was late the next morning when the brothers once again rode west. The day was warm, and the sky was clear, as they made their way through the countryside. They talked and laughed as they rode, and really paid little attention to their surroundings. Several times they thought they heard something, but it never turned out to be the people they sought.

   It was passed midday, and the brothers were once again paying little attention to their surroundings as they rode, when the man stepped from the trees close by. He startled them when he spoke, but what he said to them, made them curious as well.

   "It is a fine day, is it not?" The man said. "I hope it has found you well."

   Caladon looked at the man who wore the dragon armor, and remembered the things the old tinker had said about the dragon here. He decided that he was a solder of the empire, because of the symbol he wore, and would be able to find out where the king's castle was located.

   "It is a fine day, sir." He replied to the warrior. "And we are both well, thank you for inquiring."

   "I did not expect to find men this far south." The man said. "Are you lost, or do you seek something in the empire?"

   "I am Caladon, and this is my brother Banadar." He replied. "We represent a group of refugees who are from the kingdoms to the south of the great lake. We seek the king of this land to ask for a place to camp until we can figure out what to do."

"My name is Menimeth." He said. "And I can help you with that."
   "We represent some refugees." Banadar said. "And at least onethird are women and children."

   "Do you seek to pass through the empire, or do you look for a place to live?" Menimeth asked them.

   'Many of the people that are with us, are the last solders from kingdoms that were lost to the mage king, but we would live in peace if we could." Caladon said. "We will fight as well, because the loss of our lands makes many of us want to return to the southeast, to avenge the dead."

   "There is a better way." Menimeth said. "Join the armies of the empire."

   "There are many men that may do that." Banadar said. "The army is all they have ever known, and are lost without it."

   "How many solders do you command?" Menimeth asked, curious as to how many would be with them, to protect the women and children.

   "Four hundred solders were still wounded when we left the camp close to three weeks ago." Banadar replied. "But at last count, there were two thousand. Three hundred men with horses make up the cavalry, and the rest are on foot."

   "Two thousand!" Menimeth exclaimed. "And how many women and children?"

   "There are one thousand of them." Caladon said. " But there are some old men among them as well."

   "Three thousand solders and refugees are waiting on your return?" Menimeth asked.

   "Yes." Banadar replied. "And they are in need of a safe place to stay for a while."

   "There is more than enough room in the empire for all of them." Menimeth said. "And we will welcome you here."

   "We thank you for your kindness." Banadar replied.

   "There is a force of his solders in the northwest, who wish to take half our empire from us." Menimeth said. "We will drive them from our lands, and you could help defeat them."

   "We should speak to your king about it, but I think the men would like to help in killing servants of Arnoran." Caladon said, and Banadar agreed with his brother.

   "There is a city to the north and west of here called Glansford." Menimeth told them. "That is where the king lives, and there is more than enough room for all of you there for now. Those of your men who wish to, can join the army at the garrison across the road from the city."

   "We will need to return to our camp in the east, and start the people moving this way." Banadar said. "But we will start as soon as your king agrees to allow our arraignment."

   "You two need not return to the camp." Menimeth told them. "I can get there much faster than you, and have them started sooner."

   "How can you get there faster than we can?" Caladon asked. "Do you have some super horse that we cannot see?"

   "I do not ride my horse much anymore." Menimeth said. "But I have a friend who can carry me there quickly."

   "And how do you know your king will honor your word?"

   "Because I speak for the empire." Menimeth said. "And agree to all we have discussed."

   "They do not believe you." Danorathin told his master.

   "They will as soon as you get here." Menimeth assured his dragon.

   "You speak for the empire." Banadar said, but his voice was filled with disbelief.

   "Yes, and your horses may become hard to contain, so be prepared. My friend arrives." Menimeth said.

   Danorathin landed beside his master seconds later, and Menimeth looked at the two brothers and smiled. They stood with their mouths open and could not believe what they saw, but no longer doubted him.

   "Do you have something that will identify you to your men at the camp?" Menimeth asked. "It will help to convince them that the empire welcomes them."

   "Take this." Caladon said, and handed Menimeth the pendant from around his neck. "It belonged to my father, and Gareon will recognize it."

   "I will send them up the old east road, which is about one week east from here by horse." Menimeth said, as he climbed onto his dragon and secured the battle straps. "If they travel north west to the road, they should arrive in Glansford no later than two weeks after you."

   The two brothers watched as the dragon spread his wings and leapt into the air, flying east, and out of sight. They were still stunned from the appearance of the great dragon, and sat looking into the distance, silently. Banadar looked at his brother, and shook his head.

   "I thought there were no more dragons." Banadar said, and urged his horse forward.

   "I might have been mistaken." Caladon replied, and followed his brother as they headed northwest. "But at least he did not eat us."

   "Great." Banadar said. "I hope he will eat you first, and be too sick to eat me."

   "He would not want to eat you anyway." Caladon said. "You are too skinny, and you smell."

   "How could you smell me past your own stench?" Banadar asked. "I am surprised your horse can still walk."

   "At least I ride a horse, and not a mule, like you do."

   "That is because you are the mule."

   "Ok, there are still dragons in this empire." Caladon said.

   "Now was that so hard to do?" Banadar asked his brother.

   "Yes. He replied.

 
   Menimeth flew east, and in the direction of the camp the brothers had set up. Two thousand battle-hardened warriors was something the empire needed, and Menimeth would try to get as many to fight for him as he could. They would be well compensated for their service to the empire, and he hoped most of them would stay in the realms after the war was over.

   The refugees were also something the empire needed, to grow and prosper when the west was cleared of its enemies. Until then he would find a place for them in the cities, and some of them may even wish to remain. The population of the empire had declined over the many centuries without dragons, and the land was now overgrown where the people once lived. No sign of them remained in the wilds of the empire, and even the roads that were once used by so many, were no longer there.

   Danorathin spotted the camp long before they reached it, and landed far enough away, to allow Menimeth to approach the camp without panic spreading among its occupants. He was no more than fifty feet from his dragon when a patrol spotted him, and rode in his direction. Seconds later, Menimeth was surrounded by the solders, who cut of his access to the camp.

   "Who are you, and what do you want?" The patrol leader demanded.

   "My name is Menimeth, and I am here to speak with Gareon." Menimeth said to the solder.

   "And what is your business with Gareon?" The leader demanded, walking his horse forward a few paces, and closing the space between them.

   "Our own." Menimeth stated flatly.

   "You have a smart mouth on you." The leader said. "I think I should teach you some manners."

   "You can try." Menimeth said. "But you will not be successful in your attempt. I am not here to challenge you, but will not be disrespected in my own land."

   "We will see." The leader said, and started his horse forward again.

   "What is going on here?" The voice from behind the solders asked.

   "This man was sneaking up on the camp, so I stopped him." The patrol leader said.

   "Did you ask him his name, and his business?" The man asked, as he walked up to the solders that surrounded Menimeth.

   "He said his name was Menimeth, and that he was here to speak with you, sir." The leader replied.

   "Did he now?" Gareon asked. "And why was he not brought to me?"

   "He was about to attempt to teach me some manners." Menimeth said, and looked at the patrol leader. "I am ready when you are."

   "And what of the other men in the patrol? Will you fight all twenty men by yourself?" Gareon asked.

   "I was to be taught by the leader." Menimeth replied. "I am not alone as you would think, and my friend would not allow the others to interfere."

   "Two of you, to defeat twenty men." Gareon said. "I would like to see that."

   "My friend will not show himself unless the other solders interfere, or I ask him to." Menimeth informed them. "This is only a friendly lesson that I will teach your man."

   "You, teach me?" The Patrol leader roared. "We will see about that."

   "Please have your man show himself." Gareon said, as he stopped the leader from advancing. "We will not harm you, or him."

   "I did not say my friend was a man." Menimeth said. "And we will not be harmed, regardless of how many solders you have."

   "Have him or her reveal themselves, and we will go into the camp and listen to what you have to say." Gareon said. "There is no need for lessons to be taught or learned today."

   "I am to give you this." Menimeth said, as he handed the pendant to Gareon. "Caladon and Banadar sent me to speak with you."

   "And why are they not with you?" Gareon asked, concerned.

   "They are far from here to the west, and it would have taken too long for them to return." Menimeth replied.

   "When did you talk to them last?" Gareon asked, puzzled by the cryptic response.

   "Just passed midday today." Menimeth answered.

   "But they have been gone for almost three weeks. How could you have spoken with them today, if they are far to the west?

   "I can travel much faster than they can." Menimeth replied.

   "Three weeks ride in just a couple of hours. I find that hard to believe."

   "It will not be so hard to believe when I depart." Menimeth told the man. "My friend and I will reach our home by night fall, and that is more than two month's ride by horse.

   Gareon looked at the warrior with suspicion and disbelief. He wondered if the man was delirious, or just trying to make them look like

fools. The time had come to end this game, he thought.

   "Why not bring your friend into the camp, and we can discuss it." Gareon repeated his earlier request. There is no need for him to hide any longer, we will not attempt to harm you or him."

   "They will not listen to me until you show yourself." Menimeth told his dragon.

   "They will see me eventually, anyway." Danorathin informed his master. "But I did want to see the lesson that was to be taught."

   "My friend will show himself, but will not come into the camp." Menimeth said. "We did not want to scare the children."

   "You do not look that threatening to me." The patrol leader said.

   "My friend had hoped to see the lesson you would teach me." Menimeth said to the leader. "He thought it would be amusing."

   "How do you know?" Gareon asked. "We have heard nothing, and see no one."

   "We will bring him out." The patrol leader said, and began to advance on Menimeth, along with the other solders of the patrol

   Danorathin came from the trees with a roar, and looked at the solders that threatened his master. He would not allow them to reach him, but he did not wish to harm them either. The solders halted their advance when the dragon appeared, and began backing up, and away from the beast. Those solders, which were behind Menimeth, moved around him to where their leader sat, frozen. Gareon stood stunned at the sight, and looked from dragon to rider.

   "Do not fear, he will not harm you." Menimeth told the men. "But he will not allow you to attack me either."

   "That is a dragon?" Gareon said, when he regained his wits.

   "At least the man is not stupid." The dragon said to his master.

   "Yes, he is a dragon." Menimeth said, smiling at Danorathin's remark. "This is called the Great Dragon Empire for a very good reason."

   "You ride him?" Gareon asked.

   "I may have spoken too soon." Danorathin said to Menimeth.

   "Well, yes. It is better than walking." Menimeth replied. "And I can reach my destination much faster."

   "What is it you wanted from us?" Gareon asked. "Why did my prince's send you?"

   "I am here to invite you all to the city of Glansford." Menimeth replied. "There is a road northwest of here. Follow it to the crossroads, and travel east on the Great East Road until you reach the city. We will be waiting for you, and will have accommodations ready when you arrive."

   "All of us?" Gareon asked.

   "Yes." Menimeth replied. "And your prince's will be there when you arrive."

   "We will leave as soon as we can." Gareon assured Menimeth.

   "I must go now, but will be looking forward to your arrival." Menimeth said, as he climbed onto his dragon and prepared to depart. "You can travel at a pace that is easier on the women and children, and the wounded as well, for you will be safe from harm while you are in the empire."

   "Thank you for your invitation." Gareon said, and turned to walk back into the camp.

   Danorathin leapt into the air, and was out of sight of the camp minutes later. Menimeth hoped events would find the solders helping them in the coming battle in the west, but they had to arrive in Glansford first. He would wait and see when they did, but there were other problems to take care of first. The battle in the west was only the beginning, and the war of the empire would come later. If the west could be secured quickly, they would have a chance to rebuild the four realms before the full forces of Arnoran turned their attention to the empire. Only time would tell, but first there was the battle in the west.






 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
   Chanry walked through the castle, and explored as much as he could during the days his master was gone. He practiced his spells as often as he could, and was getting very good at them, though he could only understand the easier ones. He was learning the harder spells as well, but it would take time for him to learn to pronounce the words correctly.

   Darik was no longer here to teach him the spells, and he had learned as much as he could from the solders for his size, so he explored the castle. There were not many parts to the castle he had not been to, but when he discovered the secret door in his master's room, he had to explore it. The stairs he found behind the door descended into a part of the lower levels of the castle that was completely unknown until now. He found two doors with the dragon symbol on them, and the same runes as the box. He noticed that they were locked with the same lock as the vault, and wondered what treasures may lay inside. He would have to tell his master about this place when he returned he thought. Chanry did not know what was behind the doors, but it had to be something important to put the dragon symbol and the magic lock on them.

   Chanry walked along the hallway with a sphere of light to guide his way, and inspected the rooms as he made his way through the unexplored halls. He learned the spell when Darik was still in the city, to help him find his way to his rooms at night, and practiced it all the time.

   There were many halls in this part of the castle that were underground, but none of them led to the level that had already been explored by the workers. Instead, they seemed to go deeper and deeper into the earth. Chanry chose to explore the halls that branched off of the main hallway, instead of taking the stairs he had found at a door at the hallways end. The door to the lower levels would have to wait until another day he thought.

   It was the last hall to the left, and the door the hallway ended at, that captured his attention. It was different from the other doors he passed, and it was not wooden. He could not open it at first, though he tried many times. It was not until he stopped and thought about the door, that he realized it was not brute force, but magic, which opened the door.

   "Grav-fohr-Drathin Estarea-vorind-Sesterthin." Chanry spoke the words slowly, getting louder as he did, and the door began to glow with a dull white light. He did not know how he knew the words he spoke, but he did. Words began to appear on the door in the glowing white light that said, "Open in the name of the Dragon, A Dragon Rider Commands it." Seconds later, the light and words disappeared, and the door began to open. Chanry held up his hand, and the sphere of light he summoned, entered the chamber ahead of him and illuminated it. Walking inside, and looked around at the items it held, Chanry could not believe what he saw. In the center of the chamber was a shield of an ancient design, sitting on a golden stand. It was shaped like a dragon that chased its tail, and golden runes were inlayed in several places on the dragon. A shirt of chain mail hung on a golden rack beside the shield on one side, with a dragon of gold interwoven into the links. On the other side of the shield, were the boots, leg and calf guards, and gauntlets, to match the chain mail, and a helm shaped like the head of a dragon on a similar stand. A belt hung around the chain mail shirt, but there was no sword attached to it.

   Chanry was mesmerized by the armor and shield, and he reached out to touch them, and make sure they were real. And even though he felt the magic of the armor before he touched it, he could not stop himself. The armor on both stands began to glow when he touched them, and he felt the power of them all around him. He looked closely at them, and noticed they had the same runes as the sword in his master's room. He could only see them when they glowed, but he could see them just the same. On the wall behind the armor and shield, was a stone tablet in a language that he could not read. Darik would know what it said Chanry thought, and he would ask him when he returned from the northeast.

   The room was one he would tell his master about, along with the ones with the dragon symbol on them, but there were more items that his master would want to know about than just those. He walked from the chamber, and the door closed slowly behind him as he did. Everything was there, except the sword from his master's room, and he knew somehow it belonged in that chamber.

   Chanry continued to explore the first level until late that evening, and when he reached the top of the stairs and his master's room, he was surprised to find Menimeth already there.

   "Meni, you're here." He said, as he emerged from the panel in the wall, and ran to his master's side.

   "Where did you come from," Menimeth said, surprised to see the boy come from the wall. "You look excited, so you will have to sit down and tell me all about it."

   "That door leads to a part of the castle we have never been to." Chanry said, as he pointed to the panel he had just emerged from. "It goes farther underground than the other parts of the castle, and has at least two doors with the dragon symbol and the magic lock."

   "I will have to see what is in them." Menimeth said. "Show me the way."

   Chanry walked to the hidden door, and pressed the latch he found by accident that morning. It was one of the many dragons carved in the stonework of the rooms, but it opened the door when pushed up.

   Menimeth followed Chanry through the door, and down the stairs it led to. Chanry summoned the sphere of light to guide their way, and Menimeth was impressed. That was one of the spells he thought he would never use, so he did not think to use it now. Chanry was learning quickly, and Menimeth was very proud of him. They looked in several of the rooms along the way, that Chanry had not investigated earlier. These doors were locked, but Menimeth spoke the spell that would open locks, and it worked on each of the doors they tried. Chanry was good at it, as he was with all the spells he attempted, but still had some trouble pronouncing some of the harder words.

   When they reached the doors with the dragon on them, Menimeth removed the key from around his neck, and opened them one at a time. The first room was small, but it was full of chests with gold and jewels inside them, and there was a tablet that identified the room as reserves for the empire. The empire was far richer than anyone had suspected, but Menimeth would not mention this room to the others for now. The second room was different all together and inside, books, scrolls, and other parchments of various kinds, were stacked on shelves and tables around the room.

   Chanry saw the Elvin bow sitting on a stand to one side, and was drawn to it. It looked just like the one his master carried, only it was shorter, and the shaft was thinner as well. Menimeth removed it from the stand in which it sat, and looked at it closely before handing it to the boy. Chanry held the bow in his hands, and felt the power it possessed, flow through him. The feeling was almost unnerving, but he grew used to it quickly and drew the string back several times to feel its pull.

   "This bow looks like it is one you can use for several years." Menimeth said to the boy. "Keep it until you grow a little taller, and we will find you a bigger one."

   "This bow is for me?" Chanry asked with wide eyes. "To keep?"

   "Yes, you are the only one in the Dragon Guard that does not have a bow." Menimeth said. "And this will solve that problem"

   "But it is a magic bow." Chanry replied. "Are you sure you want me to have it?"

   "You can control magic as well as I can, so yes, I want you to have it." Menimeth told the boy. "I think you were the one for which it was made, by the runes it has inlayed in it."

   "But I am just a boy, how could it be made for me?" Chanry asked his master, puzzled by the idea.

   "The Elves of the old world could see events that were to come, and they made things like bows, swords, and other items for people of their future." Menimeth said. "Ancient races could see these things also, but could not know when what they saw, would happen. Some of the ancients made stone tablets with these events to come carved on them, and we call them prophecies now, but few of them exist today."

   Chanry listened intently to his master as he spoke, and wondered why a bow would be made for him. What could he do that he would be thought of by the Elves of a long past age? He would think about it later, but for now he wanted to show his master the armor he had found behind the metal door.

   "There is another room you must see." Chanry said to Menimeth. "It has a metal door, and you have to use magic to open it."

   "Then let us see it." Menimeth said, and looked at Chanry smiling.

   "It is this way." Chanry said, as he walked from the room, holding the bow in his hands.

   "What are in these rooms, we are passing?" Menimeth asked, curious about this part of the castle.

   "Many different things." Chanry replied. "From cloth to weapons, and tool of all kinds. I have not been in all of the rooms, but they are almost all full."

   "Is there a way into the other parts of the castles underground storerooms?" Menimeth asked the boy.

   "I have not found one on this level." Chanry replied. "But this is the only level that I have been on so far."

   Menimeth was impressed by the boy's memory, but when the door glowed and the words appeared, he was more than impressed. He knew the boy was very special, but did not know how special until then. The armor that was inside the room, was more than special, it was a treasure. It was made of Alezium, which was the strongest of the metals in the lands of magic, and it was very rare, as well.

   When they returned to the king's room at the top of the stairs, and had secured the door, Menimeth removed the key from around his neck, and held it to his side.

   "You have been very busy while I have been away." Menimeth said, as he looked at the boy. "We should keep this section of the castle to ourselves for now."

   "If that is what you wish." Chanry said with a smile, and looked at the bow he held.

   "Since you are to keep exploring the lower levels, you may need this." Menimeth said, and he handed the key to Chanry. "You should make lists of all you find, and bring them to my room when you are done. Let no one see them, or you, entering or leaving the door to those levels."

   Wide eyed, Chanry took the key from his master, and put it around his neck. He would make sure no one knew he had it, and he would not be seen by anyone, he assured his master.

   The next morning Chanry went to his master's suite, but Menimeth was already gone. He walked to the chest that held the things his master had collected, and opened it. The sword he wished to see was on top, but the stone he had found along with it, was there as well. Picking it up, he looked into it, and it began to glow. Chanry set it down quickly and backed away from it, but it only seemed to glow brighter.

   A hazy cloud formed inside the smooth round stone, and in it Chanry could see a door. It was a bright red, but a vast darkness surrounded it that seemed to consume all light. The door faded away, and was replaced by a Garden in a place unfamiliar to him. He watched as a young girl walked through the garden, and sang to the flowers as she did. She had sad eyes, and a soft voice, and the flowers slowly bloomed as she passed them. The garden disappeared and Chanry was looking at a dragon by a lake. He watched as the Young dragon lifted his head and looked back at him, but he was not afraid. The scene began to fade. And Chanry could hear the words "It is not yet time" in his mind as it faded. He did not know what it meant, but he would worry about it another time. He did remember the dragon from the last time that he had looked into the stone, and it had grown larger. It was not the dragon that he thought about though, but the girl in the garden that had captured his attention. He did not know why she had appeared in the stone, but he would find out one day, he was sure of that.

   Chanry replaced the stone in the chest and removed the sword. He pulled it from the scabbard, and looked at the runes inlayed in it. The sword was very light he thought, even though it was bigger than the ones his master used. The runes looked the same as the ones on the armor behind the metal door, and he was sure it belonged on the belt. He replaced it in the chest before closing the lid, and entered the stairs behind the secret door.

   He spent the next several days exploring the dungeons of the Dragon Tower, and recorded all that he found within it. Many things he could not identify, but he described them as best he could, and some of the rooms on the levels below the first were empty, but there were many levels to explore.

 
*****

 
   Menimeth looked at the trees as they passed below him, and wondered what secrets were hidden beneath their canopy. They were just north of the city and the Dragon Tower it held, but the land was overgrown here, and had been for many years. There must have been people who lived near the dragon rider capital in the days of its former glory, but no signs of them could be seen from above.

   In the distance to the west, was a bridge across the Imlador River that looked out of place. There was no stone road that led to it, but still it was there. Donderan told him about it when they were on the road to Corlindum, but he did not expect it to be so grand. Danorathin turned to the northeast and picked up speed as he did. Menimeth took one last look at the bridge before it was lost in the distance, and turned his attention to the direction in which they were traveling.

   This was the first time that he had ridden to the north, in all of the time that he was in the city of the dragon riders, because it was from the southeast that the solders he would need would come. However, today he decided to go northeast, and see what the empire looked like in that more populated area. The towns were closer together in the northern realm, but still far enough apart to be easily attacked. The threat they faced now came from the west, but when the war came, it would be from the east.

   Crops were being harvested in the fields as he passed, and the people watched as the dragon flew by overhead. News of the dragon had spread all across the empire by this time, but the people were still shocked when they saw it. They did not run away, but stood as if in a trance when the dragon appeared. For many, it was a sign that the empire was once again on the rise, however, for others it was a sign that changes were coming to their realm. Several times as they flew over the farms of the north, Danorathin and Menimeth felt the evil that came from the west. At first they believed it to be coming from the camp that the solders of the enemy used in the northeast, but as they traveled farther north, the direction in which it emanated, changed with them.

   "There is evil in the west that is not at the camp of the enemy." Menimeth said to Danorathin.

   "It is on the great road." His dragon replied. "And it travels south."

   "When we return from the northeast we will investigate it." Menimeth said. "What ever it is, it does not belong in the empire."

   "Dark magic is very strong in the one who walks the great road." The dragon said. "And he is not alone."

   "Then we must be careful when we investigate." Menimeth replied.

   "I do not think the one with the dark magic can sense us." Danorathin said to his master. "He concentrates on the south and east."

   "Then we will approach from the north." Menimeth replied. "And see if we can catch them unaware."

   The Dragon and his rider continued to the northeast in search of Litlorn, and the warriors of the realms he commanded. He believed the campaign to begin soon, and he wanted to help drive the outlaws east, and into the oncoming forces that advanced from that direction.

   Both man and dragon felt the barrier as it was erected, and the magic it possessed, but they were still far away from the warriors of the realms in the northeast. The spell to counter the one used to hide the brigands, would follow, and the assault would begin soon after. The farmlands were beginning to thin out, as the trees of the region closed in around them, and the mostly uninhabited north began to appear before them.

   Soon the farms disappeared altogether, and only the trees remained. Danorathin could see much farther than Menimeth, even though his master could see almost as far as the elves. It was the magic of the dragon he was born with that enabled him to see as far as he could, but his vision was still far less than his dragons.

   "Many solders of the enemy are approaching our smaller force from the west." Danorathin told his master. "They will soon be at the backs of the warriors of the empire."

   "How long before the enemies solders come within range of our men?" Menimeth asked the dragon.

   "About two hours by the time used by the race of men." Danorathin replied. "We will be there in far less time then that, but the warriors of the empire fight the enemy now."

   "I can see them," Menimeth said. "They are caught in a trap set by the outlaws it appears."

   "There is a way out to the south, but it will not be opened long." The dragon said. "The enemy moves to cut them off, and will do so within a few minuets."

   "Not if I can help it." Menimeth said to his dragon, and concentrated on the solders of the enemy that threatened his men.

   "Drathin-Voran-Cathantry-Adrada-Fathean." He said, and a wall of fire sprang up, cutting off the forces of the enemy, from the solders of the empire.

   The forces of the empire spotted the opening to the south and took advantage of the escape route provided by the wall of fire. All of the men escaped before the wall if fire dissipated, and they rode east to join Litlorn and the warriors that advanced from that direction.

   Menimeth watched as the solders of the enemy regrouped, and set out in pursuit. There were only a few miles between the two forces of the enemy, as they advanced on the unsuspecting men of the empire to the east, and the warriors of the empire needed to be warned. It was obvious to Menimeth that the forces of the mage king knew their plans for the assault, but did not know how they could. A trap had been set to catch the forces of the empire off guard, and destroy them.

   "Let us see what they have in mind before we show ourselves." Menimeth said to his dragon. "It could be the difference between winning and losing."

   "Should we not delay the enemy, to give our men time to reach the solders Litlorn leads?" Danorathin asked. "It can be done without giving ourselves away to them."

   "Falare-Netar-Restal-Drathin-laranta" Menimeth said the words as though he had used the spell many times, and the forest in front of the enemy's forces began to grow rapidly. Within seconds, brush blocked the way, and vines that created a wall fifty feet thick as well. It would not slow them down for long, but it would give the solders of the realms time to reach their companions to the east.

   "That should help." Menimeth said to his dragon.

   "It will slow them down, but it will allow the forces behind them to close the gap between them." Danorathin replied.

   "We need to find Litlorn, and warn them of the ambush they are walking into." Menimeth said. "We need to create an ambush of our own."

   Several minuets later, the dragon spotted the Elf and the mage advancing in their direction, leading the men as they did. The men of the empire rode in formation, and carried the banner of the king with them as they advanced. They were proud of their land, and were determined to clear it of its enemies.

   Danorathin landed in a small clearing just behind the last of the retreating warriors, which had escaped the ambush with the help of the wall of fire. Those that were wounded would continue east, while the rest joined their companions in the attack formation that advanced on the oncoming outlaws. Menimeth dropped from his dragon when he landed, and walked to the trees to await the arrival of his friends, and the warriors they commanded. He would have enough time to think about the trap the enemy had set, after they had defeated it. Any of the realms could be where the spy was located, but Menimeth believed it was in Argnon that the traitor resided. The conversation with Captain Brannor so long ago still echoed through his mind, and the time that had elapsed since the plans were made, seemed to point to it as well. The brigands had known the routes the patrols were taking, and he had suspicions of a traitor, then.

   Several minuets passed before Litlorn and Darik came into view through the trees, and Danorathin sat in the sun of the clearing, and looked to the west. Watching the solders as they cut their way through the overgrown forest Menimeth had created, he relayed the information to his master. Once again the realms were beset with foes, which gathered their strength to bring about the empire's destruction. The battle fought today would set events into motion, which would shape the future to come. Menimeth had a plan, but it would require a bit of luck to pull it off, and he needed Darik's help to do it.

   Menimeth stepped from the trees when his friends were close to the clearing, and stopped them from advancing farther. The time had come to discuss the plan with the men, and find out what they thought about it. They had very little time to prepare for the enemy that approached, but it would have to be enough.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Litlorn walked from the hilltop, and the exposed rock outcropping on its crest. He could see the line that separated the empire from the ruined lands clearly, and the foothills of the Shimmering Mountains to the north where it began. The trees abruptly ended at the edge of that barren and desolate land, and even the grass would not grow within its boundaries.

   Darik remained behind, to study the runes and symbols that had been crudely carved into the stone. He ran his fingers over the runes several times, and had them deciphered within minuets, and it was just as he said it would be. The spell was a Hunter's spell used for hiding the hunter, and he could counter it easily. The spell only worked as long as the hunters remained still, but it was not hard to be still for a few seconds. When the barrier was in place, and the warriors were in position, he would cast the counter spell, however, he must create the barrier first.

   Darik walked down the hill, to the boundary that separated the empire from the ruined lands, and looked around him. The Land before him was a stark contrast to the empire, and even the soil was ashen and gray. He raised his staff and the wind began to blow, and it grew stronger as he chanted the spell. "Dometra-Salvera-Covrenta." Several seconds later, the wind stopped abruptly, and a shimmering wall that separated the two lands, appeared. Darik lowered the staff, and looked at the wall he had created. It would not last more than a few months, but that should be long enough to stop the forces of the mage king from continuing to attempt to reach the west.

   They were ahead of schedule, and had arrived at their destination sooner than they expected because the solders worked together well, and followed orders without question. The realms dispatched their solders to Grimmen quickly, and all were in the city when Litlorn and the solders of the southern guard arrived.

   The hill was the beginning of the marked path that the enemy used to reach the west, and Litlorn wanted to talk to the men before they started the assault. He made his way back through the trees to the solders that waited at the base of the hill, and mounted his horse. They were close to their destination now, and did not want to alert the enemy to their presents too soon. Litlorn split the group into four equal parts, to allow them to cover more ground when the counter spell had been cast. Litlorn gave each group their orders, and instructed them on how he wanted to attack the groups that would be exposed by the counter spell. He wanted prisoners to take back to Menimeth, but not at the cost of the lives of any of his men. The empire needed all of the solders they could get, and he did not want to lose any here. Litlorn gave the signal, and the solders rode out and to the locations they were assigned. Litlorn and ten of the solders of the east would stay with Darik while he cast the spell, and then they would work their way west from here.

   When Darik was satisfied with the spell, and was sure it would last for several months, he returned to the opposite side of the hill. Litlorn and the solders were waiting there for him, and when he was mounted, they formed up in ranks and waited. Several minutes passed as they waited for the other groups to reach their destinations, before Darik began the counter spell. He raised his staff and said two words, "Vogadreth-Asavren" and a wave of magic spread across the land before them, following the path the brigands had marked.

   Litlorn looked into the distance, and spotted several groups of solders dressed as bandits ahead of them. He gave the order, and the solders of the empire, slowly moved forward to capture or kill the forces of the mage king. The groups of outlaws were bigger than before. No longer did they travel in groups of two and three, but in groups of ten to twelve.

   Litlorn and Darik led the way as they moved closer to their destination, and the solders of the combined force followed. The enemy was ahead of them, and they were looking forward to the coming attack with anticipation. The men rode with their heads held high, and were proud to be part of the new age. They had all heard the stories in their youth of the new age of the dragon, but never thought it would happen in their lifetime. Life was returning to the empire now that a king sat on the throne, and the men of the guard of each realm felt it.

   The first group of outlaws were caught off guard by the advancing solders, but fought hard when they realized they could be seen. The fight lasted only a few minutes, but two of Litlorn's men were hurt in the skirmish. All of the brigands were killed, and not one of them would surrender. That turned out to be the easiest camp that they found, until they linked up with the first of the strike forces sent ahead.

   Five men had been wounded, and two were killed in the first of the strike forces that they reached, and Litlorn was concerned for the other forces farther ahead. Only two men had died so far, but seven were wounded and two were hurt badly enough to be out of the fight, so Litlorn ordered a camp built. All of the wounded from the other strike forces would be sent to the camp to have their wounds treated, and anyone captured in the campaign would be sent here as well. Ten men were to remain in the camp to guard it and the wounded until their return, but Litlorn did not plan to let any of the brigands passed him that were not prisoners.

   Riding from the camp, Litlorn led the small force from the open foothills, and into the tree-covered land that made up the northern part of Borlund's realm. He was limited in the distance that he could see ahead of them, because of the thickness of the trees, but the other strike forces were ahead of them somewhere to the west.

   They did not encounter any more camps as they made their way west, and Litlorn found it odd. By his calculations, there should have been several more between them and the next strike force.

   When they reached the second strike force it was intact, but had not covered very much ground. They had not found anyone along the way, but several of their men were hurt when they set off various traps built by the enemy. The men had found several more of the traps, and disarmed them, but could only clear an area wide enough for Litlorn and the other solders that accompanied him to pass. Litlorn wondered why traps had been set, if the outlaws only used the north as a way to reach the west. It was not what he expected to see as he led the men west, and he knew something was wrong.

   It was not long before Litlorn and Darik reached the third strike force, which also had seen no one. They found no traps as they swept the area they were assigned to clear of enemies, but they had not looked for any along the way. Litlorn became even more concerned when it appeared they had missed most of the enemy, which sought to reach the camp in the west.

   Two hours later, when the solders of the last strike force began to reach them, Litlorn realized a trap had been set for them. Many of the first to arrive were wounded, but not enough to keep them from the fight ahead. The last to arrive, were the solders that protected them from any enemies that may have been behind them, and the returning solders reported a large force of the enemy, and the wall of fire that saved them as well. They believed it to be Darik who cast the spell, and thanked him for their lives.

   "Something is not right." Litlorn said to Darik, as he sent the badly wounded men on to the camp in the east. "How could there be a large force of the enemy, if they did not know we were coming?"

   "Because they did know we were coming." Darik said, as he looked at the elf. "And they had the time to gather their forces in one place to fight us."

   "They had the time for more than that." Litlorn said. "The camps that we found in the east, were designed to slow us down long enough to defeat one quarter of our forces, and possibly more."

   "There is more than one mystery here." Darik said. "Who cast the spell that saved our men?"

   Menimeth stepped from the trees in front of them, and startled, the men halted their advance. Litlorn had seen the dragon, but not his friend, until he was standing in front of them. The man was getting as good at that as his dragon he thought.

   "We did not expect to see you here." Litlorn said to his friend. "But we did not expect to see as many outlaws as we did."

   "There are more on the way." Menimeth informed them. "And there is a second and larger force behind the first, that is approaching from the west."

   "How can that be?" Darik asked. "It is one thing to consolidate the solders that are here, but another all together to bring forces to the fight."

   "The outlaws are passed the barrier, and the second group is less than half of an hour behind them." Danorathin informed his master.

   "We will have to discuss it later." Menimeth said. "The outlaws are on the move again, and we must have a plan if we are to defeat them."

   "How many of the enemies are in the forces arrayed against us?" Darik asked.

   "Around two hundred in the first group, and twice as many in the second." Menimeth replied.

   "Then we must defeat the first group quickly." Litlorn said. "To have a chance to defeat the second."

   "That is what we must do." Menimeth said. "Place fifty men on each side of the hill, and the rest here, hidden in the trees. When the outlaws reach the bottom of the hill, attack them with your bows first."

   "And when we have defeated them, do we advance, or hold our ground?" Litlorn asked.

   "We will retreat to a better defensive position, and make our stand there." Menimeth said. "Any that are wounded in the battle should be sent east right away, in case we are forced to retreat from our next position."

   "We will do as you command." Litlorn said, and gave the orders to his men.

   Menimeth and his dragon leapt into the air, disappearing over the trees to the east seconds later. The solders of the empire scrambled into position, and the bowmen readied their bows for the first assault. Darik and Litlorn stood in the center of the hill, and waited for the enemy to appear from behind the hill that sat between them.

   They did not have to wait long for the enemy to reach the hill and start down the other side. The first of them reached the bottom of the hill where the men of the empire waited in ambush, before the last of them crested the opposite hill. Litlorn waited for the last of the enemy to appear, before he gave the signal to attack, to avoid alerting the enemy solders that were behind the ones they attacked. The enemy was half way up the hill in which they stood, when Litlorn fired the first arrow, and a hail of arrows followed from behind him.

   Darik raised his staff, and a ball of fire tore through the ranks of the enemy, as the confused solders momentarily halted their advance. Another hail of arrows dropped many in the front ranks, before the outlaws attacked up the hill.

   The solders of the empire drew their swords, and with a yell, raced down the hill to meet them. The two forces came together with a clash of swords, and the brigands were driven back after several minuets of hard fighting. Darik stood on the hill at the edge of the trees, and lightning shot from his staff, as well as balls of fire, that ripped through the enemy as they advanced.

   Danorathin came in low over the trees, and dropped onto the startled solders of the enemy. Menimeth dropped from his dragon with both swords out, and they glowed with a bright white light as he attacked the solders that were closest to him. The solders of the empire came from both sides of the hill, and crashed into the forces of the Mage king on both flanks.

   Several men were dead at the feet of the dragon rider, and two more were dispatched, before he raised the sword in his right hand. Pointing it at a group of the enemy solders that were about to attack him, and spoke the words that came to his mind.

   "Kathasren-Varadin-Dreather." He said, and the brigands he cast the spell at screamed a death scream, and fell to the ground dead. Danorathin ripped through the outlaws with terrible speed and ferocity, as the frightened men tried to flee. Within minuets the fight was over, but not one of the brigands would surrender, and while solders of the mage king lay everywhere, some of the men of the empire were among them.

   Menimeth leapt onto his dragon when the fight was over, and Danorathin vaulted into the air, disappearing over the trees from which he had come. The solders of the empire retreated up the hill and into the trees, carrying their dead with them as they did. They could not delay in putting ground between them and the battlefield, for the larger force of brigands was close behind them. The enemy dead were left were they had fallen, and if the remaining forces could be destroyed, would be burned later.

   Thirty-six men were dead, while another twenty were wounded beyond the ability to help in the fight, and they were all taken to the camp Litlorn had set up in the east. The men that were able to fight were to return to Litlorn, and aid them in the battle to come. Menimeth watched as the larger force of enemy solders came over the hill, and discovered the battlefield. They stopped to investigate, and that gave Litlorn the time he needed to put the distance between them, and his solders.

   Menimeth was waiting for them when they reached the first of several clearings in that part of the Northern realm. The trees were far thicker behind them, and in the direction of the camp, so Menimeth laid out an ambush that had several parts to it. If it worked out the way he planned, it would give them the advantage they needed to defeat the enemy without many losses.

   The solders of the enemy were moving east again, and were more cautious as they advanced. Twenty bowmen on horses waited in the trees to the south, and watched as the enemy approached. When the outlaws were even with their position, they dropped twenty men with the first volley. They dropped another twenty with the second volley, before riding south to escape the perusing bandits.

   Those brigands that chased the bowmen were caught in a hail of arrows several minuets later, that they could not escape. All of them perished in the barrage, and the forces of the empire melted away into the trees. They regrouped to the east of the remaining forces of the enemy, and set up the next ambush. They had killed more than one hundred of the enemy in the first ambush, and hoped to do the same in the next.

   Danorathin came in low and attacked the rear of the enemy, disappearing as fast as he appeared. The next time, he came in from the south, and after that the north. The outlaws fled into the trees to escape the dragon, and that was when he cast the spell. Menimeth repeated the spell he had used to allow the solders of the empire to escape, "DrathinVoran-Cathantry-Adrada-Fathean." And a wall of fire sprang up from the trees, driving the outlaws out of them, and into the clearing beyond.

   Darik stood at the tree line across the clearing from the enemy, and a ball of fire flew from his staff as the outlaws came from the burning trees. It hit the outlaws and drove a path through them two men wide, and into the burning trees behind them. Burning men dropped to the ground dead as it did, but before the brigands could react, another path of burning men lay dead on the ground. With a yell, the brigands raced across the clearing to attack the mage and end the threat he posed. When they were all within the open ground, the next volley of arrows from both sides tore into the outlaws, dropping many as they ran. The dragon rider landed in the middle of the startled bandits when the last volley of arrows had been fired, and the solders of the empire poured from the trees all around them, and the battle for the north had begun.

   Menimeth was in the center of the enemy forces, and was cutting them down as fast as he could reach them. His swords flashed as they circled him in a deadly dance of death, and all that opposed him were cut down in that wall of steel. Danorathin grabbed several of the outlaws and leapt into the air, throwing them as far as he could before returning for more. Balls of fire were flying through the air, and swords were flashing in the sunlight, as the battle raged on. Men were screaming, and the sounds of battle were everywhere as the men of the empire fought for their land, and the enemy was being pushed in on themselves.

   Several brigands rushed Menimeth, but Danorathin landed on them and most were killed outright. The claws of the massive dragon killed the others, and the dragon turned to face the new threat. The men of the empire surrounded them, so the brigands turned on the dragon and his rider. They hoped to kill them both, but never had the chance.

   Menimeth raised his swords above his head, and the words flowed from him, smooth and clear.

   "Drathin-Varadin-Dreather-Kathasren-Lanorda. Esecandri-FarthinDradam-Escovran" His swords began to glow brighter, and the wind picked up, as the outlaws rushed him. Within seconds, a bright flash of light flew from the swords in his hands, and burned a hole through all of the remaining outlaws. A look of surprise was on their faces as their souls were ripped from them, and absorbed into the swords of the dragon rider, before they dropped to the ground dead.

   Menimeth became very weary, but he could feel the power of the ring he wore as it filled him with strength and stamina. It would not protect him from harm, but it would keep him from succumbing to the draining affects of using magic. He would still need rest to regain his strength, but it was not a pressing concern, since he had gained the power of the men he had killed.

   The Brigands were defeated, but it cost the empire dearly. Another Sixty-two men were dead, and close to one hundred more were wounded. In the battle for the north, the empire may have won, but the enemy had done what Arnoran had intended. The empire could not afford these kinds of losses to its solders, but they had killed more than six hundred of the enemy. That would cut the forces Chidren would have to carry out his objective in the west, down some, but it would not be by much.

   Menimeth and his dragon flew to Grimmen, to have wagons sent to retrieve the dead and wounded. Supply wagons were already in the north, and they had reached the camp Litlorn set up earlier that day. They were unloaded, and as many of the badly wounded as they could fit in them, were carried back to the city in the east.

   Litlorn led a group of solders to the first battleground, and stripped the dead of all the armor and weapons they possessed, along with everything else of value they could find. The bodies of the enemy were tossed into a ravine and burned. The solders led the packhorses back to the camp, stopping at the second battleground to collect what they could from the dead brigands there as well. When the task had been completed, and the bodies were stacked into a large pile, they were also burned with the help of magic.

   Menimeth was in the camp when Litlorn and Darik returned, and Litlorn limped from the arrow that had found its way into his leg. It was not a bad wound, but it kept him from walking very far. His horse was retrieved along with Darik's, and they traveled with the first of the solders to return south. Menimeth waited until all of the wounded were treated and in tents, waiting for the wagons to return them to the city of Grimmen. The wagons would take several days to reach the camp, but Menimeth needed to return to the south much sooner than that. The evil they had felt earlier was still on the great road north of the dragon rider capital, and it must be eradicated before he could return to the Dragon Tower.

   Menimeth and his dragon flew west, and looked for any brigands that may have escaped the battles. They would turn south when they reached the great road, but that was a long way from where they were now. They were just passing the fire from the first battlefield, and could see no movement ahead. It was very likely that there were no more solders of the enemy, anywhere between the camp in the west and the ruined lands, but he doubted it.

   When they reached the great road, the evil was much stronger, and south of them. Danorathin could feel the dark magic that flowed through the one who was on the road, and it still looked south and east. They turned south, and would soon be close enough to see whoever was on the road in front of them. Events were taking place much faster now, and Menimeth was about to find that out. He would be ready for whatever he found, and would do what was best for the empire.

   As Litlorn and Darik rode south with the solders that were the first to leave the camp, they accompanied the wagons with the wounded, and watched for enemies along the way. They rode to Grimmen, but most of the solders that were with them were not from the east. Most of the wounded that traveled with Litlorn were from there, but they would all survive, and heal in time. Very few of the wounded were seriously injured, but the ones that were, stayed in the camp to heal before they were moved. It would be weeks before all the men were back in their realms, and the bodies of the fallen were buried at the tombs of the east close to Grimmen.

   The march to the west was coming soon, and the men who fought in the north were allowed to stay in their realms if they wished. It was a far harder campaign than it should have been, but at least they would not have to fight those solders in the west, later. Of the ninety-five men that were killed in the battles, fifty-two were from the eastern realm. When they reached their home, they would be buried as warriors, and remembered for their bravery. One quarter of the forces they had sent to the north, would never return to Grimmen, but would be laid in the tomb of the fallen.

   When all of the solders from the south reached Grimmen, Litlorn and Darik began the journey back to Glansford. It would take several weeks to reach the bridge across the Eastern Imlador River, and Litlorn hoped to be healed by then. Glansford was only a few days from the bridge, and Litlorn expected it to be busy when they arrived. Soon they would reach the city, and even Litlorn would be surprised at the changes there. It would far be busier than he expected, and would become much worse as the days passed.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Feran walked his horse down the great western road, and thought about the events of the last few months. The last time that he rode down this same road, the dragon warrior was teaching them how to fight. They had been worried about the fair until he came along, but the fair seemed so far away now. They had learned so much from the warrior that they no longer feared to compete in the events, and had changed from boys to men almost over night.

   His wife was amazed at the change in him, and she did not want him to leave again. It was hard for him to do so, but he had to get back to his friends. They needed him, and he would not let them down.

   The money he gave her would last them for years, but it was nothing compared to what he would have when they saw each other again. Kiler's father, and the other men who were released from the army, had returned home again after more than three years of fighting. The village had all turned out to see them and welcome them back, but everyone talked about Feran's armor and weapons instead. When he departed for the fair he was dressed like a farmer, but now he was a warrior, and was wearing the colors of the old empire. His armor was worth more than ten year's income for the entire village, and the people, took notice. Javen's father was speechless, and his mother fainted when they opened the coin purse that Javen had sent them. They would never again have to worry about money, but it was only the beginning.

   When Feran had ridden out of the village to return to Menimeth and his friends, all of the people watched him until he was out of sight. He told them about the dragon and the warrior that was his rider, and that the king had returned. The Great Dragon Empire was whole again, or would soon be, and the villagers would see solders on the road dressed in red and white. The dragon symbol would identify them as solders of the empire, and they would protect the villagers if they were in need. Feran did not think they would have believed him if it were not for his horse and his armor, But they would find out the truth before long.

   The Bridge over the Grayling River was just ahead, and he knew he would soon be in Argnon. News of his friends would be at the Red Falcon where Farlin was, and Feran would stay the night and learn all he could from his friend. He could almost taste the roasted meats and the cold ale that the tavern was known for he thought. However, it was the Blackbeer in the morning that he longed for the most. No one made Blackbeer like Farlin did, and was famous for his Blackbeer throughout the western realm.

   Feran heard the men before he reached the top of the hill, and moved off to the side of the road and into the trees. When he crested the hill, he saw the two men standing in front of a wagon, with an old man and young women sitting on the seat. He rode through the trees until he was even with the men, and stopped to listen.

   "Look old man," The larger of the two said. "You don't seem to understand, we didn't ask you for your wagon, we are taking it."

   "Yeah, and that pretty little granddaughter of yours is coming with us." The second man said.

   "Leave us alone and get out of the way." The old man in the wagon said, and started to move his wagon forward.

   "You better stop right there, old man." The larger man said.

   "Get away from us." The girl cried. "Leave us alone."

   "You won't be saying that when we're done with you girl." The smaller man said, and reached up and grabbed the rains to the horses that pulled the wagon.

   The bigger outlaw, and the first one Feran had heard talking, pulled the sword from his scabbard and began to advance on the old man. The smaller bandit started laughing at the two in the wagon, and taunting them. Feran pulled out his sword and rode from the trees beside the road, and the two outlaws turned when they heard him speak.

   "You men need to leave and not come back, or it will go badly for you." Feran said.

   "Just who do you think you are sonny?" The larger outlaw said, and turned to advance on Feran.

   "That will not matter to you soon, so it is not important." Feran replied, and slid from his horse.

   The smaller outlaw withdrew his weapon, and both men advanced on Feran with the intention of killing him quickly. The smaller man came around his friend and attacked Feran from the side, as the larger man swing his sword at Feran's head. Menimeth had taught him to watch for that move, and what to do if it happened. He stepped to the side and swung his sword from the ground, up and out to the side the attack was coming from, and the smaller brigand was down on the ground and mortally wounded with that one swing of Feran's sword. The larger outlaw was killed seconds later when he missed his attack again, and was caught off balance from the force of the attempt.

   The old man and his granddaughter became afraid until Feran told them who he was, and where he was from. When he told them he was a member of the Dragon Guard, they became very excited, and thanked him for helping them several times. Feran stripped the useful items from the dead men, and loaded it on his packhorse before dragging them into, and burying them in the trees. He escorted the wagon across the bridge, and to the safety of Rivervale, before getting a room for the night. The young woman watched him the whole time that they were traveling, and it made him uncomfortable. He kissed her on the cheek, and shook the old mans hand before he departed, and the young woman, who could not have been more than sixteen, almost fainted when he kissed her.

   The next morning, he was in the main room of the inn drinking Blackbeer before the sun came up. He was almost to Argnon and the Red Falcon, and he was eager to get there as soon as he could. It had been four months since he rode from Argnon with the men from the village, and most of that time was spent on the road. Yesterday was the first time that he had seen any outlaws since leaving Argnon, and he was surprised to find them where he did. He thought that most of them had been wiped out at the monastery, and the rest had fled from this part of the realm.

   Feran rode out of Rivervale as the sun was rising, and made his way east. The morning grew warmer as the sun rose higher in the sky, but he seemed not to notice. His thoughts were of his friends and the adventures that lay ahead of them, as well as the man whom they followed. He was the king and their leader, but most of all he was their friend.

   There were more people on the road now, and they did not seem as frightened as they had been several months ago. He noticed that the towns were busier than in the past, and the residents were friendlier as well. They all still watched him as he passed them on the road, and he heard their whispers as he did, but it was just the way people were. It reminded him of the first time that they came through here with Menimeth. The people had whispered when he passed them then, also, but Feran paid them very little attention. One day these people would be used to seeing warriors on the roads of the realms he thought, but had no idea how true that would be.

   The sun was setting in the road behind him, as he reached the top of the hill, and saw the towers of the castle at Argnon before him. As he drew closer to the town, and the lights of the lamps became visible, he felt as though he was being watched. The feeling grew stronger as he passed the hill just outside of town, but he could see no one in the everincreasing darkness. He turned away from the castle when he reached the smaller road that ran between it and the town, and stopped at the Red Falcon inn.

   Farlin was glad to see him, and brought him a mug of ale when he sat down at the table in the main room of the tavern where Menimeth always sat. A room was made ready for him while he drank his ale and waited, and his horses were unloaded and taken to the stables in back while his bags were taken to his room. The things he stripped from the outlaws were given to Farlin when they were brought in, and he put them in the room that he had saved for that purpose, and locked it behind him. Feran ordered some of the roasted meats and aged cheeses that Farlin served, and when they arrived at his table, he devoured them with alarming ferocity.

   He noticed the face that looked into the window though it was only there for a second, and thought he recognized him. He had seen that face before, but could not place it, and something inside him warned that this man was not friendly. He would have to be on his guard until he was sure of the man's intentions, and trust no one he did not know, well.

   He felt more than heard the man in the shadows when he entered his room. He pulled his sword out just in time to block the attack, and countered with a blow to his attackers head with the pommel of his sword. The man backed off just long enough for Feran to get set, before he came in swinging his sword at Feran's head again. Missing his attack put the man off balance, long enough for Feran to step to the side, and when the man turned to face him, Feran rammed his sword into the man's chest. The sword went through the man and his armor, and stuck out the other side almost two feet.

   Farlin came running into the room with his belt knife out, but the man was falling to the floor dead before he could help. He was appalled at the attempt on his friend's life, and apologized to Feran several times. The man's name was Rylee one of the onlookers told him, and he was one of the outlaws that had traveled with Grif before he was killed. Feran found the papers that Rylee had used to mark down the times the guards were changed, and when the patrols came and went. The regent was due back very soon, so Feran decided to wait for him, and give him the papers he found on Rylee. He would need to know about the threat, and make adjustments to his timetables for the guard.

   Farlin stripped the man of his belongings, and put the items taken from him in the room with those Feran had given him. He could not believe that Feran was attacked in his room, and would not accept Feran's money for as long as he was there. Feran assured him many times that it was not his fault, but Farlin would not hear it, and in the end, Feran gave up and accepted it.

   It was two weeks before the regent arrived in Argnon, and the castle he had lived in all of his life. His forefathers had defended it in the time of the lesser wars, and from that time until now. Falendor acted quickly after returning to his home, and ordered Captain Brannor to send solders to bring the people from the northern towns and villages to Argnon. The crops could be replanted, but the people could not be replaced. They were to allow the people to bring all they could with them, and it would be kept as safe as possible.

   Kyler and Javen entered the Red Falcon, and found Feran sitting in the chair Menimeth always used. He leapt from the chair when he spotted them, and they embraced as warriors did when reunited after a long period of time. Feran noticed the new clothes with the badge of Captain on both his friends, and asked them about it.

   "You are both captains now? I was only gone for a few months, and missed it all."

   "Meni sent us to find you." Javen told his friend. "And told us to stay together no matter what."

   "That is true." Kyler said, confirming his friend's enthusiastic remarks. "We are to stay together by order of the king."

   "Order of the king?" Feran asked and looked at Kyler curiously.

   "Meni is the king now, but he does not like it. We are to find you and return to Glansford, and he said we were not to get hurt before we returned. That is why he said it was an order, and we do not out rank you because these are for you." Kyler said, as he handed Feran the packages they carried. "We are all the same rank. And we are to train the armies of the empire."

   "Train the armies of the empire?" Feran asked.

   "Yes, and it will be a long night if you are to repeat everything I tell you." Kyler told to him. "We are to train and command the armies of the empire when the west is cleared of Arnoran's solders."

   "What else did I miss?" He asked his friends.

   " Javen is in love, but that is not very important." Kyler said. "But the girl is very beautiful."

   "Where did he meet this woman of his?" Feran asked, as he looked at Javen with a smile. "In Corlindum?"

   "No, she is a local girl from here in Argnon." Javen replied, smiling.

   "One of the servant girls from the castle?" Feran asked, winking at his friend as he did.

   "No, she is not a servant in the castle, but she does live there." Javen said. "And she is very beautiful."

   "What woman lives in the castle that is not a servant?" Feran asked Kyler, puzzled by the mystery. "Who could Javen hope to win? Only the regent and his family live in the castle besides the servant girls."

   "I would have agreed with you two months ago," Kyler said to him, giving Javen a wink. "But after two months of watching them ride together on the return trip, I would say the regents oldest daughter is more in love than Javen."

   "The regents oldest daughter!" Feran exclaimed, shocked by the revelation.

   "Yes, and you are doing it again." Javen said.

   It was late in the night when the tales were told, and the friends went off to their rooms. The patrons that were usually gone long before, now, still sat and talked about the news given them by the warriors of the Dragon Guard. A dragon had returned to the empire, and a king sat on the throne in Glansford they had been told, but it was hard for them to believe until the identity of the king was revealed. Farlin spent most of the evening at the table with his friends, and marveled at the tales they told as well.

   The next morning found the three captains of the empire sitting in the Red Falcon, drinking Blackbeer. Wearing their new badges of rank, and in the colors of the empire, they discussed the days planned activities, and the impending return trip to Glansford. An inspection of the landscape around the castle was first, and the three men were to speak to Falendor later that day.

   The people of the northern part of the realm began to slowly arrive in Argnon, while the solders were scouting the north in larger patrols. Most of the people would travel on to the east and the safety it provided, until they could return to their homes, but some would stay and help in the coming fight. It would be months before most of the people could reach Argnon, and the road to the east, but Falendor was determined to save the people of his realm. Those solders that did not patrol the north were assigned to the castle at Argnon, and the protection of its inhabitance.

   The sun was just rising as the three men mounted their horses, and turned toward the Great Western Road. It was just a flash, and it lasted for only a fraction of a second, but it caught Kyler's eye. The small trees and the bracken at the top of the hill, was where it had come from, and Kyler turned to find out what could have caused it. Javen and Feran followed their friend up the hill, and to the thicket at the top.

   "What is it you seek?" Feran asked.

   "I do not know." Kyler replied. "But I saw something."

   "What did you see?" Feran asked. "Some kind of threat?"

   "It was just a flash of light as the sun rose." Kyler said. "But it only lasted for a second. Had I not been looking this way, I would never have seen it at all."

   "Then we must investigate it further." Javen said, as he dismounted his horse, and began to look around.

   Feran and Kyler did the same, and it was not long before they found the faint trail that ended abruptly at the thicket's edge.

   "This is strange." Kyler said. "A trail does not just end, it changes course, or splits of into other trails, but it does not just end."

   "Then it must continue on." Javen replied, and parting the brush at the trails end, found the entrance to the camp.

   They could tell it had been used often in the past, and had been used recently. Supplies for several weeks lay at one end of the large space inside the thicket that made up the hidden camp, and close to the pit used to build their fires were several personal items, along with several bags of various sizes. Feran noticed the spaces cut from the foliage in several places around the camp, where he could watch the castle, the town, and the road in both directions.

   Inside the smallest of the bags they found the lists of all of the activities of the castle, as well as all of the items of interest the town held. One of the bags was full of dirty cloths, and it was burned in the fire pit. Another bag held items taken from people killed on the roads around Argnon, and towns along the great road in the west. Feran realized that this was the place Rylee used to hide from the solders, and wondered why the spy would risk his life to attack him in his room. Something more was happening here than it appeared from the camp, and he would eventually figure it out.

   They gathered up the bags and other items found around the camp, and prepared to leave. The brush would be cleaned from the hill, and it would not be allowed to grow there again. They could not allow their enemies to have any kind of advantage over them if they were to win the battle. It was Javen who stumbled on the small bag, half hidden under a stump. It was no larger than a coin purse, but it held the most valuable item in the camp. They did not know it, but they held the key to Arnoran's defeat in their hands.

   Later that day, when the three captains of the empire faced Falendor at the castle, he was informed of the camp on the hill. Other places around the castle grounds were to be cleaned of the bracken and brush as well, and the regent was updated on the plans for their defense. The bag was to be taken back to Menimeth, along with all of the information that had been gathered from the patrols, and the progress made in the defenses of Argnon. Soon the solders from the other realms would begin to arrive, and camps would be needed around the grounds of the castle for them.

   Two days later, the three captains loaded their packhorses with the items that were to return with, and rode to the castle. Arriving there by dawn, the three men waited by the gates of the garrison for the messenger to emerge, and minutes later, Farlin joined them at the gates with several horses trailing behind him. Some of the horses were loaded with bags of various sizes, but most were just extra horses he was taking to Menimeth. Other people began to appear at the gates of the garrison, and wished to travel with the solders of the Dragon Guard. Men of various ages were going to Glansford to join the army, and they were to escort the people to Corlindum safely. The men from Alenvale would stay with them as long as they could, but could not be sure if they would be able to travel that slowly.

   When the gates to the garrison opened, several of the castle servants emerged, and the messenger as well. The satchel was handed to Feran, and the messenger returned to the castle without saying anything. They were worried about the coming battle, and wondered if enough solders would arrive in time to save them from the enemy.

   The three solders of the Dragon Guards rode from the garrison, and onto the road. The people who waited at the gates with them, followed as the men rode from the castle, but fell behind slowly as the day progressed. Several times along the way patrols were passed, or spotted on the smaller roads that led from the great road. The solders were dressed in the red and white of the Lost Cavalry, but wore cloaks with the golden dragon in the center, and the purple sash at their belt that identified them as solders of the empire. They were no more than twenty men to a patrol, but they gave the people on the road a feeling of safety.

   After a few days, the three dragon solders were out of sight of the group that departed Argnon at the same time as them, but the people were moving too slowly. The men had been gone for far to long, and they rode with anticipation as they drew closer to the city, and their friend the king.

   The sun was warm on the men as they rode, and the wind made the leaves in the trees dance in waves as it passed through them. The trees were close to the edge on this part of the great road, but trouble was not a problem of late. The people traveled in relative safety for the most part, having their own problems slow them down instead. Soon the roads would be empty again, but that would not last long if the battle went their way. The hooves of the horses echoed across the road in front of, and behind them, as they made their way along it.

   When they reached the crossroads, Kyler and Javen described the battle that took place there, and the mage that had helped them win it. The part about the dwarf that leapt from the trees was told at the Red Falcon, but Feran never tired of hearing about it. They were about to continue on their way, when the feeling of dread came over them. It came from the north, and drew their attention in that direction, but the threat was still far away. It was Javen who felt the pull the strongest, and he was the reason the three captains rode north at the crossroads.

   They camped beside the road that night, but the feeling of dread grew as they slept, and the next morning, Kyler readied his horse and his armor for a fight. He did not know why he did it, but the others did it as well. They did not travel north that day, but waited just off the road for whatever it was that came. It was after midday before the men appeared on the road in the distance, and the three friends felt the fear rise inside them.

   The three captains cowered behind the trees, and did not watch as the men on the road came closer. When they felt that they could take it no longer, a calm washed over them, and they were angered by their fear. The men were mages dressed in the colors of Kath, but one of them was different than then rest. Kyler stood, and as Javen and Feran attacked from the trees, fired two arrows into the mages before attacking them. Two of the enemy lay on the ground with arrows to through their harts, but the strange one raised his staff, and a ball of fire knocked Kyler's bow from his hand. He pulled his sword and attacked the nearest mage, but his left arm hung uselessly at his side.

   Javen killed one mage, with the first thrust of the sword he used, but the staff was raised again and Javen was thrown across the road. Feran managed to kill the mage he faced, and cut the arm of the dark colored elf, before he himself was knocked to the ground by a blow to the head. The strange elf raised his staff again to finish off the three men in the dragon armor, when Danorathin landed in the road behind him. He spun around to face the dragon, and sent a ball of fire into the great beast, but it had no affect. Menimeth jumped from his dragon, and pulled his swords from their scabbards. The next ball of fire was aimed at him, but he blocked it with the swords he held, and the ball of fire disappeared.

   The dark elf was shocked by the ineffectiveness of his spells, and tried several more times to kill the man who rode the dragon. None of the elemental spells had any affect on the dragon, or the rider, and the mage was getting desperate. All of the mages sent to help him were dead, and the warrior was getting closer, when he raised his staff again. Menimeth held his swords out in front of him, and chanted as he walked forward.

   "Drathin-Varadin-Dreather-Kathasren-Lanorda-Esecandri-FarthinDradam-Escovran" Came the words from the dragon rider, as he

advanced on the dark elf.

   The power of the staff the dark elf used, warped and twisted as the mage tried to counter the death spell Menimeth chanted. It took all he had to keep the staff from splitting, but in the end, the power of the dragon was too much to contain, and the dark elf was destroyed by the spell. He screamed as his soul was ripped from him, and devoured by the swords Menimeth carried. His power was added to that of the dragon rider, but Menimeth would not be using that spell again unless it was necessary. The thought of devouring the souls of his enemies did not appeal to the king of the empire, and he was afraid it would affect him adversely.

   Javen was unconscious at the side of the road, and Kyler could not use his left arm, but Feran was unhurt for the most part. He had a cut on his head that bled still, but he held a cloth to it as he checked on his friends. Javen came around a few minuets later, and tried to sit up. He was dizzy from the spell that sent him flying across the road, but he soon rose and walked to his horse at the side of the road.

   Menimeth helped his friends to where their horses were tied, and made them build a camp for the night. It would take several hours for the affects of the spells to ware off, but the death of the dark elf would speed it up. The friends were once again united, and they talked throughout the evening. Menimeth stayed at the camp with his friends until late that night, and then he returned to the Dragon Tower with his dragon.

   The next morning, the three captains from Alenvale rode from the camp feeling better than they had in several weeks, because enemies of the empire were dead, and another threat to their king was eliminated.

   Soon they would arrive in Corlindum, and find the dragon rider capital was their new home. A lot more people would be at the cities and on the great road, and an army was waiting for them. A lot had happened while Kyler and Javen were gone, and they would find even Menimeth had changed. He was far more powerful now, and on his dragon always. Events were unfolding that would change the empire forever, and the war for the lands of men was getting closer.






 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Gek'Drajen, Master at the temple of Darkness, in the valley of death, in the land of Black Stygren, roared with anger when Ranjgin died, and his soul was lost. The powers of the Dark Elf, as his killer consumed them, left Gek'Drajen drained and weary. Only a mage of great power could have cast that spell, and taken the powers of the Dark Elf that he himself had trained. The Dark Master of the temple would not be pleased when the death of one of their best students was revealed, and he would have to travel back to the temple in Black Stygren to give the report.

   How could a mage of limited abilities, as Arnoran had clamed the mage to possess, have defeated his best student? There was obviously more to this mage Darik than Arnoran had led them to believe, but the death must be avenged. There was no doubt that the Dark Master would send him back to fulfill the contracts, and avenge the death of Ranjgin.

   The mage of Kath was regaining his powers slowly, but he would not be able to leave the fortress for at least another year, and it was more likely to be three or four. His armies had regained the lands to the north and east of lake Kathirem, and were retaking the lands to the south even now. It would be another two years before all of the lands were reclaimed that bordered the lake, and the way to the west was open for them to attack the hated dragon empire.

   Gek'Drajen walked from the private rooms where Arnoran's mages worked night and day to restore the mage kings powers. He was not pleased with the way the conversation had gone, and would relay that feeling to his master when he arrived at the temple to give his report. He was still furious with the mage king for the lack of information his student had been given, but he should not have accepted the contract without it. The fault was all his for accepting the contract in the name of the temple, without the original contract being fulfilled. The Dark Master would consider this to be an offence against the temple, and it would not be forgiven until, both contracts were completed.

   Arrangements had to be made for the journey back to Black Stygren, and Gek'Drajen was not used to such remedial tasks. The longer it took to accomplish, the madder the sorcerer became, and by the time the messenger arrived to confirm the arrangements had been taken care of, he was almost beyond control. The man walked into the room in which the sorcerer waited, but before he could speak, was devoured by the spell that the sorcerer cast in anger. Screaming in agony and terror, the man died at the sorcerer's feet, as Gek'Drajen consumed his soul.

   Several more servants died at the hands of the sorcerer before he departed for the temple far to the south. Most were just doing as they were ordered by their king, and were just killed for the sake of killing. After several more souls were consumed, Gek'Drajen's anger subsided enough to allow him to depart.

   This was the first time in more than one thousand years that a contract was not fulfilled before the sorcerer sent to complete it returned. It would not go well for him at the temple when he arrived, but he would not be killed for the failure of his student. It was Ranjgin who was sent to kill the warrior in the dragon armor, not Gek'Drajen. He was only sent to guide the dark elf from Kath, but the failure to complete the contract was Ranjgin's.

   The ship sat in the harbor of the fortress, and loaded the baggage of the sorcerer while he waited in the rooms below. It had taken three days for the ship to reach the island, and it would take another three, to return to the southern port of Osgrad.

   The trip to the temple and back would take almost two years to complete, but Gek'Drajen would return and set things right. He would not let the death of his student go without being avenged, and he would see to it personally.

 
*****
   The men walked into the forest, north of the main camp, to gather the last of the seasoned logs to be used in the larger battering ram. A second one had already been built long ago, but it would need to be assembled at their destination. The woodcutters were cutting the last of the green wood that they would need for the siege towers, to prevent them from burning easily, and to protect the men who would be on them. A large part of the trees of the forest north of the camp had been cut down to build the siege weapons, and a way was being made to allow them to move them south. Mareston wondered why they chose to build all of the different parts of the siege weapons in the north, when the battle would be fought the south, because it would take them several months to clear a path wide enough to allow the parts to be moved.

   Mareston watched as the men preformed the tasks, and made sure it was done the right way. The men who had been under his command since before they came to the empire, always did the job the way it needed to be done, but the solders from the camp that were sent to help did not. Solders of the mage king were not accustomed to the labor required to lay siege to a castle. Most of these men were from the eastern kingdoms, which always fought over the lands that bordered the countries around them. The battles they fought were in the open field, and were a decisive kind of battle, but a siege war was a different thing, altogether. They may not like the job they were doing, but when the arrows started to fly, and the fires were burning all around them, they might not be the ones who were dying.

   He did not agree with the way Chidren was planning the assault, but could say nothing to him about it. Avren was a fool, and Chidren was no better than an outlaw, but he was under their command, and must follow orders. They did not know how to use an army properly, or even basic strategy as far as he could tell. Chidren was just a killer who used terror as his weapon, but really did not achieve that much. He was good at killing women and children, but was never around when the men showed up. No, Mareston did not think much of his two leaders, so he made his own plans, just in case.

   Avren waited inside the tent on the hill, and looked for the runner who was to report the victory in the northeast. He had sent four hundred men to ambush and kill the solders of the empire who tried to close the northern passage. With the men they gathered along the way, the force should be close to eight hundred men when they arrived at the site of the ambush.

   The report was long overdue, more than two weeks now, and Avren was growing angry. He gave strict instructions to the commander to send a runner, when the forces the empire had sent were wiped out, and the battle was over. When the commander returned to the camp, he would add him to the growing number of fools whose corpses hung from the tree.

   Later that day, Avren watched as the men he commanded trained for the assault on the west. The plan was a simple one. Storm the castle, and overwhelm them quickly. Avren expected the whole thing to last no longer than it took to assemble the siege towers, and roll them up to the walls. The reports from the traitor put their numbers at less than four hundred solders, and Avren would have far more than that under his command.

   He wasted more than a month clearing stumps in the north to have the men drill, only to waste two more to make it bigger. Avren had five hundred archers at his command, but most of them worked on the siege weapons and were not available to drill. Some of the solders cut down the trees in the south to make the path to reach the more open lands that were there, but they were doing it very slowly he thought. The spearman and the swordsmen that were already in the camp were conducting drills in the clearings, and Avren had them repeating the drills over, and over again, but was never satisfied with the results.

   The men who had gone west began to return over the next several days, and the camp began to swell with the added men. By the time Chidren arrived with the last group, the number of men in the camp was close to five thousand. Most were simple infantrymen, but there were archers and cavalry as well. Rumors reached Chidren at the camp as he arrived of the dragon that had returned to the empire, but he did not believe it. The mage king ended the reign of the dragon in the lands of magic long ago, and there could be no more he thought.

   When Chidren learned of the time that wasted clearing stumps in the north, he was furious. He expected the march to Argnon to begin as soon as he arrived, only to find the way still blocked for the larger pieces of the siege weapons that had to be moved south.

   As he sat in the headquarters tent waiting for Avren to return, the messenger arrived from the ruins north of Argnon. Chidren listened in disbelief as the messenger relayed the information he was given by the traitor. He was informed of the defeat of the six hundred solders that Avren had sent to the northeast, and of the death of the Dark Elf, Ranjgin. All were dead, and the empire lost less than one hundred men in the battle. Solders patrolled the southern part of the west dressed in red and white, but with the symbol of the new empire as well. The patrols were small, but their total numbers were not known, or from where they had come from. There was a king on the throne of the empire again, and it was the warrior in the dragon armor that they had failed to kill so many times. Also, the rumors were that he rode a dragon into battle, and ordinary men could not defeat him. The dragon was the biggest ever in the lands, but the traitor had never seen it, and did not believe it to exist.

   Chidren did not trust the traitor from Argnon, and thought he was trying to make fools of them. The only thing that he believed of the traitors report was the loss of the men in the northeast, and that the people of the west were fleeing.

   Avren walked into the tent later that day, and found Chidren waiting for him as he did.

   "Why is the path not cleared?" Chidren asked in a harsh tone.

   "Because the men who cut the trees work too slow." Avren replied.

   "It is your job to see that they work faster." Chidren told him. "And to see that the job is done faster."

   "I cannot be everywhere in the camp at the same time." Avren said. "But I do what I can."

   "By wasting all of our time clearing stumps in the north?" Chidren spat. "For what?"

   "To drill the men." Avren said, becoming concerned. "They need to be ready if we are to win this battle, and control the western part of the empire."

   "Have you sent any men to the south to kill the people and burn their towns?" Chidren asked, growing angrier.

   "Well, no. However I did send men to the east." Avren replied. "They should be returning any day now."

   "And what of these solders in the red and white who patrol the south?" Chidren asked.

   "The reports say that there are no more than forty men who ride these patrols." Avren pointed out. "And they stay to the south so they are of no concern to us."

   "Solders are in the south of the lands that we are trying to take, and you think they are of no concern to us?" Chidren growled, and stood from the chair behind the table.

   "We can eliminate them after the castle has been taken, and the west is ours." Avren said, as he walked to the map on the table. "If they stay south, they cannot interfere with our plans."

   "And if they do not stay south?" Chidren asked getting angrier at every answer Avren gave him.

   "Then we will kill them along with those in the castle." Avren replied, but noticed Chidren's anger, and the look in his eyes. "There are only a few of them, and could not be much of a problem."

   "And you know this to be a fact?" Chidren said, as he walked around the table.

   "Well, no, but the reports say so." Avren replied, and watched as Chidren walked to entrance of the tent.

   "What about these solders you sent to the east?" He asked, as he turned and walked back to Avren. "What has become of them?"

   "A runner should have arrived by now." Avren said. "When their commander returns, I will add him to the tree."

   "You will not be adding that commander to your tree, but I will be adding you!" Chidren shouted, and pulled the knife from his belt, shoving it into Avren's chest. "You are a fool, and have failed me for the last time," he finished, as he pulled the knife out, and wiped it on Avren's tunic just before he fell to the floor.

   Avren was shocked by the attack, and tried to crawl from the tent as Chidren called the guards. He was still alive as they hung him in the tree, and the last thing that he saw as he died, were the corpses of the men he had put there.

   Chidren sent for Mareston, and was waiting impatiently when he arrived.

   "If you were in command of the armies, what would you do first?" Chidren asked him.

   "Stop the useless drills, and have all of the men cutting trees in the south." Mareston replied.

   "And what of the siege weapons that are still unfinished?"

   "We have all we need, and can finish them along the way." Mareston said. "We have more than enough time to finish them at the camps at night during the march southeast."

   "You are now the second in command. Avren's tent is now yours, and all that is in it as well." Chidren said, as he walked to the chair behind the table. "Avren will not need it any longer."

   Mareston walked from the headquarters and over to Avren's tent. As he passed the tree, he noticed Avren hanging from one of the limbs, and he was not yet dead. This turn of events was not what he expected, but it was a chance to fight a siege war, instead of what Avren had planned.

   Several days later, Gaston rode into the camp with his men, along with the men sent to raid the outlying villages, but they carried nothing with them. None of the men were killed, and only two men were wounded on the raid, but it was not from fighting. Gaston rode to the headquarters, and noticed Avren in the tree before he entered. He was not sorry to see him there, but did not like the tree in the first place. Chidren and Mareston were in the tent when Gaston entered, and they looked at the map on the table, as they discussed the plans for the coming assault.

   "How did the raid go?" Chidren asked him as he looked up.

   "We burned three villages, and several houses to the ground, but there were no people, and there was nothing to take." Gaston replied. "You do wish us to continue the raids, do you not?" He asked.

   "Yes, and burn all that you find, but do it in a sweeping raid so that you do not leave any towns or villages standing between here and Argnon."

   "Is there anything else?" Gaston asked.

   "Yes, you will be leading the cavalry in the attack on the castle." Chidren informed him. "And the scouts as well."

   "Yes sir, I will prepare for the next raid, and will return in two weeks to report." Gaston replied.

   "That is all." Chidren said, and went back to the map on the table.

   Gaston walked from the tent, and rode back to the campsite where he and his men stayed when they were not riding across the countryside. The next day was spent getting the supplies and the men ready for the next raid, and because Gaston worked as hard as his men to prepare for it, they followed him with total devotion.

   Those men who were assigned to him grew in number each time he returned to camp, and now he was riding out with sixty men, to raid and burn the towns and villages between here and Argnon. His movements would be slowed by the addition of the twenty men, and they would not reach as far southeast as he wished, but he would do as he was commanded.

   The next morning when they rode from the camp, the day was just beginning, and Gaston felt uneasy. Something bothered him, but he could not tell what it was. For several days he felt it, and when they had reached the land beyond the fords of the Grayling River, it grew worse. All of the towns and villages were gone in this part of the realm, as well as the houses and fields of the people who lived around them, and they rode through the burned out land they had created. It was not until several days after they turned south, and rode in the direction of Argnon, that they encountered the solders of the empire. The ambush caught them off guard, and thirteen of his men were dead before they could react. The raiders attacked the place where the ambush had come, but the solders of the empire had disappeared when they reached it. Gaston turned his men west, and returned to the camp to report to Chidren.

   The next time that he rode from the camp, he would command five hundred men, and they would be in advance of the main army. The days ahead would show them that the empire would not give up easily, and that they would not reach Argnon unopposed. The empire was not as weak as they had thought them to be, and they would learn that soon, but it would not stop the events that were already in motion.

 
*****

 
   It was getting hard to keep from sight in the land around Corlindum, and Fagerin was running out of places to hide. He had lost his best source of income when Beloran died, and with the dragon rider now in Glansford, there was nowhere left to turn. The brigand camp was too far away for him to reach without being discovered, and the eastern realm was not an option. The land around the cities was no longer overgrown, and choked with brush, and the trees had been cleared as well.

   It was getting late when Fagerin slipped from the hidden camp, and made his way to the road. He had not eaten that day because of the solders around the cities, and he went to the inn in Corlindum. Sitting by the fireplace as he ate drew less attention than sitting in the shadows, and Fagerin did not want to be recognized.

   The castle in Grimmen was a regular stop for him in the past, and he was able to come and go in secret because people did not travel as much then. Grif was the only problem that he had in the west, but Fagerin paid him well to allow him passage when he was in that realm. Even Grif was dead now, and all of the outlaws he knew had shared the same fate.

   He was about to leave when the dragon warrior walked into the tavern, and was handed a mug by the innkeeper. Fagerin did not wish to draw attention by leaving so soon after the warrior walked in, so he ordered another mug to sip slowly while he waited. It was not long before the warrior walked from the tavern, and Fagerin was able to slip out the door, unobserved.

   He stood in the shadows for some time, and waited to see if anyone was watching. He was about to continue on his way when he heard the noise in the ally not ten feet away. Fagerin froze where he was, and listened intently. Soon he could hear footsteps growing louder, as a figure came walking down the street in the direction of the tavern. He could not tell who it was, or whether it was a man or woman, but when they reached the entrance to the ally, the attack came.

   It lasted only a second, but the attempt was unsuccessful, and the attacker fled down the ally from which he came. The figure walked by him as he entered the tavern, but looked right at him before he did. Fagerin noticed the large eyes, and the slim features of the man, but was not expecting the man to see him. Within an hour he was out of the city, and on his way west. He stayed as close to the road as he could, but did not use it to travel for fear of being arrested. After several miles were between him and the inn, Fagerin made a camp for the night. He had to think about things for a while, and he needed a good place to hide while he did. He would just go as far west as he could, and hide out in the empty lands that were there he thought, but they would turn out not to be so empty. A time was coming where he would be forced to choose sides, and the choice he made, would decide his fate. The only question was which side would he choose.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Danorathin landed beside Menimeth's suite at the Dragon Tower, and after Menimeth had dismounted, curled up in a corner of the building and slept. The day had been as hard on the dragon as it was on his rider, and they needed to rest to regain their strength. The great stone courtyard was large enough for several dragons to land in at the same time, and several doors opened into the kings rooms from it. Carvings of dragons were on the stonework of the walls that separated it from the rest of the castle, and enclosed the courtyard. The very walls of the castle itself were filled with the carvings of ancient scenes of battles fought by the dragon riders of old. Menimeth noticed that all of the walls had carvings, except for one smooth wall between the doors to his sleeping rooms. The space was very large, and the smooth surface looked out of place among the elaborate carvings of the rest of the courtyard.

   Menimeth walked into the room where he slept, and removed his armor and swords, placing them on the stand that had been built for them. It was then that he noticed that the circlet he wore to speak with his dragon was missing. He walked out into the courtyard to look for it, and he looked in his room, but it was not to be found. There were others in the storerooms below the castle, and he decided to retrieve one in the morning. As he slept that night, he dreamed about the castle on the mountain, and the conical peak beside it. People were at the castle this time, and dragons came and went from the peak.

   The next morning when he awoke, the sun was just above the horizon. The rays of the morning sun streamed through the windows, and his armor which stood in the golden rays of the sunlight, seemed to glow brightly. Menimeth walked from his room, and out into the courtyard where his dragon slept, but Danorathin was not there.

   "Where are you, my friend?" He asked his dragon, and then realized he did not wear the circlet.

   He turned to walk back into his room, and then to the storerooms to retrieve another, when the words came into his mind clearly.

   "I was hungry, so I went hunting."

   "I can hear you." Menimeth said to his dragon, surprised.

   "Of course you can hear me, you are my rider."

   "But I do not wear the circlet that allows me to speak to you."

   "Then you do not need it." Danorathin replied.

   "But I needed it to speak with you when I was in Argnon, and I have had it on ever since." Menimeth replied. "How could I no longer need it?"

   "Because you have learned the ways of the dragon rider, and have mastered the magic you possess." Danorathin replied. "You have become the Dragon Lord that you were born to be."

   "You may be right my friend, but I do not feel like it."

   Menimeth walked into his room, and removed his armor from the stand. After securing it in place and strapping on his sword belt, he went to the kitchen for his breakfast. Soon after, he found himself in the corner of the small shop drinking Blackbeer, and thinking about what his dragon had said. Of all the things he could no longer get everyday because he was the king, he missed Farlin's brew the most. The Blackbeer they attempted to make in the castle was not even passable as Blackbeer, and so he came to the small shop when he could. Soon the shop would be in a building by the great road, and it would be part of the new inn Menimeth had offered the owner, and it would no longer be small.

   He thought about his dragon, and the circlet he had worn for so long. Why, now, he wondered, did he no longer need it? And who was the man or men who betrayed them in the north, and where did the information they passed on, go. These were some of the questions he asked himself, but the only answers he could come up with were just more questions. There were many mysteries that needed some answers, but the biggest question of all worried him the most. Who was the dark elf who attacked his men on the great road, and why was someone of the races of dark magic in the empire?

   The morning was just beginning in the cities, and the people bustled here and there doing the chores required for the coming day. The market had grown over the last several weeks and new items were arriving daily, but it was not as busy as it would be in the future. The city was beginning to fill with people from the realms gradually, and buildings were beginning to be used throughout the city. It was merchants that were needed to make the cities grow, and Menimeth hoped that some of the refugees that were streaming into the empire would fill that role.

   It was by chance that Caladon and Banadar walked into the small shop that morning, and they noticed the dragon rider in the corner as soon as they entered, and smiled at him with the mischievous eyes of young boys who were on an adventure.

   "It is good to see you again." Menimeth said to the brothers.

   "And how are you this fine day?" Caladon asked.

   "What is that wonderful aroma?" Banadar added, as he stuck his nose into the air, sniffing.

   "I am better now, and that is Blackbeer, a very good way to start your mornings." Menimeth said, to each in turn. "You should try some."

   "Sounds like a good idea." Banadar said, and walked to the front, where the vender filled his order.

   "Is there no inn in the cities for travelers to stay in when on the road?" Caladon asked, and sat at the table with the dragon rider when he offered him the chair. "We camped at the edge of town last night, but we had hoped to find an inn today."

   "One is not yet available, but we are working on it." Menimeth said. "Soon we will have several, but that day has not come yet. You will both have suites in the castle across the great road from this city, and they will be available to you for as long as you are here."

   "You can do that?" Caladon asked.

   "Yes I can." Menimeth said. "And more."

   Banadar returned with two mugs of the dark brew, and handed one to his brother. The look on their faces when they tasted the drink was one of great surprise. They had never tasted anything like it before, and liked it very much.

   "You spoke with Gareon in the camp in the southeast, did you not?" Banadar asked. "Are they on their way here?"

   "Yes, and I have sent men to escort them." Menimeth said. "I wish them to arrive safely."

   "You are not like other solders that we have seen." Caladon said. "Most are all about king and country, and cannot see the facts that are in front of them, for their noses."

   "As princes of Anrivar we have seen our share." Banadar added. "And he is right, I wish our solders were more like you."

   "That is kind of you to say, but I am most likely not what you think I am." Menimeth said to the brothers. "I am a warrior and solder of the empire, but the king is not so important as the empire itself."

   "But would the king agree with you?" Caladon asked. "All the kings I have ever met believed that they were, the kingdom."

   "And what they decided, was always best for their kingdoms." Banadar said. "What would your king do if he were to hear you say that he is not as important as the empire?"

   "He would do nothing, and if you are called before him, do not call him sire, or your majesty, or any of those titles." Menimeth told the brothers. "And if you must bow to him because of the rules of royalty, do it only once. He does not like it much."

   "He does not sound like any king I have ever heard of." Banadar said.

   "He is only the king because he has no choice." Menimeth replied. "But he does not want to be king."

   "But it is such a peaceful land, who would not want to rule here?" Caladon asked.

   "It is not so peaceful as you may think." Menimeth said to him. "Just yesterday we fought a battle against the forces of the mage king, and lost one quarter of the men we sent to fight. We defeated the forces arrayed against us, but the empire cannot afford to lose one hundred of its solders."

   "How many men did you face?" Banadar asked, very interested in the defeat of any forces of that evil mage.

   "We killed six hundred of the enemy, but the loss was nothing to Arnoran since they were sent to deplete our forces with their deaths."

   "Six to one!" Banadar exclaimed. "That is far better than any of the kingdoms in the east who fell to the mage king before us."

   "There is another larger force in the west that threatens us." Menimeth told them. "And we have no army large enough to defeat them at this time."

   "How many men are you talking about?" Caladon asked.

   "I am not sure, but I will know more soon." Menimeth informed the brothers. "Some of the information that I will need will be here in a few days."

   Menimeth showed the brothers to the castle, and ordered suites to be made ready for them. They had not eaten, so Menimeth had them taken to the room for dinning set aside for royalty, and given all they could eat. When they had eaten their fill, they were to be shown to their suites in the wing used for visiting royalty, and given whatever they needed. Later Menimeth would talk with them about the trouble in the west, and what they wanted for the people they protected. He could help them all in one-way or another, but they would be helping the empire in return.

   Menimeth walked to the garrison, and watched the new men as they trained. Chanry was at the archery range with his bow, and he was very good at hitting the targets. He could hit inside the circles easily, but he needed to slow down some to hit the center effectively Menimeth thought. He worked with the boy for some time, and Chanry improved his aim considerably. Walking across the grounds of the, much larger garrison, he came to the recruit-training course, and he worked with the new men of the army.

   The garrison had grown, and new barracks were being built to house all of the new men. The numbers of men who arrived in the cities had increased, and Menimeth was surprised at how many of the men joined the army. The four barracks that the garrison held for the solders of the realms, held two hundred men each, and all of them were full. Three more barracks had been built which were much larger than the ones in the garrison, and they were full as well. The new men of the army that worked on the new barracks slept in tents until the structures were finished, and at least sixty percent of them had come from the kingdoms to the southeast, and were veterans of the wars there. Menimeth needed those men and more, but he was happy with what he was getting. Several training grounds had been built to train the men, and they were separated according to their abilities. Those who were veterans retained their former rank, and were placed in the ranks of the army when their induction into the guard was complete, accordingly.

   Several officers were among the men who joined the army, and they were placed in special quarters for officers only. A special building had been built to house them, with individual rooms instead of a large room with beds, and they were placed in the rooms according to their rank. The building had its own cook and dinning room, and several servants to wait on the men. Officers were needed to command the solders in the field, as badly as the solders were needed to take the field, and treating the officers with the respect expected by them and the men, was crucial to the success of the empire. Those men that gained the respect of their fellow solders, would rise through the ranks more quickly, and end up leading them in the future. There had not been an army of the empire for many generations of men, but one would soon materialize from the remains of the defeated armies from the southeast.

   Three out of every five men who joined the army of the empire were veterans of the wars in the kingdoms south and west of lake Katherim. Some of them were no more than boys who were driven from their lands by the fighting, and were forced to fight just to survive. While others were various solders of decimated armies, who fled the battleground when their kingdom was defeated. However, there were a few who fought the enemy from kingdom to kingdom, as they were driven back by the endless number of solders sent against them.

   Men flooded to the empire when they heard of the victory in the north, and as the stories of the dragon rider spread throughout the lands of magic. Many of the solders that only retreated but never gave up, began to make their way to Glansford and the Dragon Guard after hearing those stories. These men were the ones the empire needed the most, because they would not quit when the fighting began. They would help drive the others as the fighting raged on around them, and could be the difference between winning and losing, as the battle progressed.

   Menimeth walked back to the Dragon Tower, and into the office used for public business, before returning to his rooms. There was nothing new to be attended to, and no one was there other than the secretaries who worked for the empire.

   Danorathin slept in the morning sun, and raised his head slowly when his master walked out into the courtyard. Seconds later, his head dropped to the ground, and he was once again asleep. Menimeth walked back into his suite, and the room set up as his private office, where he sat at his desk and began to look through the parchments, which it held. One of the parchments he looked at had the number of solders each realm supported, and the numbers of reserves that could be called on if necessary. He placed it with the latest numbers of men who joined the army of the empire, and that of the Lost Cavalry.

   Chanry entered the office with the lists he had made, along with the key to the vaults. He had grown in the last few months, and was getting much taller. He was almost ten years old now, and the armor Menimeth had made for him was stretched to the limit of its design. The time had come to look for better armor for the boy Menimeth thought, and perhaps a sword as well.

   "This is a very long list." Menimeth said, as he took the scroll from Chanry. "You appear to have been very busy"

   "There are four more levels below the first one." Chanry said, but there was one door I did not go through."

   "Was something wrong with it?" Menimeth ask, concern in his voice.

   "No, but it is for you to open I think." The boy replied. "It had the golden dragon, and the words Drathin-Grado on it as well."

   "Dragon Lord." Menimeth translated.

   "And that is you!" Chanry said with a bright smile. "Dragon Lord."

   "What else did you find?" Menimeth asked, as he looked at the list.

   "Two more vaults, but they only had chests of gold in them." Chanry said, with a disappointed look. "And some other coins."

   "If you can find some armor that will fit you, bring it to me." Menimeth said. "And look for a sword that you can lift, as well."

   "But I can lift this one." Chanry informed his master, walking to the chest, and removing the sword from inside.

   "But it cannot be removed from its scabbard." Menimeth told the boy. "So it will be hard for you to use."

   "But it comes out so easily." Chanry said, as he slipped the sword from the scabbard and held it up for his master to see.

   Menimeth was shocked at the sight of the sword, which glowed with a bright white light, in the hands of the boy. He watched as Chanry held the sword out in front of him, and the sight was almost comical. The sword was almost as long as Chanry was tall, however, he held it out like it was his knife.

   "Do you not think the sword to be too long for you right now?" Menimeth asked.

   "Only a little." The boy replied.

   "Place it back into its scabbard and bring it here." Menimeth said.

   Chanry did as he was told, and handed the sword to his master, but Menimeth could not pull the sword from its scabbard. He tried several times before he handed it back to Chanry, who slid it from its scabbard with ease.

   "The sword must be yours." Menimeth said to his adopted son. "But it will be awhile before you can use it the way it was intended I think."

   "It will not be so long as you think." Chanry said. "I am growing very fast, for a boy."

   "That you are." Menimeth agreed, smiling at the boy with pride.

   "I will use it when I get older." Chanry told his master. "There are others in the lower levels that are smaller, and several were lighter than this one."

   "Then bring me the one you like the best." Menimeth told the boy. "And anything else you would like to use."

   Chanry went to the secret door, and stepped through before closing it behind him. Menimeth continued to look through the parchments on the desk, and separated them into stacks. Some were more important than others, but all of them needed his attention. Soon Brylen would take care of most of these problems, except the ones that required the king of the empire in person, and Menimeth would be free to protect the empire better.

   Some of the people that entered the city that day looked for work in the castle. Most were hungry, but some were just looking for a better life. Menimeth was walking through the lower halls, where the business of the empire was conducted, when he heard the people in the office waiting room. He wore his cloak still tied from the morning chill, and his armor could not be seen, so he walked into the room where the people waited, and sat in one of the chairs across the room from them.

   It was not long before they begin to talk about the changes to the empire, and Menimeth joined the conversation when they did. Mirena was an attractive woman of about thirty-two or three, who believed in the empire from the way she talked. Some of the others were getting tired of waiting, and talked of the need for more help around the offices. Mirena asked them if they knew how to do the work, but none of them did. Most had been servants in a castle somewhere, and would continue to be one for the time they were here.

   Geovin was different from the rest, as was Mirena. They were much smarter than the others in the room, and if it had not been for the wars south of the great lake, would not have been here at all.

   "What the city needs right now," Mirena was saying, "is a trading post for the refugees."

   "Why a trading post?" Menimeth asked, curious as to what the woman's response would be.

   "Because the people who are unfortunate enough to be refugees, have little or no money, but possess items that can be traded." She said. "To the merchants in the market of Corlindum those items are worthless, but to others they are not.

   "And you could run this trading post?" Menimeth asked her.

   "Not by myself, but with the help of Geovin, it could be done." Mirena replied.

   "Yes we could do it if we had an inventory, and a building to put it in, but that is not likely to happen." Geovin said. "Oh, and money to operate with until we can start doing business."

   "Yes, there is that." Mirena said, and started laughing.

   The other people that waited in the room became annoyed with the woman when she laughed, and told her it was disrespectful to act that way in the castle. When the secretary walked into the room, Menimeth motioned for her to help the other people first, and she escorted them into the room next door. When they were alone, Menimeth looked at the man and woman who sat across from him, and after several seconds, stood to leave.

   "Where are you both staying while in the city?" He asked them.

   "We are in the same camp to the east of the city gates." Mirena said. "But at least it is on the opposite side from the garrison."

   "Make a list of all you will need to open the trading post, and a building will be found for you to use." Menimeth said. "You will be staying in the castle for now, and I will see that all the arraignments are made. Oh yes, you will need a name for it."

   Menimeth walked from the waiting room, and ordered two rooms in the guest wing, made ready for Mirena and Geovin. They were escorted to their rooms minuets later, and stunned, thanked the servants many times. That was one problem that would be taken care of he thought. He was looking for Caladon and Banadar when he heard the people in the waiting room, and now he continued his search. He found them in the marketplace in Corlindum, where they walked from shop to shop like boys.

   "So, you are the king." Caladon said, as Menimeth reached them.

   "I told you I spoke for the empire." Menimeth replied, smiling.

   "That you did." Banadar said. "But you never said you were the king."

   "I did not believe it to be important at the time." Menimeth replied. "But you know now, do you not?"

   "Well, yes." Banadar said. "But you are not like any king I have ever heard of."

   "How many kings do you know who ride a dragon?" Menimeth asked the brother, smiling.

   "You have him there." Caladon said. "He did not know dragons existed until we met you. However, he is right, you are not like other kings."

   "You do not force the commoners of the land to serve you, and most of them do not know who you are, from what we have been hearing." Banadar informed him.

   "The empire does not serve me, but it is I who serve the empire." Menimeth said. "And all who are within its borders."

   "Tell us more about this threat you face, Caladon said. "Forces of the mage king, did you say?"

   "Yes, in the west." Menimeth replied. "And soon we will drive them from our land."

   "We will do what we can when the solders from our camp arrive." Banadar said. "Some of them will join your army I think."

   "We could use all the help we can get." Menimeth told them. "But it is only the beginning. When Arnoran has taken all of the lands he once held, he will turn his attention to us."

   "But that will not be for several years." Caladon said. "There are many kingdoms south of ours that he must still retake."

   "Yes, but we must be ready when the war comes to us." Menimeth said. "And first we must defend the west."

   Two weeks later, the new trading post called The Dragon's Nest opened, and started to help the people of the refugee camp beside Corlindum. The solders and refugees from the brother's camp in the southeast began to arrive in a steady stream, and continued throughout the day. It was two days, before all of them reached the cities, and the solders set up their camp across from the garrison. The refugees were placed in the camp beside Corlindum, and given all of the food they could eat and a better shelter than they had in the past, but the sister of Caladon and Banadar was escorted to the Dragon Tower. She was given a suite down the hall from her brothers, with a view of the river from her balcony, which was the best in the castle. The rooms had been decorated for a woman sometime in the past, but did not appear to have ever been used.

   Kyler, Javen, and Feran, arrived the day after the last of the refugees from the brothers camp had reached the cities, and were taken to their suites in the castle. Kyler and Javen were very surprised at the changes the city had undergone while they were away, and at all of the people that came and went from between the two cities. It was empty when the regents departed, and the two friends with them, but now it looked as if it had always been used. The men settled into their suite of rooms to rest, shaking off the affects or their long journey from Argnon.

   Later that day, the three captains of the empire walked to the garrison with Menimeth. They were dressed in the armor given them by Litlorn as they always were, and stood out from all of the other men in the garrison. Chanry followed his master as usual, keeping an eye on those around them, and one hand on his belt knife.

   Chanry was dressed in the colors of the empire, and the armor he wore was made long ago, and looked similar to the armor Litlorn wore. He carried a short sword of ancient Elvin make, and his belt knife he carried as well He carried his bow with him always when he left the castle, and this time was no exception. Today he carried the sword Da'Thintahar, the sword from the dungeons of Darious his master had kept in the chest, slung over his back. It would become a sight the people of the realms would come to recognize. The only difference between the boy and the men he was with was his size. He looked and dressed just like them, and carried himself with confidence and pride.

   They walked across the training grounds and looked at the changes that had been made to the garrison, and as far as he could tell, the only thing that was missing were the stonewalls needed to enclose the newer buildings. Men walked to and from the barracks outside the walls of the original structure, and across the new training grounds. Two buildings had been built to feed the solders of the new army, and the smaller of the two was for the new recruits. Rows of tents lined the opposite end of the grounds, and men came and went from them constantly.

   The army was growing daily, and men arrived in the cities from all parts of the empire, but more came from the defeated kingdoms in the southeast than the rest. All of the realms were growing faster than they had in many years, but the cities were growing the fastest, and when they returned to the castle, they talked about the changes that were needed.

   "The men do not look like an army." Kyler said. "They look like they are in disarray."

   "It is because they all look different." Javen said.

   "We need to change that if the army is to look like one." Feran said." They at least need to look alike."

   "The first thing wee need to do is separate the different skills," Kyler said. "Train the different parts of the army separately, and use a standard weapon and armor for each."

   "All will wear the sash and cloak of the empire, but the armor will vary." Feran said. "A standard uniform for all men should be required as well."

   "And all men should be trained with the sword, regardless of their skill." Javen added. "Hand to hand it how wars are won."

   "That is true." Menimeth said. "And it is a very good idea. It is up to you three to train and lead the army, so use whatever you need to accomplish your task, but I want all of the men to be able to use all of the weapons of war proficiently"

   Changes were made over the next few days, and the army of the empire began to look more like an army every day. Several different types of armor and weapons were found in the storerooms below the castle, that had the dragon symbol on them, and the three captains decided which to use for each skill. Horses had been brought in from all parts of the empire, but most of them came from the outlaws that were killed in the west.

   Farlin arrived soon after the men from Alenvale, and opened an inn in Glansford. He named it the Sword and Dragon, and it was the best inn in the two cities. He became a partner of Tanier, who owned the small shop Menimeth often patronized, and taught him how to brew Blackbeer properly.

   Litlorn and Darik arrived two weeks later, with the solders from the southern realm that had fought with them in the battle of the north. The wound Litlorn had received in the battle had healed along the way, and Menimeth could not tell he had received it at all. He no longer limped, and the smile on his face showed he was glad to be back in Glansford. The friends embraced in the warrior fashion, and talked as they walked to the castle.

   The men talked until late that evening as they sat in the Sword and Dragon, and discussed the threat in the north. It would not be long before they would need to take the army west to protect the realm from Chidren, because the war for the west had begun in the north, and the empire had been weakened from it.

   The battle for Argnon was coming, and it was coming soon. Menimeth knew the enemy was only waiting until all of their preparations were complete, before their armies began the march to the castle. Menimeth hoped he would have enough solders to defeat the outlaws, and though he did not know the enemy's numbers, that would soon change.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Feran waited in the garrison assembly yard for Gareon to arrive, as the new men of the Dragon Guard received their weapons and armor. These were the last of the men to do so, and then the task would be complete. All of the men were now dressed in the colors of the empire, and looked more like an army than before.

   The Dragon Guard was coming together slowly, but they were coming together Feran thought. He commanded Fifteen hundred trained men that would fight in the coming battle, and another eight or nine hundred who still needed training. More than half of them could fight if they were needed, but they would not be used to defend the castle at Argnon. More men showed up daily, but as in the past, a lot of them were not useable as fighters. Menimeth had set up a branch for cooks, artisans, and other non-combat jobs, to support the army, and many of the people filled those positions. This allowed all of the solders of the Dragon Guard to be used as fighters, without losing their supply lines.

   Across the great road from the garrison, camped the remaining solders of the many armies who were defeated in the southeast, but still wished to fight. No more than fifty men had left the camp set up by Gareon, and all of those men chose to stay in the empire. Some of the men worked as cooks, and some as clerks, but most of them became artisans. It was the older solders that had been wounded several times throughout the years that became blacksmiths, Saddle makers, and horse trainers, as well as the other important artisans that were relied on to keep the armies of any kingdom going. The empire had few of these men available to them, and Menimeth was more than pleased to help them with shops and supplies. Glansford's empty buildings were designed for just such people, and in more than a few cases, the supplies were already in them.

   Gareon walked across the road and into the garrison, followed by one of the higher-ranking officers who had escaped the wars in the southeast. Feran met them at the gates, and they walked through the training grounds as they talked.

   "How can I help you?" Feran asked.

   "I am Commander Fracher." The man with Gareon said. "And we would speak with you about the men."

   "What men?" Feran asked, puzzled.

   "We represent the men who wish to join your Dragon Guard." Gareon said. "They asked us to speak with you about it."

   "They wish to know what to expect if they enlist." Commander Fracher added.

   "Any man who joins the Dragon Guard will be given land after his service is complete." Feran informed them. "The time of service is six years, but longer service will result in increased, lands. All veterans will retain their former rank, and all of the privileges that go with it, regardless of the army he served in before."

   "That is a far better offer than we hoped." Gareon said. "If the men accept, how do you wish them to proceed?"

   "It depends on the number of men you are talking about?" Feran said.

   "All of them." Gareon replied. "Except for the men who follow the prince's of Anrivar, and there are only forty of us."

   "That would be one thousand nine hundred and eighty-seven officers and men." Commander Fracher informed him.

   "All of them?" Feran repeated, stunned by the news. "Do you have some structure to your forces set up now?"

   "Yes, we did that as the men began to arrive in our camp while we were still south of the borders of the empire." Commander Fracher said. "And when Gareon arrived he was given command by the prince's, who left the camp soon after."

   "Let me talk to the king, but I am sure he will want to keep you together as an army in the guard." Feran said.

   "Look for Commander Fracher, he is the camp commander now." Gareon said. "He represents the men"

   "As you wish." Feran said to the old warrior.

   "Thank you for your time." Commander Fracher said, and the two men walked from the training grounds, and back across the great road.

   Danorathin landed in front of the Sword and Dragon, and Menimeth dropped to the ground as he landed. The great bronze dragon leapt into the air, and was sitting above the gates to the dragon rider capital seconds later. The men of the Dragon Guard looked at the beast as they went about their training, but no longer feared him. The sight was a daily event, which had taken place every morning since the inn was opened, and the solders came to expect it.

   The smell of Blackbeer was still on the morning breeze, and Menimeth followed it into the tavern. Entering the establishment owned by his friend from Argnon, he was greeted by the smile of his friend Litlorn. Several other men were seated at tables throughout the room, and as the dragon rider sat in his usual chair against the wall, the smell of Blackbeer hung in the air.

   Feran entered the tavern minutes later, and walked to the table where Menimeth and Litlorn sat. Farlin brought him a mug of the brew, and he sat with his friends while they talked of the coming battle in the west.

   "We will need to send men to Argnon soon." Menimeth said.

   "Yes, and you will need to visit Commander Rayden in the southwest." Litlorn told him.

   "I will need to summon the forces of the realms as well." Menimeth said. "Though they do not have that many men I can use."

   "It will have to be enough." Litlorn said.

   "I spoke with Gareon not long ago." Feran said to Menimeth. "And Commander Fracher who is now the highest ranking officer of their camp."

   "Was there some problem?" Menimeth asked, concerned.

   "Not really." Feran said. "They have some men who wish to join the Dragon Guard."

   "I had hoped some of them would." Menimeth said. "How many will join?"

   "One thousand, nine hundred and eighty-seven officers and men." Feran said, and Menimeth almost spilled his mug, as he stopped it half way to his mouth.

   "Did you say, one thousand nine hundred?" Menimeth asked, not sure he had heard Feran correctly.

   "And eighty seven, yes." Feran said, smiling.

   Menimeth looked at Litlorn, and then back to Feran. That was a lot more men than he expected, and he was stunned by the number Feran had given him. With the solders from the realms, they would have enough to make a stand at Argnon.

   "How many men can we send west at this time?" Menimeth asked.

   "Fifteen hundred." Feran replied. "But more will be ready soon."

   "Who should we send to lead them, if the battle comes before the remaining warriors arrive?" Menimeth asked.

   "Javen will be the one to go." Feran said. "But he has more than one reason to do so."

   "I will speak with Gareon about the men who wish to join the guard." Menimeth said. "You should have the first army prepare to leave for Argnon."

   "Commander Fracher is the man you need to speak with." Feran told his friend and king. "He is the camp commander now, and speaks for the men."

   "Then that is who I will speak with." Menimeth said. "If things work out right, you will be their commander when they depart for the west, and Kyler will command the forces of the realms when they arrive."

   "What of Commander Fracher?" Feran asked. "He is the camp commander."

   "But you are now his commander." Menimeth said. "We will need to replace the captain emblem you now wear, for the commander emblem, right away."

   "Commander?" Feran asked. "Of the Dragon Guard?"

   "Yes, and Kyler as well as Javen will need to change their emblem also. You three will be my generals in the field of battle."

   "What of me?" Litlorn asked, with a hurt look on his face. "Where shall I be when the fight takes place?"

   "You will be with Darik, Donderan, and I, in the Castle." Menimeth told the Elf. "We will attack from the front."

   "And what of Danorathin?" Litlorn asked. "Will you not fight from the back of your dragon?"

   "Not until later in the battle." Menimeth told his friend. "First we must take care of the siege weapons they have built."

   "That will be fun." Litlorn said, but believed it would be anything but, fun.

   "I must speak with Commander Fracher." Menimeth said, as he stood from the table. "I will speak with you later this evening."

   Feran followed Menimeth out the door, and walked to the garrison to carry out his king's orders. Javen was at the training grounds designed for the cavalry, and taught them the things Menimeth had taught him about horses. All of the men were taught to ride, and fight from the back of a horse, but no cavalry would be formed until sometime after the west was secure. Still, the men would ride into battle in the west, because all of the warriors of the empire would fight that way.

   Kyler worked with the men at using the bow, because all of them would carry one into battle as well. That was another part of what Menimeth believed would be the power of the empire, and the best way to win a battle. Menimeth wanted warriors on horses, who could use their bows as they attacked, and then cut the enemy down with swords and spears, as they crashed into, and through them.

   Feran sent for Javen and Kyler to return to the garrison, and he relayed the order to them when they arrived. It would take several days to get the men ready to travel, and on their way west, but Javen would keep up the training until Menimeth gave the order to leave.

   Menimeth was with Commander Fracher for a long time, and when he emerged from the camp, he called his dragon. Danorathin landed in the great road, and Menimeth walked from the camp, and climbed onto the back of his dragon. All of the men watched as the dragon leapt into the air, and was out of sight within seconds. Menimeth went south first, but before he was back in Glansford, he would have seen all three regents of the northern, southern, and eastern realms. The forces they were to contribute to the battle would be leaving for Glansford soon, and then they would continue on to Argnon.

   The day was waning when Feran walked from the city of Glansford, across the great road, and into the garrison. It was his job to work with the swordsmen, but was not needed all of the time. He only needed to train the accomplished swordsmen, and let others train the rest. He tried to be there as much as he could, but he had other duties to perform as well. Running an army was the hardest job that he had ever tried to do, but he was getting better at it daily. Javen and Kyler waited for him inside, and the three commanders walked across the great road, and into the Sword and Dragon.

   Menimeth entered the tavern minutes later, and sat with his friends at their table in the corner. Farlin walked to the table and placed a mug of his best ale on the table for each of them.

   "I don't guess my inn in Argnon will survive the battle." He said as he placed the last of the mugs on the table. "But I will rebuild it if I have to."

   "I do not expect the town to be lost." Menimeth said. "And when this is over, the western realm will grow in population."

   "And a good inn will be needed in more places than just Argnon." Farlin said. "I must get back to my patrons, but I will think about that."

   "Is there a chance that the town will be lost?" Javen asked, when Farlin was gone.

   "Yes, It is possible." Menimeth replied. "But it will be rebuilt if it is, and better than before."

   "What of the western realm?" Javen asked. "Are the towns to the south safe?"

   "Only if we stop the enemy at Argnon." Menimeth replied.

   "The towns to the north of Argnon will surly not survive." Kyler said. "We will not be able to prevent that from happening."

   "I am afraid you are right." Menimeth replied. "But we will do what we can."

   The men sat in silence for a while, and drank their ale slowly. Thoughts of the battle that was to be fought at Argnon, was on all of their minds, and the losses they would endure as well.

   Over the next three days, the men of Commander Fracher's camp were given the armor of the Dragon Guard, and by the forth day after they had joined the guard, the men of the camp dressed in the colors of the empire, and wore the cloak and sash as well. Menimeth believed they needed to train together for several weeks before they could be sent west to fight in the battle, because he needed a force that could fight as a group, and limit the casualty's sustained on the battlefield. Besides, it would take several days to get the horses needed for all of the men.

   Javen, and the fifteen hundred warriors he commanded, departed Glansford that morning for the west. All of the men, carried bows, swords, and spears, but they all carried a shield of purple with the golden dragon on the face as well. Wearing the colors of the empire, and with the purple sash around their waist, they rode out of the garrison and turned west. The line of men in ranks as they rode out of the garrison and onto the great road, was a sight not seen for more than five hundred years.

   It would not take them more than five to six weeks to reach Argnon, and set up their camp. Ten of the scouts from Commander Fracher's camp went with them, to gather the information about the enemy's forces as they advanced on Argnon. Menimeth needed to know more about the enemy, and the route they intended to take. He did not believe that they would use the great road, because the empire could stop them at the bridge over the Grayling River. The river was much easier to cross in the north where it was the shallowest, and where many fords were found. That is where they would cross the river Menimeth thought, but from which direction would they approach the castle at Argnon.

   Menimeth walked through the training grounds of the new recruits, and watched as they trained. One of the men stood out above the rest as a man who knew how to use a sword, and was better than the instructor who taught him. He did not carry the sword that was given to him by the empire, but carried his own instead. He wore the armor of the empire as if he was born to it, and he carried his own bow.

   Wishing to see the man in action, Menimeth arranged for the men to fight in mock combat. The man defeated all of his opponents, and so the instructor was sent in to fight him. Menimeth was impressed by the skill the man used to defeat the instructor, but not the way he mocked his opponents. He angered those he fought, which gave him the advantage, but Menimeth wondered what he would do if the opponent did not get angry

   Menimeth pulled one of his swords from its scabbard and approached the swordsmen.

   "You fight very well." Menimeth said to the man. "But you use an old trick that will not work on some warriors."

   "It is just faster to taunt them into making a mistake." The man said.

   "And if they do not get angry when you taunt them, what will you do?" Menimeth asked the man.

   "It does not matter," The man said. "I have never met the man who could best me."

   "You have now." Menimeth said. "The question is, how good you really are?"

   "You have no shield to protect yourself." The man said. "You would not last long enough for it to be interesting."

   "I will use two swords." Menimeth said as he pulled his second sword from its scabbard. "You can use the shield."

   The man attacked with a move Menimeth had seen many times in the past by the outlaws in the White Kingdoms. He countered it easily, and with one sword in front of him and the other in back, waited for the next attack from his opponent. This stance confused the man, and he attacked with a lot more caution on his next attempt. Menimeth blocked every move the man made with only the sword he held in front of him, and made it look easy. The man taunted Menimeth as they circled each other, but it had no affect on the dragon rider, and so the man attacked again. This time Menimeth used both swords, and within seconds the man was disarmed, and a look of shock was on his face.

   "I have never seen such skill." The man said, as he retrieved his sword, and slid it back into its scabbard.

   "You are skilled, but with some instruction, you could be much better." Menimeth said.

   "I am called Tukhal, and I would know who bested me with a sword if I may"

   "He is the king of the empire, and that is his dragon." The instructor said, as he pointed to Danorathin who sat above the gate to Glansford.

   "You are the dragon rider?" Tukhal asked, worried he was in serious trouble for attacking the king, and saying the things he did to taunt him.

   "Yes, but I am still just a warrior of the empire." Menimeth said, and turned to walk back to the garrison. "Please follow me."

   Menimeth walked to the headquarters in the garrison, and into Feran's office followed by Tukhal. Feran sat behind his desk and looked at the two men as they entered, rising to salute the king.

   "I have found you a trainer." Menimeth said to Feran as they entered. "He is very good with a sword, and all other weapons I suspect."

   "That is good news indeed." Feran said, and looked at the man who was with his friend.

   "His name is Tukhal." Menimeth said. "And he carries his own sword and bow."

   "Where, if I may ask are you from?" Feran asked Tukhal.

   "Far to the south, in a place called The Hinderland." Tukhal answered. "It once traded goods with the empire of old."

   "What brings you so far from home, and why join the Dragon Guard?" Feran asked. "Does the Hinderland not have an army?"

   "The Hinderland is no longer a kingdom." Tukhal said. "And all that remains south of the empire are a few small villages. The stories have reached the villages there of the return of the dragon rider, and so I came to fight for him."

   "So you are here to kill solders of Arnoran?" Menimeth asked.

   "I do not like killing, and would do all I can to avoid it." Tukhal said. "But I will do whatever must be done for the empire."

   "What we need is someone who can train the men as they join the Dragon Guard." Feran said. "To prepare them to defend the empire."

   "That I can do." Tukhal said. "And would be honored."

   "Then you will start tomorrow morning." Menimeth said, and turned to Feran. "Have a room in the officers building assigned to him, he is now a Captain of the Dragon Guard, and will need the emblem of his rank."

   "I will see to it as soon as possible." Feran said, and rose to carry out his orders.

   Menimeth walked from the garrison, and across the great road to the dragon rider capital. Tomorrow he would scout the west and gather some information, but tonight he needed to rest.

   Menimeth and his dragon flew from the Dragon Tower the next morning, long before the sun was to rise. There was no sound to give them away as they slipped from the castle and made their way into the western realm. Today they were flying to the lands north of Argnon, and in the direction of the enemy camp in the northwest. It had been several days since they last flew across the empire, and he needed more information on the forces that they would face in the coming battle.

   There was no moon to see by, but Menimeth used the dragon sight spell, and was able to see as if it were still daylight. The land looked normal as it passed beneath them for most of the way across the realm. It was not until they reached the western part of the realm, that the houses and towns below were burned to the ground. Menimeth hoped that all of the people had fled from these towns, and that none had been captured or killed. The people of the empire were his biggest concern, and he did not want any harm to come to them.

   Danorathin gained altitude and was high overhead when they reached the distance needed to look down on the camp hidden among the trees. The fires of the solders were beginning to get bigger, as they prepared them for their breakfast, and there were more than he could count. A path was being cleared through the trees south of the camp, where the largest number of the fires were located, and it was well under way. It would not be more than a week before the way was clear, and they could begin to move the large pieces of the siege weapons from the trees. It would take another two to three months to reach the castle once they were clear of the trees, but they sent riders ahead, and burn everything they found along the way.

   Menimeth watched as a patrol rode into the camp and disappeared under the trees. Men began to move around their fires, and several hundred streamed into the clearing to the north. Menimeth could see the parts of the siege towers and the battering ram in the clearing, but could not tell what the other device was. The sun was just beginning to peek above the horizon when he turned his dragon southeast, and in the direction of the Dragon Tower.

   The day of the battle was getting closer, but Menimeth had the time he needed to get his warriors into position. He had more men than he expected for the defense of the west, but could not afford many losses. He spotted the enemy solders riding east as he passed high overhead, and wondered where they were headed.

   He was lost in thought when the rider came into view, and Danorathin dropped to the ground in front of him. The battle for the west was about to change, and the empire would have the advantage they needed. Menimeth did not know it yet, but this chance meeting would change the way the battle was to be fought, and the path the empire would follow when it was over.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   Eoavin watched as the solders of the mage king rode from the camp and turned east. He counted sixty men in the raiding party, but only around twenty of them were true horsemen. The remaining solders were those that could ride, but fighting from the back of a horse was another matter all together. It was the twenty men in front that were the horsemen, and they would be the hardest to defeat in a skirmish.

   Several times over the last few weeks the raiding party rode out, and each time more solders rode with them when they did. The raiding party was not as important as the progress of the woodcutters, since they cleared a path for the siege weapons, but they did represent a threat.

   Eoavin walked from the trees from which he had watched the camp, and mounted his horse. The raiding party would not reach his position for at least two days, but he would be far away by then. As he rode from the trees, and into the farmlands of the towns northeast of Argnon, he entered a burned out land. All of the fields were blackened, and the houses were nothing more than charred ruins. The few villages of this region, and the towns that supplied them, were all destroyed as well.

   He traveled east, and for several hours he saw the results of the raiding party, all around him. When he finely left that blackened and desolate land behind, and rode on in the direction of his objective, he was once again in the forests of the west. There were no more towns or villages this far north, and he did not believe the enemy would continue east for long. He decided to ride late into the night to put some distance between the raiding party and himself, but he would need to let his horse rest more and more until he stopped for the night.

   The time had come to send the information to Loren, and he needed to reach Rantinel, who waited in the camp by the Great North Road. From there, one of the runners would ride to the north, and give the message to Loren in the Elvin Kingdoms. He also needed to get word to the empire about the raiders north of Argnon, as well as the information he was sent to collect.

   It was late when he stopped for the night, and only a few hours remained before the sun would rise the next morning. He could no longer see the raiding party, but he knew they were behind him still. He slept in the trees for a few hours, but was up before darkness had been swept from the land. As the sun began to rise, Eoavin headed east once again, but did not get far before the sound of wings brought him to a stop. He turned back to the west, and in the direction of the sound, just as the dragon and his rider landed on the ground in front of him.

   "Good morning sir." The elf said to the dragon rider. "I am Eoavin, and you must be Menimeth."

   "It was the dragon that gave me away, was it not?" Menimeth asked with a smile. "Or was it the armor?"

   "No, it was Loren." The elf replied. "He said to look for you to show up when you were needed most."

   "Did he now?" Menimeth asked, surprised. "And what else did he tell you?"

   "That you had no scouts in the north to supply you with information." Eoavin replied.

   "He is a remarkable elf." Menimeth said. "And he is right."

   "That is why he sent us, to gather information about the enemy, and relay it to you." Eoavin said. "That is where I traveled when you arrived."

   "Then I am lucky to have seen you." Menimeth said to the elf. "For I fear I would not have been in Glansford when you reached it."

   "You have seen the raiding party that rides east?" Eoavin asked.

   "Yes, but they have already burned all the towns east of their camp." Menimeth replied. " They will not travel east long."

   "No, they clear a path for the main army and their siege weapons." Eoavin informed him. "But they will try to burn all the towns and villages west of Argnon."

   "Starting with the north." Menimeth said. "We must not let them go unopposed."

   "There is another scout in the west that is watching the camp to the south." Eoavin said. "And he has spoken with the cavalrymen in the red and white as well."

   "I will look for him after I have stopped at Argnon." Menimeth said. "Where can I find him?"

   "He is camped by a stream, which crosses the old west road in the north. It is the last bridge before the road ends." Eoavin replied. "And his camp is not far from the road."

   "What news do you have of the enemy camp?" Menimeth asked the elf.

   "They will be leaving the camp soon, and then they will head for Argnon when they do." The elf said. "They have four or five hundred horses, but I have only seen twenty men that were true horsemen."

   "They will walk to Argnon then." Menimeth said. "That is what I expected. We should have at least two months to gather our warriors and have them in place."

   "When they arrive, they will find that only the battering rams, and the towers will work." Eoavin said. "We have disabled the other weapons in the last few nights."

   "Will they be able to repair them?" Menimeth asked.

   "Yes, but they will not discover they have been disabled until they reach Argnon." Eoavin informed Menimeth. "And by then it will be too late."

   "That will give us an edge." Menimeth said. "If we strike at the right time."

   "At last count, there were more than five thousand men in the camp." Eoavin said. "But not all are fighters and archers. We counted nine mage's with them as well."

   "They will not be a problem." Menimeth said. "It is the leader that I worry about."

   "Yes, he is a harsh leader from what we have seen." The elf replied. "And so the solders will follow out of fear, but they will follow none the less."

   "Then I must see to the defenses of the castle." Menimeth said. "Thank you for the information, it may be the difference in the battle."

   "There is another matter we should discuss." The elf said. "There is a traitor in the castle."

   "Yes, we suspected there was, but could not find him." Menimeth said. "Captain Brannor still looks for him."

   "We have watched as he leaves the castle, and followed him to the ruins in the north. There he meets with a messenger, who then rides to the enemy camp in the northwest."

   "Do you know the identity of the traitor?"

   "Yes, it is the son of the regent. The one called Saesic."

   "That is a problem indeed." Menimeth said. "We will have to expose him to his father somehow."

   "Capture the messenger, and he will expose the son." Eoavin said. "The messenger despises the traitor, and has shown it."

   "First we must capture the messenger." Menimeth said.

   "There is always a messenger at the ruins, unless he is gone to report what the traitor has relayed to them." The elf said. "If he is not there, just wait. He will show up at the ruins again before long, or another messenger will take his place."

   "Thank you once again, Eoavin." Menimeth said. "You have done the empire a great service."

   "Farewell dragon rider, we shall meet again I think." Eoavin said, as he turned his horse east again, and was soon lost among the trees.

   Danorathin was on the way to Argnon seconds later, flying just above the treetops to avoid being spotted by the raiding party. Menimeth did not think they could see him from that distance, but he could not know what kind of magic they might be using. As the trees passed beneath them, and the sun began to climb in the morning sky, he noticed the horse at the ruins north of the castle. It was not from the garrison, and did not have any markings on it that would identify it as belonging to the realms. He could not see it clearly, but he believed it to belong to the messenger Eoavin had spoken of.

   Captain Brannor stood at the gates of the garrison, and was assigning the tasks for the day to his men when Danorathin landed. Menimeth dropped to the ground, and walked to the gates.

   "Welcome to Argnon sire." Captain Brannor said. "I will see your arrival is announced to Falendor at once."

   "There is no need for that." Menimeth replied. "I have come to speak with you, and not the regent."

   "This is a military matter I take it." Captain Brannor said.

   "Yes. A raiding party is burning the towns and villager to the north, and I would like to slow them down some."

   "Do you wish me to assemble the men?"

   "No, I only need twenty of your best archers, and some fast horses." Menimeth said. "I wish to strike, and move to a new location before the enemy can recover."

   "I will have them here within the hour, ready to depart."

   "Have them meet me at the ruins north of the castle." Menimeth said. "I have something I must do first."

   "We will be there when you arrive." Captain Brannor said. "And ready to fight."

   "There is a horse at the ruins, I wish you to see if you can catch the man who rides it." Menimeth said. "He is a servant of the mage king, if I am not mistaken."

   "We will catch him, and have him waiting for you when you arrive."

   "Then I will see you at the ruins." Menimeth said, and walked back to where Danorathin waited.

   While Captain Brannor gathered the archers, and led them to the ruins, Menimeth flew west. He reached the camp of the elf scout along the stream by the old road, and found him among the trees soon after. They talked for several minuets about the enemy camp, and the movements of its men. When the dragon rider was once again in the air, he was armed with the latest information available.

   Captain Brannor was waiting for him when he arrived at the ruins, along with the archers he had requested to set up the ambush. They had captured the enemy messenger, but could get nothing from him.

   "He will not talk." Captain Brannor said, talking about the prisoner.

   "He believes it was the traitor who told you where to find him."

   "Then we will use that to our advantage." Menimeth told his dragon. "But you will need to be the one to take him to Argnon, if we are to make this plan work."

   "I do not have to carry him in my mouth, do I?" The dragon asked.

   "No my friend, you do not."

   "Good, because this one, smells worse than the last one, and there is not enough water in the land to wash the taste from my mouth."

   "It does not matter." Menimeth said to the Captain. "I will use his horse for now, and have Danorathin take the prisoner to Argnon."

   "Someone will be there to take him to the dungeon." Captain Brannor said. "If he lands inside the garrison."

   The look on the prisoners face as the dragon reached out and grabbed him with a front claw, was one of pure fright. The men of the western realm could hear him screaming as the dragon leapt into the air, and they laughed as they turned north to set up the ambush.

   Danorathin caught up with Menimeth before they reached the first village, after dropping the prisoner off inside the garrison, and guided his master to the best place to attack the enemy. It was late in the day when they reached their destination and camped for the night, but the raiders had set up a camp as well, and would not reach them until midday of the following day. Menimeth did not hope to defeat the raiders, just to thin out their numbers, and retreat to set up another ambush farther south.

   The next morning, the men were ready soon after daylight, and waited for the enemy to arrive. The day went by slowly at first, but as the enemy drew nearer, time seemed to speed up. Menimeth stood with Captain Brannor and discussed the plans once again.

   "I will no longer need the horse." Menimeth told Captain Brannor. "From here on, I will be with my dragon."

   "We will take it with us." The captain replied. "I will not leave it for the enemy to use against us again."

   "Remember, only two arrows are to be fired before you and your men ride south to the next ambush site."

   "The enemy will be here in less than two hours." Danorathin said to his master.

"Then the time has come to return to me." Menimeth replied.
   "You have less than two hours." Menimeth said to Captain Brannor. "We will cover your retreat."

   The dragon landed, and seconds later they were in the air again. They were soon out of sight of the men, but were close enough to help if they were needed. The men were ready when the raiders reached the ambush site, but waited until the leaders had passed before attacking. It took less than ten seconds for the men to attack and begin the ride south, and by the time the raiders had regrouped and reached the place the attack had come from, the solders of the western realm were gone.

   Menimeth counted thirteen dead and several wounded, but the wounded were not hurt badly enough to hinder their ability to fight. Menimeth expected the raiders to chase their attackers, but they turned west instead. That route would not take them to any more towns or villages, but back to the camp of the enemy's main army.

   After watching the raiders long enough to be sure they were not trying to get behind their attackers, Menimeth returned to where Captain Brannor waited with the men.

   "The raiders have turned west again." He said, as he dropped from the back of his dragon. "They appear to be returning to the camp of the main army."

   "Then will they return with more men?" Captain Brannor asked.

   "No, I do not think they will leave the camp again, until their army begins to move east."

   "And how long do we have, until they do?"

   "Less than a week, but they will not be able to reach Argnon quickly pulling the siege weapons they have constructed." Menimeth said. "The raiders left their dead behind, so gather their horses, and strip them of their armor and weapons, then you can return to Argnon."

   "As you command sire." Captain Brannor said with a smile, knowing how much the warrior disliked the title. "We are forever in your debt, your majesty."

   "If he bows to me, eat him." Menimeth said as he turned to his dragon.

   The men started laughing when Captain Brannor hurried to his horse, and quickly mounted it.

   "You eat him, he is too old and he smells." Was Danorathin's reply, and Menimeth started to laugh as well.

   "What did he say?" Captain Brannor asked, when he realized the dragon had spoken about him.

   "He said you were too old, and you have a very bad odor about you," Menimeth replied, repeating what his dragon said.

   The men started laughing harder when the captain's smile suddenly disappeared.

   "I am not that old," He replied, and turned his horse in the direction if the dead enemy solders.

   The men followed their captain still laughing, as the dragon and his rider flew south, and out of sight.

   "We need to talk to Commander Rayden." Menimeth said to his dragon. "Take me to his camp."

   "It will not take long, he is not far."

   Within minuets they had crossed the Great Western Road, and were in the southern part of the realm. Menimeth could see the camp in the distance, and it was much larger than he had expected, stretching for more than a mile. The camp was set up in the military way, with the headquarters tent in the middle, and the smaller tents around it. A very large herd of horses grazed to the south, and were watched by several solders of the Lost Cavalry.

   Danorathin landed in the assembly ground that was in front of the headquarters, and Menimeth dropped to the ground just as Commander Rayden and Dorben walked from the tent.

   "How are you Commander?" Menimeth asked, as he walked to where the men stood at the entrance of the large tent.

   "We thought you would be here much sooner." Commander Rayden replied. "But we are doing well."

   "There have been many changes in the empire since last I saw you." Menimeth said. "And I have not been able to get here until now."

   "That is the way it is with kings." Captain Dorben said. "They are always needed."

   "The battle for the west is drawing closer, and it is you that will be needed soon." Menimeth told him. "I wish you to move your men to the south side of the town of Argnon, Commander. The enemy will leave their camp in the north, and began their advance on Argnon within a week."

   "It will take us two weeks to move the camp." The commander said. "Do we have the time?"

   "The enemy should not reach the castle for another two months." Menimeth replied. "But I wish all of our men in place before they arrive, to plan our defense."

   "You wish all of the patrols recalled?" Captain Dorben asked.

   "Yes, the only threat to the people of the empire is the enemy in the northeast, and they will not send men this far from the main army."

   "Then we shall recall the men, and move to Argnon right away." Commander Rayden said. "We will be there in two weeks or less."

   "Place your men in four different camps, and far enough south to avoid being detected from the road." Menimeth told the commander. "If one camp is seen, the others may still go undetected, and the spy might be captured easier."

   "We will do as you wish, and I will start sending the men in small groups right away." The Commander replied. "We will be ready when we are needed."

   "I will speak with you again when I have arrived with the Dragon Guard." Menimeth said. "And will make my plans for the defense of the west known then."

   "Then we will see you in Argnon." Commander Rayden replied.

   "Thank you for your time." Menimeth said, and turned to walk back to his dragon.

   It was late when Menimeth returned to the Dragon Tower, and the rest he knew he needed. Danorathin curled up in his favorite place while the dragon rider entered his rooms to remove his armor. The day was a success, but at what price he wondered. The enemy would be moving soon, and he needed all his warriors to be in the west before they reached Argnon.

   Battles often hinged on one or two heroic acts, or the defeat of a leader. Menimeth believed that if Chidren were to fall in battle, the rest would not be so eager to fight, and many lives would be saved. His old enemy was drawing closer, and Menimeth looked forward, to bringing his evil life to an end. Soon he would get his chance, but even he would be surprised by the events that would unfold to allow him to do so, but in the end, he must still defeat him.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   Valiny sat in the office his father once used, and thought about the solders he was sending west. He had already suffered more losses than the other realms combined, but his father had helped to create the problem to begin with. If Beloran had not stopped the other realms from helping Falendor when he first asked for it, the east would not be sending as many men west as it was. Now, eight hundred men would be riding to Glansford to join the forces the other realms sent, and then they would send men to the west to form an army.

   The summons was sent more than a week ago, but the last of the men were just arriving in the garrison. Within two days the men would be ready for the fight to come, and would begin the journey west. He ordered the banners of the realm to be left behind, but they were to dress in the colors of the east. The cloaks and sashes of the empire would be given to them at the garrison beside Corlindum, and anything else they would need, to fight for the king.

   Valiny walked from the office, and down to the garrison where his captain readied the men. Extra horses were being taken to the king for the new army that he built to protect the realms, and Valiny wanted to be sure that the best horses were taken. In the months since he became the regent, he grew richer than his father ever was, because, without the expense of trying to become the king, the realm spent far less money, and became much richer.

   Captain Sangrivol prepared the men of the east to ride from Grimmen. Most of the men were outside the garrison, but all of the officers were waiting inside, and Valiny took that opportunity to address them.

   "You men will be the ones who fight in the first great battle of our time. I do not know what fortunes will befall you, but I know you will be heroic in your efforts. I wish that I could lead you in this fight, and stand with you in your victory, but the king will not allow it. So it is up to you men, to defeat the enemies of the empire, and return to your homes as hero's."

   "We will not let you down, sir." Captain Sangrivol said. "We will depart at daybreak the day after tomorrow, and will not return until the battle is won, and the empire is free of its enemies."

   "May the Great Dragon Mother, Mithendral, watch over you in battle, and make you victorious." Valiny said. "The Dragon Lord calls, and we will answer."

   He used the old ways to send his men off to battle, and the old prayers to protect them. It was a dragon rider that would lead them, and it was the old ways that the dragon followed.

   Valiny returned to the offices in the castle, and the business of his realm. In two days his men would depart for Glansford and the garrison beside Corlindum, to fight against the enemies of the empire. Not since the end of the lesser wars more than five hundred years ago, were the solders of the realms forced to defend their land against an enemy. The war for the empire was beginning, and only a victory in the west would allow them to prepare for it. It was all up to the king now, and the fate of the realms was in his hands.

 
*****

 
   Borlund paced the floor often these days, and worried about his realm. The battle in the north was a success, and the brigands were all dead, but he still did not have enough solders to protect his lands. He was only sending two hundred men to Glansford, but that left him with only six hundred men to patrol all of the towns and villages of his realm. He did not really need them, because there were no more solders of the mage king in the realm, and even the bandits that had always been in the empire, stayed away from the roads and the people they once robbed.

   Hobie was the youngest son of the regent, and would lead the men to Glansford, and the army they were forming from the solders of the realms. He knew that he would be taking orders from one of the Dragon Guard, but he did not know which one it would be. He cared little who it was though, because the king had trained them, and that was good enough for him. The stories of the fair at Argnon were told all over the empire, and Hobie wished he could have been there to see it. The dragon rider was a true warrior, and he admired him very much.

   This was the first real battle he was to fight in, and the enemy was far bigger in number than any, he had ever faced before, but he was not worried. His men were well-trained fighters, and he had trained with them for most of his life.

   Borlund waited in his office for his son, and paced the length of the room. He did not want Hobie to lead the men into battle, because he was afraid his son would not return. He did not understand why he felt he had to fight in the west, when he should stay and protect his home. He knew the allure of the warrior life could capture a man, and he knew it was not an easy life, but some men were born to it, and Hobie was one of those men. He seemed as if he paid little attention during training, distracted easily by the slightest thing, but he never missed anything the instructors said or did. He defeated his foes in training quickly, using the methods the instructor taught, which always surprised them.

   "Must you lead the men in this battle?" Borlund asked his son when he walked into the room.

   "You know I must." Hobie said. "The men deserve to be represented by their regent, and it is my place."

   "You could stay here and protect our realm."

   "By fighting in the west, I am, helping to protect the realm." Hobie pointed out. "If we lose the western realm, the north is sure to follow."

   "That is why we send the solders to Glansford." Borlund said. "So the west will not be lost."

   "And they will fight better with me at their side." Hobie said. "And we will return victorious."

   "If you must go, then take the sword of our ancestors with you." Borlund said, and handed his son the ancient sword of their realm." It has served our family well for many generations, and its magic is still strong."

   "Thank you father." Hobie said, as he took the sword. "I will return it when the battle has been won."

   "You are to wear the colors of our realm when you go, but you are not to take our banners with you." Borlund said. "Those were the kings instructions."

   "Then we shall follow the kings instructions." Hobie replied. "And we will be leaving at first light."

   "Travel well my son, and watch out for the men on the battlefield, they will look to you for strength."

   "Thank you father. I will see you when we return." Hobie said, and walked from the office.

   The next morning, the men departed the city of Venteno as the sun was rising. They were dressed in the colors of their realm as the king requested, and the people cheered them as the rode from the city. Hobie felt the sun on his face, and the wind at his back, as they made their way south to the garrison at Glansford.

   It was a grand adventure that he was on, but the battle at the end would not be so grand. Some of the men would not be returning from the battle in the west to be with their families, but he tried not to think about it. That was the way of war, and solders learned to live with it.

 
*****

 
   Thadric walked into the garrison just outside the castle at Magdrin, to talk to Captain Quinly about the men he was leading to Glansford. When he found the captain, he was turning command of the garrison over to the officer he had chosen to replace him, while he was gone.

   "Captain Quinly, you are to wear the colors of our realm proudly, but the banners of the southern realm must stay behind." Thadric said. "You will be fighting under the kings banner, and will represent the empire in this battle."

   "We will still be fighting for our realm." The captain replied. "Regardless of whose banner we fight under."

   "I know you will make us proud." Thadric said. " Just bring as many men back as you can, we cannot afford to lose any of them."

"I will do my best, sir."
   "That is all I can ask." Thadric said. "You are to take extra horses with you, one per man. They are to be given to the king for his new army."

   "I will see to it sir." The Captain said. "Is there anything else?"

   "No, that is all. I will see you when your return." Thadric said, and walked from the garrison.

   Captain Quinly walked from the headquarters later that day, and was soon riding to where the men he was leading west, camped. The men had been in the camp for three weeks with nothing to do, and they were looking forward to the coming battle with the enemy. They had been fighting bandits for a long time, and were ready to end the threat once and for all, but were tired of waiting in the camp.

   "Have the men ready to leave first thing in the morning." He said to his camp commander. "The time has arrived, to make our way to Glansford"

   "The men will be glad to hear it, sir." The camp commander replied.

   "We will be wearing the colors of our realm, but the banners of the south, are to remain in Magdrin."

   "We are not to carry the banners of the realm?"

   "No, we will be fighting under the kings banner, and in the name of the empire." Captain Quinly said. "But we will still be representing our regent."

   "And our realm." The camp commander said. "The men will not let you down, sir."

   "And we must not let them down." Captain Quinly said. "We must do all we can to give them the best chance of returning home."

   "You have always done that sir, and the men know it. They fight for you more than for their regent, or their realm."

   "But now they must fight for the empire, and the lands within its borders." The captain said. "The men they will fight beside in this battle were once considered enemies, and I worry that the old scars have not all healed."

   "But we have a king and dragon rider to rule the empire again, and the old scars died with Beloran."

   "Most of them did, but there are still those who hate each other from those years of conflict." Captain Quinly said. "And the border clashes between them."

   "Everyone was afraid of Beloran for so long, it is hard to believe he was killed by a boy." The camp commander said.

   "A boy that shows no fear." Captain Quinly said. "I was there that day, and watched him kill the regent."

   "Was it as easy as the stories suggest?" The camp commander asked.

   "Easier." Captain Quinly replied. "When the king turned to address his men, Beloran attacked him with a belt knife. The boy did not hesitate, but pulled his knife and with one quick move, ended the threat and the regent, at the same time."

   "What a sight it must have been." The camp commander said. "I would love to have been there."

   "In that one day, the empire went from the ashes of its decline, to the prospect of being the great empire that it once was. On that day, the second age of the empire began."

   "And we will fight to protect it." The camp commander said. "Are there any other orders, sir?"

   "Yes, all of the men are to take an extra horse with them. We are to give them to the king for the new army."

   "There is a new army?

   "Yes, and they need horses." Captain Quinly said. "Have them ready at first light, the morning after next, and I will see you then."

   "I will see to it right away sir." The camp commander said, and turned to leave.

   "There is one more thing." Captain Quinly said. "Have the men polish their armor, we will ride through Magdrin on the way to Glansford, and I want them to look their best when we do."

   "Yes sir." The commander said, and walked into the camp.

   Captain Quinly watched as the camp commander walked through the camp, and the men began to carry out his orders as he passed them. Some worked at polishing their armor, while others began to prepare to depart, but all of them were smiling as they did. Soon enough, the reality of the battle for Argnon would sink in, but for now, let them remain excited, he thought.

   The next morning, as the sun began to rise, the solders began their journey north. Captain Quinly was in front of the precession, and led the five hundred men he commanded through the city of Magdrin. The people, who lined the streets that had come to see them off, cheered them as they passed through the city. When they returned they would by revered as heroes, but for now, the journey had just begun.

 
*****

 
   Falendor entered the cell in which the captured messenger of the enemy was being held, and looked at the man with contempt. The dragon had scared him badly, and it was days before the man could talk. The regent could wait no longer for information, and was there to interrogate him personally.

   "What were you doing at the ruins?" Falendor asked him. "And do not lie to me or I will give you back to the dragon."

   "You would not do that, you need me." The man said.

   "I do not need you if you do not tell me what I want to know." Falendor said. "We have enough people to feed, and you are not one of them. If you will not talk, we cannot afford to keep you alive."

   "You cannot just kill me." The man said. "I am a prisoner of war."

   "You are dressed as a brigand and we execute them all the time." Falendor said. "But you might make a meal for the dragon."

   No, no, I will tell you what you want to know. Just keep it away from me."

   "What were you doing in the ruins?" Falendor asked again.

   "Waiting for the traitor to bring the information he was ordered to gather."

   "How long have you been meeting this traitor?"

   "For over a year now." The prisoner replied. "He is the reason we chose the west to attack."

   "What was your agreement with him?" Falendor asked. "What was he to receive for his betrayal?"

   "He believed he was to rule the west, but he was to be killed when the castle was ours."

   "Who is this traitor who conspires against me, and wishes to rule my realm?"

   "Your son, Saesic." The prisoner said. "It was his plan to use us as brigands."

   "Saesic!" Falendor said surprised.

   He could not believe what he heard from the enemy messenger, and the thought of his son as the traitor was a shock.

   "Yes, your son planned your death, and he may yet succeed." The prisoner said.

   Falendor looked at the man, and for a second, wanted to kill him himself. The smile on his face made the regent even madder, and as he turned and walked from the cell, he spoke to the guard.

   "Kill him." Falendor said. "That way, my demise will not happen in his lifetime."

   "Yes sir." The guard said, and pulled his sword from its scabbard, and entered the cell.

   "No, you can't do this." The prisoner pleaded. "I am just a messenger."

   "A messenger for the wrong side." Falendor said, and walked down the hallway and away from the screaming man.

   "No, you can't, its." That was all he heard from the prisoner, before the screams became louder.

   Falendor walked from the dungeon as the screams of the dying prisoner began to fade, and ordered his son brought to him. The castle was searched, but Saesic was nowhere to be found, inside, or out. He would learn the truth one way or another, Falendor thought, but he would have to find his son first. It was not until later that day that he discovered his oldest daughter had known, but was afraid to tell anyone. How something like this could have happened he did not know, but he would see that it never happened again

   When the realm was once again safe, he would look for his son, but he did not believe he would be found easily. He should have seen it coming, but loved his son too much to believe him capable of such an evil act.

   Events were unfolding that would change the empire, and Falendor would be one of the men it changed. He could not know how much, but he would find out soon enough, and he would never be the same.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   It was late in the day when the last tree was felled, and the woodcutters returned to the camp. Tomorrow they would prepare the logs for use on the towers, and all of the stumps and large rocks would be removed from the path they had cleared. Mareston walked into the headquarters where Chidren waited, and gave him the news.

   "The way will be cleared within the next two days."

   "Two days, are you sure?" Chidren asked, as he looked up from the map on the table.

   "The last tree was felled today, and a few large rocks and some stumps are all that remain."

   "Are the siege weapons finished?"

   "All but the sides of the towers." Mareston replied. "And they can be completed along the way."

   Chidren stood from the chair, and walked to the entrance of the tent. He spoke to the guards there, and returned to where Mareston waited by the table.

   "Have the men prepare to break down the camp. I want them to be ready to leave within one hour of the order to depart."

   "Do you want the siege weapons moved south, in preparation for the order to leave?" Mareston asked, "It would save us several hours."

   "Do it." Chidren said. "And report to me when it is done."

   Mareston walked from the headquarters, and looked at the rotting corpse of Avren. He was the last man hung from the tree, and he of all the men there, deserved it most. The order was given to the men to start breaking camp, and to be ready to move out quickly when the order came. They would no longer travel as brigands, but would carry the banners of the mage king in this conquest.

   It took the rest of that day to move the siege weapons south, and have them ready to go when the way as clear. He would have them pulled out into the open land when the last of the stumps were cleared, to make way for the supply wagons that would follow.

   Gaston rode into camp two days later, with thirteen fewer men than what he had departed with, just as the camp was preparing to leave. Chidren was furious, but it did not change his plans for the assault other than to delay their departure for another day.

   Mareston stood in the headquarters, which was to be the last tent to be loaded on the supply wagons, and waited for his orders. Gaston was gathering his cavalry together, and would be ready to leave with the first light of the early morning, along with the rest of the army. Chidren studied the map laid out on the table, and after several minutes, spoke to Mareston.

   "We will move the men east until we reach the fords of the Grayling River, and after we have crossed it, we will turn southeast."

   "You do not wish to use the road, as Avren had planned?" Mareston asked.

   "No, we would be caught on the wrong side of the river, and would lose far too many men trying to cross the bridge."

   "I agree. The fords are the most defendable place to cross, and the straightest route to the castle." Mareston said. "We will save several weeks that way."

   "How fast can we move the siege weapons?" Chidren asked. "Can they keep up with the army?"

   " We have enough horses to pull them and the supply wagons." Mareston said. "They will keep up as long as the land in level."

   "Then we start at first light." Chidren said. "Inform the men."

   "Right away sir." Mareston said, and walked from the tent.

   Gaston arrived not long after Mareston had gone, and found Chidren at the table looking at the map once again.

   "The men will be ready to ride when you give the command." He said. "The horses are fed and watered, and they will be rested by morning."

   "We will leave at first light, and you will ride ahead of the army to stop any ambushes that may have been planned for us along the way." Chidren said. "But do not stray far from the main forces."

   "Do you expect them to mount some kind of resistance?" Gaston asked. "To try to defeat us before we can reach the castle?"

   "No, I do not believe they have enough men to fight outside of the castle walls. We should out number them three to one, even if all of the realms send their solders."

   "What of the stories of the dragon and his rider?" Gaston asked. "Do they not worry you at all?"

   "Arnoran destroyed all of the dragons over five hundred years ago, and no one has seen one since." Chidren said. "Now we are here, and the realms wish to frighten us off with stories of dragons and riders. If the dragons had returned to the empire, they would have attacked us by now. No, I do not believe the stories are true, and we will take Argnon none the less."

   "We will be ready at first light." Gaston said, and turned to walk from the tent.

   "One more thing." Chidren said, as Gaston was about to leave. "Assign another officer to lead the cavalry from the front. I want you and your men to ride in the rear of your cavalry, in case there is another ambush, and report all that happens back to me."

   "As you command." Gaston said, and walked from the tent.

   Chidren thought the western realm would have men at the bridge across the Grayling River to keep him from crossing, and would be that much weaker when he reached the castle. The thought that they would not did not occur to him, and he made special planes to trap the men when they returned to the castle, and kill them all. He wanted a complete victory, and a lot of prisoners to torture and kill, to keep the people in line. He did not want any of the defenders to escape into the east, to fight him again later, and he planned to surround the castle to prevent it. Once the west was cut off from the other realms, he would be able to take the castle easily, and at his leisure.

   The next morning Chidren was up before the sun by more than an hour, and ate his breakfast before ordering the tents disassembled, and packed on the supply wagons. Today he would start the men east, and the siege weapons would follow, but he would see to it that they kept up with the army.

   Gaston rode up to his commander just as Mareston arrived, and dismounted as the old solder reached the fire.

   "The time has come for us to leave." Chidren said. "Give the order to break down the camp and be ready to go within the hour."

   " The men have already done that, and are ready to depart when you give the order." Mareston said. "They are eager to begin the assault."

   "And what of your cavalry?" Chidren asked Gaston. "Are they ready as well?"

   "Yes sir, the scouts have been sent out ahead, and the men wait by the siege weapons." Gaston said.

   "Then we leave now." Chidren said, as he stood and kicked dirt onto the fire, before walking to his horse.

   It took more than three hour for all of the men to leave the camp, and begin the march to Argnon. When they did, they marched as an army of the mage king, and carried his banners. The solders marched in ranks, and the precession stretched for more than a mile. Chidren rode in the middle of the army so he could see both ends, and make sure the siege weapons kept up.

   Gaston rode ahead of the main army, and looked for ambushes along their chosen path. He had outriders at first, but Chidren did not believe the empire could afford to attack them so far from the castle, and ordered the outriders to return to Gaston. He would allow them to do their job when they were closer to the castle, but for now, they were to stay with the cavalry.

   Mareston rode up and down the ranks, and kept the men moving at the same pace, all day. It was not a fast pace, but the men had not marched for many months, and needed to speed up slowly. They were still several days from the fords when the day ended, and were forced to make camp for the night. Chidren expected it to take a week or more to get that far, but wanted to reach the fords sooner. He was still angry that the plans had to be changed, because the men who were sent to kill the warrior in the dragon armor did not succeed. How could just one warrior be so hard to kill, he wondered.

   Gaston was the last man to enter the camp that night, and the first to leave the next morning. He ate a cold breakfast with his men, and rode out as the sun was rising to clear the way, and to be sure they were on the path he had marked while on the raids. After three days of traveling on level ground, the land began to rise slowly, and the siege weapons began to fall behind. For the next two days, the army moved slower than Chidren wanted, and he was growing angry when the land finely began to slope downhill once again.

   Several times, they passed through the forests of the western realm as they neared the fords, where a path large enough for the siege weapons had already been cleared. The men moved easily through the countryside, but the siege weapons did not. It was ten days after leaving the camp in the west before they reached the fords, and made their camp on the western side. It was close enough to dark not to matter, and they needed to move the siege weapons in the daylight.

   The river was up slightly, and it was moving swiftly, but the mage's could solve that problem Chidren thought. As long as the bed of the river remained solid, the siege weapons could be moved across with little trouble, and the men would soon follow.

   He would have to do something to speed up the siege weapons if he was to reach Argnon within the two months he wanted. He was already several days behind, and believed it was unacceptable. When Gaston reached the camp he would talk with him, but first it was Mareston he wanted to see.

   "Why do the Siege weapons fall behind?" Chidren asked. "You said they would keep up."

   "It is the green wood placed on the tower platforms." Mareston replied. "It causes the wheels to sink too deep for the horses to pull easily."

   "Then use more horses." Chidren said. "We will not reach the castle within the time allowed at this pace."

   "We have no more horses in which to pull them." Mareston explained to his commander. "All of the horses are used by the

cavalry."

   "What are our options?" Chidren asked, but knew the answer before it had been given.

   "We will need more horses, if we are to reach the castle in time." Mareston said. "All other options will require a delay in the attack."

   "You will have your horses, just see that there are no more delays." Chidren said. "Or you will be held responsible."

   "I will see that they keep up with the army." Mareston said, "The ground should level off again in a few days, and we will not need the extra horses once we are within two weeks of the castle. That is where the land begins to fall, and it is downhill the rest of the way to Argnon."

   "Keep them until we reach the castle." Chidren said. "I do not want to lose anymore time than we have already."

   Gaston arrived as Mareston was leaving, and waited until the old solder was gone before speaking.

   "All is clear for several miles." Gaston reported. "There is no sign of the enemy that we can see."

   "I need fifty of your worst riders to give up their horses, to help pull the siege weapons for the next few weeks." Chidren informed his captain. "When we reach the castle, they will be given back to you, along with the horses that pull the wagons and siege weapons now."

   "I will see to it right away." Gaston said. "Fifty men will not make much difference in the march to the castle."

   "You can use the outriders again if you wish." Chidren said, "We are close enough now that the empire may get brave and try another ambush."

   "We will be ready for them if they do." Gaston assured his commander. "We will not be caught off guard again."

   The next morning, the siege weapons and the wagons were moved across the ford early with the help of magic. The men followed, and the army was several miles away by the end of the day. With the extra horses to pull them, the siege weapons had no problem keeping up with the army, and Chidren appeared content.

   The army of the mage king now traveled at the pace Chidren wanted, and they encountered no resistance along the way. Chidren believed he would reach Argnon weeks before the empire expected him, and would catch them unprepared when he did. He would be the one who delivered the lands of the empire to Arnoran, and he would be richly rewarded for his deeds. Soon, the beginning of the end for the empire would begin, and he would be the one who had brought them to their knees when it was over. Soon, he thought.

 
*****

 
   Fagerin watched in fear, as the warriors dressed in the purple and gold of the empire appeared on the road in the east. He was making his way to the road from his camp, to travel farther west, but only reached the brush at its edge when the warriors appeared. He quickly crawled under the brush to avoid detection, and was unable to move until they had passed.

   He looked around as he crawled from under the brush, and made sure the warriors were out of sight before he stepped out onto the road. He could no longer continue on in his intended direction, because the warriors of the empire now stood between him and freedom. The north was empty and not an option, and he could not return to the east for fear of being recognized, so in the end he traveled south. That was a place where he could hide for a while, and wait out the changes the empire was going through.

   It may be the time to change professions he thought to himself, as he walked to his camp to retrieve his horse and supplies. He had enough gold to last him for a very long time, and good information was harder to get lately. After carefully looking down the road in both directions, he crossed to the southern side, and disappeared into the trees. He had never been to this part of the empire, but knew there were towns farther south and east, and that is where he headed.

   This part of the western realm was one of the thickest and overgrown areas in the empire, and little progress was made for several days. Fagerin worked his way southeast as best he could, but found himself leading his horse more than riding it. The farther southeast that he went, the thicker it became until he was making less than a mile a day. He began to worry that he would be trapped in the thicket, and in desperation, lunged through a wall of brush and brambles.

   What he found beyond the wall of brush caught him off guard, and he stood there, frozen in amazement at the sight. The brush and brambles ended abruptly, and he could see the golden trees that grew in a ring in the middle of the glade. Deer and antelope grazed among the trees all around him, and a feeling of peace and tranquility came over him as he stood there. It was the last thing that he expected to find in this wild and overgrown region of the western realm, but it was a welcome sight after the last few days. It was a place of peace and beauty, and it made him feel much better about his plight, but it seemed very out of place with its surroundings. He did not know it then, but the glade would change his life forever, and he would become what he had started out to be in his youth. He would be known all across the empire within a few years, and in the lands beyond as well.

 
*****

 
   Saesic watched from his window as the dragon landed in the garrison, and dropped the captured man to the ground. The sight of the dragon earlier that morning had caused him to worry about his plans to rule the realm, and now the messenger from the ruins had been captured.

   The prisoner would talk, he had no doubt about that, and all of his plans would be found out. He would have to leave the castle for a while, but he would return when the battle was over, and take his place as the regent.

   He walked from the window, and opened the secret passage beside the fireplace that he had found as a boy. Closing the door behind him, he made his way to the small door at the back of the castle, where he gathered the supplies he had stored there for just such an occasion, and walked to the horse he had hidden in the trees. It did not take long for him to saddle the horse, and he was soon ready to ride from the castle, but was not sure where to go. The battle was coming, and he wanted to be close enough to return when it was over, but far enough away to avoid being captured, himself.

   Saesic rode south across the great road, and through the town of Argnon, before riding into the trees and turning southeast. He rode to a camp he had hidden on a hill several miles from the castle, where he could watch the coming battle in relative safety. The trees had been cleared well back from the castle, to create open ground for the enemy to have to cross to reach the walls, and give the defenders a larger kill zone. From his vantage point on the distant hill, Saesic could see the entire area around the castle, and would watch the battle as it unfolded.

   Three escape routes were planned for if the battle was lost, but he did not believe the empire could stop the forces that would face them. The dragon was a big problem, and the warrior that was his rider proved hard to kill, but he believed the forces of the mage king to be too strong for even the dragon rider.

   He had not been able to get the information to the messenger before he was captured, but the camp in the northeast did not know that. As long as the messenger was dead, he could tell them anything he wished and no one could dispute it. Everything seemed to be proceeding according to his plans, except the capture of the fool at the ruins, but it was a minor set back he thought. Soon his father's reign would come to an end, and his would begin, all he had to do was, wait.

   He had several camps hidden south of the great road, and most had enough supplies in them for several weeks. He gathered them all together and returned them to his camp on the hill. Now he had enough supplies to last him for several months, but he did not expect to be there for that length of time. He expected the castle to be taken within days of the arrival of army in the north, and his father's fate sealed soon after.

   As the days passed, and the battle drew nearer, he would not be so confident as he was now. The events he would witness in the days to come would change everything, and he would have to make a choice, but it would not be an easy choice to make, and he would find that out soon enough.






 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   Menimeth walked through the doors of his rooms, and out into the courtyard where his dragon waited, as the gray of early morning began to chase away the darkness that shrouded the land. Several minuets later the dragon was in the air, and headed for the entrance to the city. Danorathin landed in front of the Sword and Dragon as he usually did, but did not sit above the gates of the city to wait for his master. Instead, he disappeared into the wild lands in the north, and did not return for some time. When he did, he went to the Dragon Tower to curl up in his favorite corner, and go to sleep.

   Menimeth followed the aroma of Blackbeer as it drifted through the morning breeze, and entered the tavern of his friend. Farlin worked behind the bar, getting the mugs cleaned and ready for the morning crowd, and he greeted the dragon rider when he entered.

   "You look like you could use a steaming mug of Blackbeer." He said, as he poured the mug, and walked to the table Menimeth used when he was there.

   "You are right about that." Menimeth replied, following the innkeeper to the table. "It was a long day yesterday, and a short night."

   "This will help to get the morning started." Farlin said, as he placed the mug in front of the chair that the dragon rider always used. "It is from the latest batch brewed this morning."

   "Just what I needed." Menimeth said, as he lifted the mug. "Thank you Farlin."

   "Anything for the king." Farlin replied with a smile, and walked back to the bar, and his work.

   Menimeth sipped from his mug, and the weight of the empire seemed to melt away for a time. The aroma of the drink, and the warmth of the fire which burned in the fireplace, added to the peaceful atmosphere of the tavern, and the dragon rider enjoyed every second of it.

   Eventually the tavern began to fill with the usual patrons of the morning, and Litlorn was the first of his friends to find him there.

   "Where in Donderan?" Menimeth asked, as the elf took his seat, and sipped from his mug. "I have not seen him since before the battle in the north."

   "Who knows? That dwarf disappears all the time." Litlorn replied. "He could be anywhere."

   "I had hoped he would join us in Argnon." Menimeth said. "But one dwarf will not make that much of a difference, I guess."

   "You never know with Donderan." Litlorn said. "He may yet show up."

   "If he does, he had better do it soon." Menimeth said. "We will be leaving for the west when the solders of the remaining realms arrive."

   "He will turn up again when you least expect him." Litlorn said. "He is funny that way."

   Feran, and the men he commanded through Commander Fracher, rode from Glansford later that morning. Two days had passed since the ambush on the raiders, and Menimeth needed them in the west as soon as they could get there. He believed that they still needed training to fight from the back of a horse, in the way the Dragon Guard would fight, but it would have to wait until they arrived in the west. He did not know when the forces of the northern and eastern realms would reach Glansford, and he needed warriors near the castle at Argnon in case the enemy arrived early.

   The solders from the southern realm had arrived, with the horses Menimeth needed to replace the ones taken by the men of Feran's army. All of the warriors of the empire would ride into battle, for the tactical advantage that it gave them, as well as for the mobility, but that would leave too few horses for the men who still trained at the garrison. With the horses being sent by the eastern regent, and the ones being sent by the northern regent, they would have more then enough for the newer men to train with.

   The land around the dragon rider capital that was once overgrown from the walls to the great river, was now only dotted with trees, and the remains of many fires. The tents of the solders from the defeated kingdoms, replaced the brush and bracken that once filled the space east of the walls of Glansford, but even those had disappeared when the second army rode west. The men of the southern realm set up their camp close to the city walls, when the warriors Feran commanded were gone. Captain Quinly, as well as the other officers that were with him, were given rooms in the officer's barracks, while they waited for the solders of the other realms to arrive.

   Menimeth walked through the Dragon Tower, and into the offices that Brylen used to conduct the business of the empire. The prince of Davinly sat behind the desk, with a stack of parchments in front of him, and went through them methodically.

   "I am sorry I have kept you so busy." Menimeth said, as he walked through the door.

   "It is nothing." Brylen replied, and stood from his chair. "Just the daily business of the empire."

   "That stack of parchments is a daily occurrence?" Menimeth asked with a look of horror.

   "Well, yes, but they do not take that long to complete." Brylen replied. "It is the ones on the table, which take all my time."

   "There are more?" Menimeth asked, as he turned and looked at the table against the wall.

   The table was more than six feet long, and was stacked with various parchments from one end to the other. Each stack was three times taller than the one on Brylen's desk, and Menimeth could not believe his eyes when he saw them.

   "You cannot do all this by yourself." Menimeth said. "And there are people in the refugee camp that could help. You should use as many as you can."

   "I could use the help." Brylen agreed. "But I do not have the time to waste looking for them."

   "I will send them to you, and you can decide where to use them." Menimeth said. "Those you do not need in the offices, you can have

assigned to other positions elsewhere in the castle."

   "We do need the help." Brylen said. "In many different areas of the castle."

   "Then I will start sending people as soon as I can."

   "What I need is someone who knows from experience the kind of people we are looking for." Brylen informed the dragon rider. "Someone who has lived in a castle."

   "I think I can find someone with that background." Menimeth replied. "And that should help you to take care of the empire while I am in the west."

   "As long as you are not gone too long." Brylen said. "There are decisions only you as king can make."

   "I have taken care of the ones that you sent to my office." Menimeth informed Brylen. "And you can send someone to pick them up when you get the time."

   "What do I do in the unlikely event that you do not return from the west?" Brylen asked. "It is something that all kings who go to battle, must consider."

   "If I do not return form the battle, Chanry will become the king."

   "The boy?" Brylen asked, surprised by the choice.

   "He is more than he appears." Menimeth replied.

   "Then it will be as you command." Brylen said, and wrote down the information on a parchment he took from the desk. "But still, it would be best if you returned, to keep the empire running smoothly."

   "I will try to survive the battle." Menimeth said, with a very serious look. "If it will help to reduce your stack of parchments."

   "You are not so funny as you think." Brylen said with a grin. "Now go find me some help."

   "Yes sir." Menimeth said smiling and turned to walk from the room.

   "Great, I come to work for the king, and he turns out to be the court jester." Brylen said. "With a dragon."

   Menimeth was laughing when he walked from the offices of the Dragon Tower, and made his way from the city. It was not long before Menimeth found Caladon and Banadar in the market, looking at the items for sale, as well as the girls who sold them. It was the first place that he looked, because it was where they were always found during the daytime.

   "You two can always be found here." Menimeth said, as he walked up behind them.

   "Did you know that you could purchase magical items, here?" Banadar asked with wide eyes. "They even have different powders and potions for almost everything you can think of."

   "I have seen things I never knew existed." Caladon added. "And things only heard about in stories back home."

   "Yes, the marketplace in Corlindum is the best in the empire." Menimeth said. "And everything in the empire is found here."

   "Everything is so grand in the empire from what we have seen, and we like it very much." Caladon said. "The cities are built to keep enemies out, and are much stronger than any cities we have seen before."

   "The defenses are well thought out, and any army that attacks these cities would not survive long." Banadar added. "Yes, it is very impressive indeed."

   "Glansford was built long before Corlindum, and it the strongest by far, but they are both well built." Menimeth agreed.

   "We have talked to our sister, and she agrees that we should stay." Caladon said. "Though we do not know what we will do."

   "We have no skills outside of the castle." Banadar said. "As prince's we were expected to be solders."

   "You are my guests for as long as you stay." Menimeth told them. "There is more than enough time to think about that later, besides I have a problem I had hoped you could help me with."

   "How may we help you?" Caladon asked. "You but need to ask."

   "The castle needs people to fill positions in many different areas. I need someone to talk with the people of the refugee camp, and send those that have the knowledge and wish to work, to see Brylen in the Dragon Tower."

   "That is easy enough." Banadar said. "Besides, there are pretty girls in the camp."

   "He did not ask us to find you a girlfriend." Caladon said. "He asked us to fine workers for the castle."

   "Pretty girls work in castles too." Banadar said defensively. "All castles have the prettiest girls, you know that."

   "That is true." Caladon said. "But it is not just the pretty girls we will talk to."

   "That is because the pretty ones will not talk to you." Banadar said. "You will have to stick to the ugly ones."

   "At least they will talk to me." Caladon said. "All the girls do to you is, laugh."

   "That is because they are speechless." Banadar said.

   "No, they just think you are funny looking." Caladon replied. "And so they laugh."

   "It is you they laugh at." Banadar said. "And your pony ears."

   "No, it is your dog face that does it." Caladon replied.

   Menimeth watched the brothers as they walked away, totally oblivious to all else around them, and in the direction of the refugee camp. They did not even realize that the dragon rider was no longer with them, and he smiled at their youthful antics. Turning, he walked from the market, and made his way to the garrison.

   Tukhal proved to be a very good trainer, and within days, the training grounds were transformed into the military camp it was designed to be. Menimeth made the decision to use the sashes as a way to show that a warrior's training was complete, and that he was a member of the Dragon Guard. Now he could tell who was available to fight for the empire, and who was not. Menimeth did not plan to take any more men from the new army west, but planned to use them to guard and protect the cities instead. Tukhal would have to run the garrison as well as the training grounds, and assign the warriors of the guard to duties until Menimeth could return. When he did return from Argnon, he would form the different parts of the Dragon Guard to be used to protect the empire, and the people who lived within its borders.

   Several days later, the two hundred men from the northern realm rode into the garrison, and Kyler sent them to set up their camp, beside those from the south. The horses that were sent to the king were led to the stables in the garrison, and would be used by those that had completed their training. Hobie was offered a suite in the Dragon Tower, but he refused, staying in the officers building instead. He would not accept special treatment until all of his men were out of danger, and the battle was over.

   Kyler worked with the solders of the northern and southern realms, and trained them to use the spear as well as the bow from horseback. He was surprised at how fast they learned to use the weapons, and how fast they could change from one to the other while attacking. Even though he had only a few days to train them before the solders of the eastern realm arrived, he was confident in their ability to fight as an army.

   When the solders of the east arrived, it did not take Kyler long to have them trained, even though he had little time to accomplish the task. By the time Menimeth was ready to leave for the west, the men of the three realms had become an army. They were all given the cloak and sash, as well as the weapons and shield of the dragon guard, and they were soon transformed into warriors of the empire.

   During the days they waited for the solders of the realms to arrive, Menimeth and his dragon made daily trips to the northeast, to check on the progress of the enemy. They marched east to the fords of the Grayling River as he expected, but took longer to reach them than they should have. He did not believe that their slow pace would continue, and was proven right after they crossed the fords. Adjustments were made, and the overly large siege weapons were able to move faster, which allowed the army to speed up as well.

   The solders of the east arrived in Glansford, two days before the enemy reached the fords of the Grayling River, and were trained and ready to depart the day the enemy began their crossing. When Menimeth returned to the Dragon Tower, he gave the order for Kyler to have the men ready the next morning, to begin the ride to Argnon. He knew that he would reach the castle weeks before the enemy, but he needed the time to familiarize the men with the battleground, and discuss the plans with all of the commanders at the same time.

   Javen was in command of the first army, and would be the first to reach Argnon. He was too set up his camp around the castle, and send out patrols to the north and west. Feran was in command of the second army, and was only four or five days behind Javen. He was too set up his camp in the trees east of the castle, and far enough away to be hidden from the eyes of any spies who reported to the enemy. Commander Rayden and the Lost Cavalry, was to have his men in several different camps south of the great road. His men were to patrol the lands around their camps, but were not to cross the great road until Menimeth gave the order to move as an army. Kyler would be in command of the third army, which was made up of the solders of the realms, and would be at the castle as well.

   The next morning before the sun was up, Menimeth sat in the Sword and Dragon with Litlorn, Darik, and Kyler, while the men were preparing to depart, and the packhorses were being loaded with all the items they would need for the days ahead.

   "I want the banners of the empire flown before us as we make our way to the west." Menimeth said to Kyler. "And the banner of the king, as well."

   "I have already sent for them." Kyler replied. "Even if you did not ride with us, you would still need them when you got to Argnon."

   "The enemy carries the banners of the mage king, and so you are right, I will need them at the battle." Menimeth replied.

   "A sight not seen for more than five hundred years." Litlorn said. "The banners of the Great Dragon Empire, against the banners of the mage king, in battle."

   "I fear it is only the beginning." Darik said. "Win or lose, he will never quit until he defeat's us, or he himself is defeated."

   "The empire was always the land that Arnoran wanted the most." Litlorn added. "But he believed the empire weak because he was given land to try to keep peace between them."

   "That was a mistake that will not be repeated." Menimeth assured them. "I will not allow him, or any who serve him, to enter the empire unopposed."

   "And we will be with you to oppose them." Kyler said. "Starting with those who think they can capture the castle at Argnon."

   "They will find it harder to capture than they expect I think." Litlorn said with a smile. "And they will find the empire is not as weak as they

believed."

   "But not before it is too late for them to do anything about it." Menimeth said. "The trap will have already been sprung."

   "If you can trap an army of five thousand." Kyler said, thinking out loud.

   "That is the only problem with the plan." Menimeth replied. "We have to hope they are arrogant, and believe their information is accurate to the end."

   "We will just have to help it along." Litlorn said. "Fool them into believing they were right."

   "That is my plan." Menimeth replied. "But we will need some luck to pull it off."

   "They were forced to change their plans, and attack Argnon before they wanted." Darik said. "The plan was to defeat some kingdoms far to the west of the empire, and use the men they captured to enlarge their army, to attack the empire from two different sides. They believe you to be very weak now, or they would not have changed their plans and attacked Argnon first."

   "They fear that I will unite the empire if they wait." Menimeth said. "But we will use their belief against them, and end the threat quickly."

   "The men are now ready to depart." Kyler informed Menimeth when the messenger arrived. "And the packhorses as well."

   "Send for our horses then." Menimeth said. "And we will soon be ready ourselves."

   "They are already saddled and outside waiting." Kyler informed him. "All of the preparations have been made."

   "Then the time has come to depart." Menimeth said, and stood from his chair at the table in the corner. "The journey begins."

   The banners were unfurled as the precession began, and Menimeth led the way on Donner his warhorse. Danorathin would keep an eye on the enemy while his master rode west with the men, and would meet him at the castle when he arrived. Soon all of his men would be in place, and ready for the enemy who challenged them. The battle was drawing nearer, and the fate of the empire was in the hands of its king, but not all would go as planned.






 
 
Chapter Thirty
 
   It was just after midday when Javen reached the town of Argnon, and the men he commanded began to set up their camp. They were led to a place beside the castle, and behind the training grounds, where the purple and gold tents of the empire were soon placed. The trees and brush had been removed from around the castle from the great road, to the thickets, several bow lengths to the north and west. The trees to the east would not be usable to the enemy because it was not in their line of approach, and because there was enough of the land cleared on that side already, so they were not removed. Menimeth told Falendor which trees to have cut and which ones to leave alone, so the warriors of the empire would have a way to move around the enemy, unseen.

   The people that once lived in the town that was across from the castle, had taken all that they owned, and gone to the east to wait until the battle was over. Javen used the tavern Farlin owned as his headquarters, while he waited for Menimeth and the other warriors to arrive. By the end of their first day at Argnon, Javen had several patrols riding the lands around the castle, and guards posted on the road, and around the camp.

   Captain Brannor walked from the garrison that evening, and made his way across the road, and into the town. He entered the tavern and found Javen standing over a map of the lands around the castle.

   "Falendor has asked me to invite you to supper in the castle Commander." He said. "They all hope you will agree to attend."

   "I would be honored." Javen replied. "I have a few more matters to attend to first, but it should not take long."

   "Then I will let them know to expect you soon." Captain Brannor said, smiling. "But you had better not keep her waiting."

   Javen looked up from the map on the table, and smiled back at the old solder who stood across from him.

   "I guess it can wait until tomorrow." Javen replied, as his smile turned into a grin. "I would sooner face the hordes of the mage king alone, than to have her angry with me."

   "Wise choice." Captain Brannor said. "You stand a better chance of winning with the hordes."

   "That is the truth. She is as strong-willed as she is beautiful, a very lethal combination."

   "Then you had better go and appease her." Captain Brannor said, and he turned and walked to the door, before speaking again. "She has watched for you since you arrived, so you had better have a good reason for making her wait."

   "That is good advice, and advice I intend to heed." Javen replied. "Please inform the regent, that I am on my way."

   "I will tell her." Captain Brannor said, and laughed as he walked from the tavern.

   "You old goat." Javen yelled at the retreating solder, but knew she would be the first one that the captain would see when he reached the castle.

   That night while he was walking with Chrisanna, he learned that the traitor everyone was looking for had been Saesic all along. She told him of her hiding place, and of what she had heard that day, but could not name the man who was with her brother. Javen worried that there was still a traitor in the castle, but could do nothing about it at this time. He decided to watch the castle and see if he could find out who it was, but he would inform Menimeth when he arrived if he could not.

   Over the next three days he sent the patrols farther out, and he had several scouts who looked for signs of the enemy. As far as he could tell, there were no forces close enough to threaten the castle, but he was not going to allow them to approach Argnon undetected. On the third day after they arrived, Commander Rayden found Javen in the inn, and reported the last of the Lost Cavalry was in position. Javen did not know much about the plans Menimeth had made, so he took the report, and asked the commander to send reports daily through a messenger.

   Feran arrived the next day, and his men set up their camp in the trees east of the castle, and north of the great road. He made sure that they were far enough into the trees to avoid being noticed by anyone who was not in the trees themselves, and prepared to turn command of the second army over to Commander Fracher until the battle began.

   Feran walked to the town to look for his friend when the camp was complete, and Commander Fracher was in command. He found him in the tavern as he had suspected, but was surprised at the reason he was there. He expected to find his friend sitting by the fire drinking ale, but found the inn was a functioning headquarters with Javen hard at work instead.

   "You look tired." Feran said when he entered the inn. "And you have been very busy."

   "I am relieved that you have arrived." Javen said to Feran when he heard his voice. "I am not as good at this as you are."

   "You look to have done just fine." Feran replied. "I could not have done better myself."

   "Well, it works for now." Javen said. "But when all of the men are here, we will require more information to function properly."

   "Well, I like it like it is, and as time passes, the additional information that we need will reach us."

   "I am glad you like it." Javen told his friend. "You are the commander of the combined forces, so the headquarters is now yours.

   "You do not wish to move up in rank, and take my position from me?" Feran asked with a smile. "To become the commander of the army of the empire?"

   "Have you taken a fever?" Javen asked his friend. "You must be delirious if you think you can trick me into that position."

   "You have no ambition then?"

   "Two years ago I was a farmer, and now I am the commander of fifteen hundred men, and the most beautiful girl in the western realm is in love with me." Javen informed his friend. "Is that not ambition enough."

   "You do have a point." Feran replied. "But some men would not be satisfied with that."

"Then they have not met Chrisanna."
   "No, they have not." Feran said. "And you have come a long way since we first rode from Alenvale."

   "We all have." Javen replied. "And now we are warriors of the empire."

   "And the life we once thought was so hard, is now the one we fight to protect." Feran added. "Yes, we have all come a long way."

   "And you are the Commander of the combined forces of the empire, so the headquarters is yours." Javen said smiling.

   "Yes, I guess it is." Feran said, "So what information do we have?"

   "I have several patrols in the north, northeast, and east, and scouts have been sent to look for any sign of the enemy. So far we have seen nothing that would lead us to believe that any of the enemies solders are nearby."

   "Meni said they would be close to two week's away, when we reached the castle, so you should not see any sign of them for at least a week."

   "Commander Rayden reported that all of his men were in position, yesterday." Javen informed Feran. "And I have asked him to send a report by messenger daily."

   "You have made my job much easier." Feran said. "Do you have any news to tell?"

   "The traitor turned out to be the regent's son Saesic." Javen told his friend. "But he was able to escape the castle before Falendor learned of his treachery. A secret passage was found in his room that led to a small door at the back of the castle, that is how they think he escaped."

   "He is likely to show up again when we least expect it." Feran said, as he looked at the map that was attached to the table. "But I hope we never see him again."

   "I agree." Javen said. "But we will most likely not be so lucky."

   "Are the distances on the map accurate?" Feran asked, dismissing the traitor from his mind.

   "Yes, we measured it several times, and came up with the same numbers each time."

   "And the trees and brush have been cleared in all of these areas?" Feran asked as he pointed to the map.

   "Yes, Falendor had that completed when I arrived." Javen replied. "According to Meni's instructions."

   "Meni planned it well, and if he is right, the enemy may throw all its forces at the castle on the first attack."

   "If they do, they will all be in the open at the same time." Javen said.

   "While we are not."

   "I am staying in one of the rooms in the back." Javen informed his friend. "You should do the same."

   "Yes, it will be nice to stay in the inn again, and it will be easier to find us if we are needed.

   Over the next two days, the patrols were increased around the castle, and the scouts were sent farther to the north and west. All of the commanders were given a room at the Red Falcon, and a cook from the castle came to the inn to cook for them while they were there, as a show of thanks from the regent.

   On the third day after his arrival, Feran arraigned for runners to be placed in all of the camps around Argnon, and ordered the men to be trained while they could do so, without being observed by the enemy. The runners Feran placed in each camp, linked them to the headquarters as well as each other, but the scouts linked the different armies. When the battle started, the scouts would relay the orders from the headquarters to the commanders, and from commander to commander.

   Commander Fracher had his men wait until the first patrol had returned each morning, before his men were drilled in the open field. It did not take them long to learn the weapons of the empire, and the way in which they would be used in the coming battle. Many of the veterans were impressed with the training, and the way the king would fight the battle. None of the veterans from the wars in the southeast, who had joined the dragon guard, had ever seen the kind of warfare the dragon rider was about to unleash on the enemy. With the special attachment to the saddle, which held the spears while the rider used the bow from a distance, the warriors of the empire would be able to fight the enemy regardless of the formation they used.

   Commander Rayden and the Lost Cavalry were the only warriors who would not be using the bow and spears in the fight for Argnon. They were the only true cavalry in the empire, and Menimeth intended to use them in that way. They could move faster than the other warriors of the empire, and they had been together far longer than the armies Menimeth commanded.

   Within a week of Feran's arrival, he was pleased with the progress that the men were making, and decided to allow them to rest until the enemy was sighted. All of the camps were supplied with fresh meat daily, and it came from the patrols to the north and west. Feran wanted the enemy to have very little game to hunt, as they made their way to the castle, so he only hunted the game in that direction. It did not take long for the hunters to drive the deer and antelope from the path the enemy was expected to use.

   On the tenth day, and two weeks after Javen and the first of the warriors arrived at the castle, the first reports of the enemy reached Feran at the headquarters. The reports put the enemy about three weeks from the town, and moving at a steady pace. The siege weapons were using more horses than they needed, but they were having no trouble keeping up with the main army. Feran ordered the patrols to stay closer to the castle, and to keep prying eyes from the trees around it.

   Early the next morning, with just a faint glow in the east to announce the dawn to come, the solders around Argnon began to rise for the morning. As the light steadily grew, the great bronze dragon became visible sitting on the tower of the castle, and the news soon spread throughout the camps. All of the men believed that with the dragon rider to lead them, they could not be defeated in battle, regardless of the army they faced. For that reason the men did all they were asked by their commanders, and followed every order that was given to them.

   The sun looked as if it was following the king, to announce his arrival to the realm as he made his way along the road. The banners of the empire appeared to glow in the morning light, as the sun behind them bathed the edges in a fiery light. The warriors around Argnon watched as he rode into the town, and turned in the direction of the castle. When he reached the gates of the garrison, he had the men set up their camp on the opposite side of the castle from Javen's army, and went inside to speak with Falendor.

   Litlorn, Darik, and Kyler, went to the Red Falcon when they found out it was the headquarters.

   "Do you two ever do anything?" Kyler asked his friends when he walked into the tavern.

   "Not if we can get you to do it." Javen replied smiling.

   "I was wondering when you would arrive." Feran said as he looked up from the table. "We thought we would have to fight this battle without you."

   "And let you have all the fun, not likely." Kyler replied. "Besides, you two would not know what to do without me."

   "We barely know what to do with you." Feran replied. "But it is good to see you did not get lost along the way."

   "How could I get lost?" Kyler asked. "It is a straight line from Glansford to Argnon."

   "Exactly why we were worried." Javen added. "You always want to turn."

   "You were the one who wanted to go north that day at the great crossroads." Kyler reminded his friend. "Not me."

   "But you went." Javen said smiling.

   "And it almost got us killed if I remember right." Feran said.

   "Yes, but look at the fun we had." Javen replied.

   "Fun! You call getting blasted by a fireball, fun?" Kyler exclaimed.

   "Well, no, that did hurt some." Javen said. "But we lived."

   Litlorn and Darik could hold their laughter no longer, and soon all of the men in the tavern began laughing as well. The morning passed slowly as the friends talked, and the conversation soon turned to the coming battle. Not long after, Commanders Rayden and Fracher walked into the tavern, followed by Captain Dorben and Captain Brannor.

   "The king will soon arrive." Captain Brannor informed them. "We are to wait for him here."

"Then wait is what we will do." Javen replied.
   "What news do you have of the enemy?" Darik asked. "We have heard nothing since we rode from Glansford."

   "They were first seen by the scouts yesterday morning." Feran replied. "But they are still three week's away at their current pace."

   "Do you think they will keep that pace?" Kyler asked.

   "No, not really. "Feran replied. " But they are still at least two week's away, even if they do decide to move faster."

   "So we have at least two weeks until the battle begins." Darik said. "And possibly more."

   "I expect them to move faster once they get closer to the castle." Javen said. "And try to surprise us."

   "The leader will not speed up." Darik informed them. "He does not believe the castle can hold out against his forces, or that the empire can send enough men to do them any good."

   "How can you be so sure he thinks that way?" Commander Fracher asked. "Do you use some kind of magic that allows you to read his mind?"

   "No, I was in their camp for several months." Darik replied. "And heard them speak of how weak they believed the empire to be, many times."

   "You were in their camp?" Commander Fracher asked. "Were you their prisoner?"

   "No, I was conscripted into the mage king's army as a mid level mage." Darik informed him. "Until we were sent to ambush Menimeth."

   "You tried to kill the king?" Commander Fracher asked the mage, with a look of horror on his face.

   "No, if I remember it correctly, Darik killed more of Arnoran's solders that day then we did." Commander Rayden said.

   "Yes, I believe he did." Litlorn agreed. "Or at least five of them anyway."

   "No, he killed more than five I think." Javen said. "But I was a little busy at the time, to keep count."

   "It was more than five, if you do not count the one Donderan killed." Kyler added.

   "He killed five or six at one time." Captain Dorben said. "Which actually saved Menimeth in the end."

   "You said you were a mid level mage." Commander Fracher said. "I was under the impression you were more than that."

   "He is." Menimeth said as he walked through the door, and into the tavern where the men waited. "He is a Supreme Master Dragon Mage, and only a dragon knows more than he does."

   "Except you." Darik said. "But then, you are half dragon, are you not?"

   "He is right, you do have the magic of the dragon in you."

   "Yes, and he knows it too."

   "That is because he is very smart, and studies the ways of the dragon."

   "He does appear to fight like one." Litlorn said. "Captain Brandt was right about that."

   "I wish Captain Brandt was here now." Menimeth said. "He was always very good at planning things."

   "Why is he not here then?" Commander Fracher asked. "Do we not need all the advantage we can get?"

   "He is very far to the west." Litlorn said. "It would take two years to go there and back by horse."

   "Why is he so far away?" The Commander asked. "Is he on some secret mission?"

   "No, he lives there." Menimeth replied. "He is the commander of the forces of the kingdoms far to the west, and across the Wilderlands from the empire. There are no people or villages for hundreds of miles between us, and the land is unforgiving in that vast wilderness."

   "It sounds like you have been there." The commander said.

   "I was born in the kingdoms in the west, and crossed that wilderness no more than two years ago." Menimeth told the commander. "But that was before I found my dragon."

   "Or before your dragon found you." Litlorn said.

   "Before we found each other."

   "As my dragon says, before we found each other." Menimeth said. "But we are together now, and that is all that matters."

   "You are the king, but you are not from this land?" Commander Fracher asked. "How is that possible?"

   "Because he is the dragon rider." Captain Brannor replied. "And this is the Great Dragon Empire."

   "But if he is not from the empire, then why did you choose him as the dragon rider?"

   "The rider is not chosen by the empire." Litlorn said. "The rider belongs to his dragon, and the dragon belongs to his rider, that is the way of dragons."

   "This is a strange land, but I will get used to it someday I guess." The commander said. "There are many wonders here we never dreamed of in the lands where I came from."

   "It was once common place for elves, dwarves, and dragon riders, to roam the lands of magic." Litlorn said. "But with the rise of Arnoran, all of that changed."

   "But these wonders still exist here in the empire." Commander Fracher said. "And that gives hope to the men."

   "That it does." Commander Rayden agreed. "And the will to fight the mage king to protect it."

   "The men are ready for the coming battle." Feran said. "Our biggest problem will not be getting the men to attack the enemy, but to keep them from attacking until the time is right."

   "That is true." Javen added. "The men under my command speak of nothing else."

   "We cannot afford to lose men in this battle." Menimeth said. "So we will try to overwhelm the enemy quickly when the time is right."

   "Then we need to familiarize the men with the plan of attack." Commander Fracher said. "If we are to receive the fewest causalities."

   "You are right." Menimeth said. "Have all of your captains meet us here tomorrow morning and we will go over the plans."

   "As you command." Commander Fracher said. "I will see to it right away."

   "As will I." Javen said.

   "I will see to it commander." Dorben said to Commander Rayden. "I will go to each camp and relay the orders."

   "Thank you Captain Dorben." Commander Rayden said to his friend. "I will see you when you return."

   "I will inform the captains of each realm." Kyler told Menimeth. "Including Hobie."

   "When you find Hobie, tell him there is a room in the inn for him." Menimeth said. "I would like him to stay with the rest of us."

   "Yes Sir Meni. " Kyler said, as he followed the others out the door.

   Menimeth looked at the map on the table, and asked Feran about the changes made to the land around Argnon. He asked about the hills, and the stream that flowed into the castle, as well as the placement of the patrols and scouts.

   Menimeth did not want Chidren to receive any information, which would cause him to change his plans for the attack. He wanted him to believe he had the superior force, and that the solders of the west would try to hold them off from inside the castle. With that in mind, he formed a plan to surround the forces of the enemy, so his new type of warfare would be the most effective.

   It would not be long now Menimeth thought, as he looked at the map. The time was coming when he would face his old enemy, and he was looking forward to the fight. He had chased the killer for many years, and across many miles, and now it would come to an end at last. The first battle of the second Great War was about to begin, and when it was over, the face of the western realm would change forever.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Thirty-One
 
   The ground began to rise as the siege weapons moved farther from the fords, and into the wild land of the western realm. Gaston was forced to add more horses to the ones that pulled the siege weapons already, which depleted the amount of cavalry he would have available if the army was attacked. He tried to change the teams as often as he could, so all of the horses would be able to be used when they reached Argnon, but at the pace Chidren had them at, it made it almost impossible.

   Chidren did not believe the cavalry was necessary to defeat the solders at the castle, but he did believe they would be needed to capture any of the solders of the empire that tried to flee to the east. Gaston on the other hand, remembered the defeats they had suffered in the south and east, and thought the empire was not as weak as Chidren would have them believe.

   For several days the ground steadily rose as the solders of the mage king put the fords behind them. The horses were getting tired much faster now, and the army was forced to slow down once more, which made Chidren angry all over again. The men were getting tired as well, and Mareston could see the affect it was having on them, but he could do nothing about it. When the grade became too steep for the horses, and the siege weapons were forced to slow down until more horses could be attached to them, it gave the men the break they needed.

   Gaston added more horses to get the siege weapons moving faster, but they were still having a hard time pulling the weight. Soon he had riders with ropes pulling the weapons, as well as the ones that were attached to the weapons, and they began to make better time.

   Gaston went to Mareston that night when the camp was set up, and voiced his concerns about the coming battle. The men who rode with the cavalry that were placed there by Chidren, were not as important as the twenty men that had ridden with him for the last several years, and he feared Chidren would sacrifice them for no reason.

   "At the pace we are moving, the horses will not be useable when we reach the castle." Gaston said. "To be without a cavalry could cost us men needlessly in the battle."

   "I believe the land will level off soon." Mareston said. "But I will try to keep the pace a little slower if I can, until it does."

   "That will help, but you know Chidren does not care about the men." Gaston said. "He wants to reach the castle as fast as he can, regardless of the condition of his solders."

   "Yes, But he believes that the castle will fall quickly once we arrive." Mareston replied. "And then he can return to Kath."

   "I am concerned with the plans for the attack." Gaston admitted. "We are rushing into the fight without proper information on the forces that will face us."

   "From all we have learned since we arrived in the western realm of the empire, it is in total disarray and cannot defend itself against a large army. However, from the losses we have sustained since the warrior in the dragon armor arrived, I would have to reevaluate that assessment."

   "Do you think he has united the empire?" Gaston asked.

   "I don't know, but clearly the solders of the empire are not as weak as Chidren believes." Mareston replied. "We have lost close to one thousand men since the warrior appeared, and every attempt to kill him has failed."

   "What about the stories of the dragon?" Gaston asked. "Do you think they are true?"

   "Chidren says that Arnoran killed them all, back in the Great War." Mareston replied. "Just before he was caught by the spell which caused him to sleep for five hundred years."

   "But the stories are all the same, regardless of the source." Gaston said. "Can they all be just a ploy to scare our men?"

   "When I was in the south, we were attacked by the western regents men." Mareston said. "The sound that I heard as I was riding from the chapel was like nothing I have ever heard before. Yes I think the stories are true."

   "Then what are we to do?" Gaston asked the old solder.

   "I don't know, but I do not trust Chidren's military experience." Mareston replied. "So far he has done everything wrong."

   "We travel in the land of the enemy but we have no outriders or cavalry to protect the men if the enemy attacks." Gaston said. "And at the pace we are moving, the men will be tired before we can reach the castle."

   "When we do reach the castle, stay with the main force, and let the men Chidren assigned to the cavalry do the running around." Mareston told the cavalry leader. "If the attack does not go according to Chidren's plans, we may not be sacrificed to allow him to escape."

   "That is the best idea that I have heard since the plans were changed, and we were all recalled to the camp." Gaston said. "If it does go bad, we will have as good a chance of escaping as Chidren."

   "All of the veterans of the wars in the east that are here with us, are with me in the plan to attack the castle with a bit more caution." Mareston said. "They are dismayed by some of the choices our leader has made along the way, and are afraid he does not know anything about siege warfare. There are enough men who are no better than outlaws to attack the castle with blind faith, when Chidren gives the order, that we do not need to be among them."

   "I hope we are not attacked before we reach our objective." Gaston said. "For the cavalry will not be able to help if we are."

   "I know the land will level off soon, and, before we are within two weeks of the castle it will start to drop again." Mareston said. "I learned that from the months we sent the men out as brigands."

   "If that is the case then we may yet have mounted solders to fight with when the battle does begin." Gaston said, feeling better about the condition the horses would be in when they arrived. "But I am still worried about my men."

   "As am I." Mareston said. "But we can only wait and see if Chidren's information is correct."

   "That is true." Gaston replied. "And we will find out soon enough."

   It was well after midday of the next day, and more than two weeks after crossing the fords, when Chidren called a halt to the march and ordered the camp set up. Mareston did not question the orders, but made sure they were carried out as quickly as possible.

   "Tell the men we will be leaving again at first light." He told Mareston. "Have my tent set up. And bring me the chest with the stone."

   "I have already ordered the tent set up, and I will have the chest brought right away." Mareston replied, and walked away in the direction of the supply wagons.

   "Have your men ride patrols around the camp." Chidren said to Gaston when he arrived. "We will be staying here for the night."

   "Yes sir." Gaston replied, and rode back to where his men waited, to carry out his orders.

   Chidren sat in the tent, and waited for the box to be brought from the supply wagons. He had ordered the camp set up earlier than usual, because the time had come to report their progress to the mage king, and he needed to use the stone in private.

   The conversation lasted far longer than usual, and Chidren was told many things by the mage king. The castle was to be taken regardless of the cost to his men, and he was to report back to Kath when it was done. The regent was to be held in the dungeons along with his wife, and the traitor was to be killed as soon as he was found. The others he could do with as he pleased, but Arnoran made it clear that the punishment for failure would be harsh.

   The men built their fires, but did not set up tents for the night, because they would have to get up earlier the next morning to take them down again. The days of moving at the pace Chidren demanded, was taking its toll on them, and the men needed all the rest they could get. Most of the men cooked their supper and went to sleep, hoping to be rested for the miles they would put on the next day. Their supper consisted of mainly meat, but they also received, a loaf of bread for every four men. It was not the best diet that the men could have had, but it was more than enough to keep them going until the castle was taken.

   The next morning, as the men began to make their way to Argnon once again, Mareston made sure the pace was slower than in the days before. The ground had begun to level out, and by the end of the day, was no longer climbing. The trees grew fewer in number as they moved farther southeast, and the siege weapons were able to keep pace with the army, without the need for the extra horses. That gave Gaston his cavalry back, but the horses still needed to be rested if they were to be of any use when they arrived.

   Mareston was surprised at the lack of concern Chidren showed in the slower pace in which the men traveled, and wondered why. He was even more alarmed when Chidren ordered Gaston to assemble the cavalry, and ride ahead of the main army. He was ordered to use his outriders once again, and to keep watch for spies along the way. At least he was using his solders in the way they were designed Mareston thought, but that worried him even more. Something was not going quite according to Chidren's plans, but he did not seem to be all that concerned about it.

   The traveling was easier now that the land had become level again, and the men covered enough ground each day that Mareston believed they would reach the castle within the two months Chidren had planned. His biggest concern was the condition of the men when they arrived at their destination, and their ability to use the siege weapons in the attack. If they were too tired, the attack would be slower, and the defenders would have more time to prepare for it.

   Chidren believed the castle would surrender when they saw the weapons to be used against them, but Mareston did not. He expected to have to storm the walls, and reach the gates before that happened. The losses in the south had taught him not to under estimate the empire, or those who defended it.

   Gaston rode far enough ahead of the main army, to reach the place where they would be camping for the night, and had the men rest the horses for most of the day. He did that for two straight days, and by the end of the second day, felt the horses had recovered from the many days of pulling the wagons. The patrols he had sent out during that time had seen no sign of the forces of the west, or even signs of a scout or lookout. It seemed strange to Gaston that they had not, and that they had seen no signs of the patrols, which would normally protect to people of the land around the castle. He expected them to avoid the towns that they had burned, but for them to abandon all of the people of the north did not seem right.

   With the horses better rested, Gaston kept within sight of the main army, as they made their way slowly southeast. The trees began to give way to the farmlands of the west, but there were no people in the towns and villages they passed along the way. The fields were bare and the buildings were empty, and Gaston saw no reason to burn them and give away their position.

   The main army was two weeks from the castle when Tarkrin spotted the scout, and reported it to Gaston. It was the first sign that the empire was aware of their progress, and he did not want the man to return with his information.

   The riders searched for the scout, but to their surprise, he was nowhere to be found. It was not until several hours later that Tarkrin, Gaston's best tracker, discovered the tracks, and reported them to Gaston. He followed the tracks for several miles, but they began to get harder to locate, and soon disappeared completely. It was obvious that the scout who had made them was no longer in the area, but Gaston believed he would be seen again when they were closer to the castle.

   That evening when the army caught up with Gaston and his cavalry, Chidren was informed of the scout and his escape. He was angry about the lost opportunity for information, but agreed with Gaston on the possibility that the scout could be captured closer to the castle. Chidren did not believe the information the scout could have gathered about his army, would help the defenders of the castle in any way, but the information he carried about the defenses of the castle would be of great importance to him.

   Gaston waited beside the fire, for the rider he had sent to search the area ahead of the camp, to return. He hoped the rider would see the light of a campfire, which would mark the place where the enemy scouts hid, and return with the location of their camp. It was not until sometime later that the information he sought reached him, but it was not what he wanted to hear. The rider found the remains of a fire, but it was hours old, and the men who had used it were long gone.

   Mareston arrived at the campsite used by Chidren at the same time as the messenger, and listened as he gave his report. Chidren was furious by the news, and he knocked the messenger to the ground, before turning to Mareston.

   "I will not stand for anymore failures." He said. "This had better be the last bad news I receive."

   "There was no need to hit the messenger." Mareston said. "His was not the failure."

   "He brought the message." Chidren replied.

   "Then I will have the messengers report to me." Mareston replied. "And I will relay the information they bring to you"

   "Why?" Chidren asked in a harsh tone. "It will just take longer for me to receive the information we need."

   "The messengers are not responsible for the reports they bring," Mareston replied. "And should not be punished for doing their job."

   "I care nothing about those men." Chidren said. "Why should you?"

   "Because they are under my command." Mareston said. "And it is the commanders job to protect his men."

   "Have it your way." Chidren said. "Just see to it that I am informed of all that happens."

   "We will be at the castle in less than two weeks." Mareston said. "There is a chance that we will have another scout to capture before we do, but if not, it is because they hide in their castle."

   "We will see." Chidren said, and dismissed the old solder with a wave of his hand.

   Gaston sent riders out at night for the next three nights, but they could find no trace of the enemy scouts. He doubled the outriders as they traveled each day, in an effort to better their chances of locating some sign of the enemy, but found nothing that led them to believe the enemy scouts were anywhere near their location. What tracks they did find, were many days old, and always ended within a few miles of being discovered.

   When the feeling came over Gaston that something was wrong, his men were less than a week from the castle. That night, as the men of the army arrived in the camp, they could see the glow in the sky of the fires around Argnon in the distance. Gaston found Mareston returning from his daily report to Chidren, and they talked as they walked to where Mareston's tent stood.

   "Something is not right about the absents of enemy scouts." Gaston said to the old solder. "How can they defend the castle, if they do not know where we are, or, when we will arrive?"

   "They know exactly where we are." Mareston said. "They do not need scouts to see us, because they can see our fires like we can see theirs. Besides, there is at least one elf among them, and they can see much farther than you suspect."

   "How do you know there is an elf with them?" Gaston asked, curious about how the man received his information. "No one has returned from any of the battles that we fought to give us any reports on the empire's forces."

   "Because of the traitor." Mareston said. "He reported that an elf prince had arrived at Argnon at the same time as the warrior in the dragon armor, and that was not by chance I'm sure."

   "But it could have been." Gaston replied. "The reports did not say much."

   "I spotted him when the warrior in the dragon armor attacked the monastery in the south." Mareston added. "He was one of the men who came into the monastery through the catacombs below the chapel."

   "Where were you when they attacked?" Gaston asked. "To avoid being killed yourself."

   "The battle began as I was leaving to meet the reinforcements on the road, that were arriving from the camp we had set up in the south." Mareston said. "And that was when I heard the roar behind me. After that I was recalled to Avren's camp in the northeast."

   "What was the roar you heard?" Gaston asked, even more curious than he had been before.

   "I do not know." Mareston said. "But the more I think about it, the more I tend to believe the stories of the dragon to be true."

   "Then we had better keep our eyes open." Gaston replied. "And be ready for anything."

   "That is good advice." Mareston said. "It could be the difference between living and dying in the days to come. Do not lead your men from the front, and keep the more experienced of your men around you from now on."

   "So you feel it too?" Gaston asked.

   "Yes, something will happen soon." Mareston replied. "But all we can do is to wait for it to happen. Chidren does not see the danger to the men around him, because he does not care about them, so we must be ever vigilant."

   "Yes, I agree." Gaston said, as he mounted his horse again. "My cavalry will stay closer to the main body of the army, and watch for the enemy."

   Gaston turned his horse in the direction of his men, and rode slowly through the fires of the main camp. Thanking about all Mareston had said, he decided to do as the old solder had suggested, and keep the veterans of the cavalry that had been with him since before they came to the empire, with him in the back of the formation. The outriders would be doubled, and they would always be within sight of the army.

   Two days later, the lead outrider reported the stream that was not far ahead, and Gaston gathered his men to help the siege weapons make the crossing. He allowed half of his men to lead the army to the only place that the siege weapons could cross, while the other half would help pull them.

   The main body of the army was not far behind, and Chidren ordered the cavalry to wait for them before crossing. It was a mistake he would come to regret later, but at the time he did not care. It was not until he reached the stream himself, that he would learn of his mistake, and his anger would once again rise within him.

 
*****

 
Saesic looked on in horror as the forces of the empire began to arrive around Argnon. He watched as the camps of the Lost Cavalry began to appear just south of the great road, and could not believe the number of horsemen each camp held. It was just by chance that the hill he used to elude capture was behind them, and was not searched by the patrols. Though they did not discover his hiding place, he was trapped on the hill, and could not escape.
   The first army led by Javen arrived at the same time as the last of the warriors of the Lost Cavalry, but Saesic was not concerned until the second army arrived, and camped in the trees east of Argnon. He believed the mage king would still take the castle, even though the empire had more men to defend it than they believed possible, but it would be harder than they thought. Saesic thought about ways to get the information to the approaching army, but could see no way passed the warriors of the empire. Twice he crept down the hill in the direction of the road, but was almost discovered both times, and soon gave up.

   Saesic woke early that morning, and was shocked to see the dragon sitting on the tower of the castle. He became fearful of his freedom when Menimeth arrived with the third army, and he realized the number of defenders was far more than even the forces of the mage king could handle. For the first time in more than two years, he began to realize that the castle would not be lost, and that his father would remain the regent.

   His plans changed from waiting for the battle to end so he could take his place as the new regent, to fleeing south as soon as the battle started. He hoped the men in the camps around him would go north when it did, so he would be able to escape undetected. South was his only hope of escape now, but he would have to leave the empire behind completely, if he was to avoid eventually being captured.

   He began to pack all of the items he could carry in a bag to put on the back of his horse, but knew he would have to leave most of it behind. It would be weeks before the forces of the mage king arrived, and the chance for him to escape to arise, but he wanted to be ready when it came. He kept the bags he packed, close to where his horse was tied, and settled down to wait for the events that were already in motion, to present him with the opportunity he needed to escape.






 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   Saesic was jolted awake by the sound of many horses as they passed below the hill in which he was hidden. They were all moving west very quickly, and he decided that something out of the ordinary was happening in the camps south of the road. The sun was not yet up, and he could still see the light from the fires of the warriors who camped around the castle, and he realized something was different about them as well.

   He began to think that the time had come he had been waiting for, and he slowly crept around the hilltop to the north, but could see no sign of the mage kings forces in the distance. He could not see the light from their fires in the distance, which would have given him some idea of where the army was located, and he wondered why he could not. Gathering all he intended to take with him when he went south, Saesic made his way as quietly as he could to where his horse was hidden, and prepared to make his escape. He had been on the hilltop for a very long time and he was running out of supplies, but leaving the hill had not been possible with all of the solders camped around him.

   Returning to where he could see the castle, Saesic waited for the morning to arrive, as the gray light of the predawn began to fill the sky in the east. He noticed that the purple and gold tents of the empire no longer surrounded the fires around the castle, and the warriors were gone as well. That was when he heard the sound of men crossing the road in the east, and he believed it was the forces of the mage king trying to surround the castle.

   Slowly he crept around the hilltop, until he could see the great road to the east, where he could just make out the shapes of warriors crossing the road. As the light slowly grew, and Saesic was able to see a little better, he realized that the warriors were Elvin. He watched as several hundred of them crossed the road to the north, and to his horror, they were followed closely by many Dwarf's with huge battle-axes. He watched as the last of the dwarf warriors crossed the road, and disappeared into the trees on the northern side. He did not know how many had crossed the road before he heard them, but he knew it was a force to be feared.

   Deciding he would not be able to escape his prison until the battle began, he once again made his way to the north side of the hilltop. The light grew brighter, and he was soon able to see the army of the mage king as it began to enter the open ground north of the castle. When he saw the army in its entirety, he was not so sure the empire would win. It was the largest force that he had ever seen at one time, and they looked invincible to him. The siege weapons were really impressive as the men began to assemble them, and Saesic sat on the hilltop mesmerized by the sight. It was not until the mage kings army began their advance on the castle, that he was brought back to his senses, by the long blast of the old horn once used by his ancestors.

   When the second blast of the horn sounded and the gates to the garrison began to open, Saesic fought the desire to watch the battle, and decided to try to make his escape. It was the hardest thing that he ever had to do, but he had no other choice in the matter. If he stayed and the empire won, he stood the chance of being trapped and captured. However, if the forces of the mage king won, he worried he would not be allowed to rule the west, but would be executed by them instead. It was the way the messenger had called him a traitor that worried him, and it began to make him realize that he would not be treated any differently by the rest of Arnoran's men.

 
*****

 
   Commander Rayden stood in the tent, and listened to the messenger as he relayed the orders sent by Menimeth.

   "The enemy is upon us." The messenger was saying. "Your orders are to assemble all of your men as fast as possible, and by way of the trees to the west, make your way to the north of the enemy unseen."

   "Dorben, send word to all of the camps to assemble here as fast as they can." Commander Rayden said. "Then gather your men and prepare to lead the way when everyone has arrived."

   "Right away Sir." Captain Dorben replied, and quickly disappeared from the tent.

   "Do we have any patrols to avoid?" The commander asked the messenger after Captain Dorben had gone. "Or a rear guard to contend with?"

   "The king said they were all forming up in the open to the north, and that you should be able to reach your objective unobserved." The messenger replied. "You are to cut off their escape to the north. If the battle begins to go badly for the empire, you are to attack the rear of their forces in an attempt to change the outcome."

   "So, the enemy has reached us sooner than we expected." Commander Rayden said. "And the plans have changed to some degree?"

   "Yes, There will be a delay in the attack." The messenger informed him. "No one is to attack the enemy from the sides or the rear, until, after the second attack from the warriors in front of the castle. However, with your experience as a cavalry leader, you are encouraged to take whatever action you deem necessary as the battle is fought."

   "I am allowed to reinforce whatever part of the guard I believe to be in need of help?" The commander asked the messenger.

   "If you believe it is necessary, you are encouraged to take whatever action you feel is required if it would help us defeat the enemy with the fewest causalities." The messenger said. "You know the king, he is more worried about the men than his own safety, and he would fight them by himself if he could. However, you are to remain unseen until you are needed."

   "Yes, he is a bit heroic by nature." Commander Rayden said, agreeing with the messenger. "And so we will endeavor to carry out his orders in the same manner in which he himself would carry them out."

   "As will we all." The messenger said. "He is a warrior of the old empire, and though he would prefer not to be the king, his skills are far beyond anyone the empire has seen in many centuries."

   "That is why all men flock to his banner." The commander said. "All the lands of magic know it was the dragon riders that defeated the evil mage king the first time, and the men believed it will happen again."

   "And it all begins today." The messenger said. "The enemy has traveled all night to reach us sooner, but we are not so weak as they may believe."

   "Are there any other instructions?" Commander Rayden asked. "Before I assemble the men."

   "Yes, if you can take any of the enemy prisoner, you are to do so." The messenger replied. "There are a lot of men who fight for the enemy because they were conscripted into his army after their kingdoms had been overrun. They are to be protected from enemy retaliation as well."

   "Then we will do our best to see that it is accomplished." The Commander replied. "And we will capture as many as we can."

   Commander Rayden walked from the tent as the men began to arrive, and found the other officers of the Lost Cavalry waiting for him.

   "We will not be splitting up into separate battle groups until we reach the area north of the enemy position." He said. "And we are not to engage the enemy unless there is a weak spot in our lines that need to be reinforced, or we are trying to keep any who try, from escaping."

   "The scouts are mounted and ready." Dorben said, as he reached the commander. "And the last of the men have arrived."

   "Then the time has come to depart." The commander said, and mounted his horse to lead them to their destination.

   The over one thousand men of the Lost Cavalry rode west for more than a mile, and turned north as the light of the morning began to illuminate the surrounding countryside. They made their way as quickly as possible to a place where they believed they would be north of the enemies current location, when the first blast of the horn sounded from the castle. Turning east once again, Commander Rayden led his men to a place where they could see the battle as it was being fought, reaching it soon after the second blast of the horn had sounded.

   The battle for the castle at Argnon had begun, and the men of the Lost Cavalry would be there to help defend it.

*****

 
   Feran began donning his armor as the messenger walked from the tent, and spoke to the guards who patrolled the camp. Seconds later, the guard entered the tent and stopped in front of Feran, waiting for his orders.

   "The enemy will be here at dawn." Feran said. "I need the captains here as soon as possible, and the men ready to ride right away. Remember, it must be done with as little noise as possible."

   "Right away Sir." The guard said, and hurried from the tent to carry out his orders.

   The camp began to come alive as men scrambled from their tents, and began to make themselves ready for the coming battle. Feran walked from his tent as the captains began to arrive, and he filled them in on the new orders as soon as all of them were there.

   "Have the men prepare to move out as soon as possible." Feran told his captains. "See that it is done with as little noise as possible, we do not want to alert the enemy to our presents until we ride from the trees."

   "It has been taken care of already." Commander Fracher replied. "And I made sure that all of their weapons would be with them."

   "How long until they are ready to ride?" Feran asked, "We need to be in position before dawn."

   "No more than ten minuets." Commander Fracher replied. "And that will be well before the light of morning can reach us."

   "It appears that the enemy traveled all night so that they could catch us asleep, and slaughter us like children." Feran said. "Do not think that because they have not rested, that the fight will be an easy one. Remember, there are mage's with them, and with magic, anything can happen.

   "We have some magic of our own." Commander Fracher said. "And far more powerful than the enemy believes possible."

   "It is not the mage's that I worry about." Feran replied. "But their cavalry. Pass the word to the men to empty as many saddles as they can, without focusing too much attention on them."

   "You believe they can break our charge?" Commander Fracher asked. "After the spears have been used."

   "I do not know." Feran replied. "But a concentrated counter attack by their cavalry could stall our progress, and result in the loss of more men."

   "With the attack coming from all sides, their cavalry will be of little use except, as a way to allow some of their men to escape."

   "Then it is the north end of our lines that will be in the most peril, if the cavalry attempts a counter attack." Feran said. "Because it is the direction in which they entered the empire so long ago."

   "You are most likely correct on that assessment." Commander Fracher replied. "So we should be prepared to reinforce that side of the lines."

   "Between the both of us, we should be able to keep an eye on them." Feran said. "And if they attack in that direction, extra men can be sent to reinforce our lines there."

   "The men are about ready." Commander Fracher said, as he looked around the camp. "They are mounting up as we speak."

   "Then we should join them." Feran replied, and walked to where his horse waited.

   Within a few minuets, the men were all mounted, and Feran's army began to move to their pre-arranged position. The horses moved quietly through the trees, as the cold gray light of early morning began to fill the sky in the east, and the enemy solders began to emerge from the trees to the north.

   When Feran reached the place from which his men were to attack, they halted and watched as the enemy poured from the trees in the north, and into the open field where the battle would ultimately be fought. They watched as the siege weapons were assembled, and as the front ranks began their advance. When the first blast of the horn sounded from inside the castle, the men withdrew their bows and prepared to attack.

   "So, it begins." Feran said to himself, as he looked out at the ranks of enemy solders arrayed across the battlefield.

*****

 
   Javen was awakened abruptly, but could see no reason for the alarm he felt, as he lay listening to the sounds of the darkness around him. Several minutes passed without any sign of danger, but the feeling grew stronger, and he quickly donned his armor and gathered his weapons. Strapping on his sword and knives, and slinging his bow across his back as he walked through the camp, he headed for the closest guard.

   "Wake the camp quietly." He told the guard. "We have some company, if I am not mistaken."

   "Right away Sir." The guard replied, and turned to carry out his orders.

   "Have the men prepare for battle, and quickly." Javen added. "I fear the enemy is closer than we thought."

   "Yes Sir." The guard replied, and disappeared into the camp.

   Javen mounted his horse and slowly rode north out of the camp, as the men began to spill from their tents behind him. He made his way through the trees with caution, stopping often to listen to the sounds around him, but it was sometime before he heard the sounds he was listening for.

   The sound of many men and horses echoed through the trees, sounding much closer than they actually were, but it was obvious to Javen that the enemy would reach the castle by dawn. He could tell that the enemy rode on by his position, as they drew closer to their objective, and he began to make his way back to the camp with as much caution as before. As the sound of the enemy solders began to fade, Javen worried less about detection, and more about the coming battle. By the time he had returned to the camp, the messenger had arrived from the castle, and Javen hurried to meet him.

   He listened intently as the messenger relayed the new orders from Menimeth, but of all the armies of the empire around Argnon, he had the least distance to travel to get into position. He called his captains to him when the messenger had departed, informing them of the change of orders when they arrived.

   "As you know, the enemy has arrived early, and the battle will be fought this day." Javen said. "But very little has changed as far as we are concerned. We will be delaying our attack for a short time, and we will ride from the trees and wait for the signal, but in the end, the attack will still be the same."

   "We will be using all of our weapons?" One of the captains asked. "The way we have trained the men to use them?"

   "Yes," Javen replied. "And from the same position in the trees. I want the men mounted and in attack formation, before first light."

   "What about patrols?" The captain asked. "Are they no longer a threat?"

   "I do not believe the enemy will send out patrols." Javen said. "I believe Menimeth is right, and the enemy thinks all of the warriors of the empire will be inside the castle."

   "And if they do send a patrol/" The captain asked. "Do we eliminate the threat?"

   "Yes." Javen replied. "But we are to take as many prisoners as we can, and we are to see that they are kept alive and unharmed."

   "What are we to do with the men we capture?" Another of the captains asked. "We will not be leaving anyone in the camp that can guard them."

   "They are to be taken to Commander Rayden north of the enemy position." Javen informed him. "They will hold all of the prisoners we can capture."

   "What of the ones who try to escape." He asked.

   "Commander Rayden will guard them as well." Javen replied. "We are to let them go, and concentrate on those who still fight against us. I do not believe the enemy will be able to defend against the combined attack Menimeth has devised, so I expect to take a lot of prisoners, and those who try to escape, will not get far.

   "The men are ready to mount up." The captain said. "And first light is not far away."

   "Then have the men take their positions." Javen said. "But have them do it quietly."

   Slowly the men began to ride from the camp, through the paths made in the thickets days earlier to reduce the noise, and began to form their lines in the thinner trees between them and the enemy. Though they could barely make them out as the light began to grow in the east, all of the warriors of the empire could hear the sound of the enemy as they began to pour from the trees to the north.

   The warriors of the first army waited far enough back in the trees that the enemy would not be able to see them in the growing light. They waited in silence for the battle to begin, and were relieved when the enemy began to advance on the castle. When the horn sounded from within the walls, the men knew the battle was about to begin, and they readied their bows for the assault on the advancing enemy solders. Slowly the enemy formation advanced on the castle, and their cavalry took their place behind it.

   When the second blast of the horn sounded, it was several seconds before Javen could see the emerging forces led by Menimeth, and all of the warriors of the empire who watched them swelled with pride as they formed in front of the advancing enemy.

   "The new age of the dragon warrior has begun." He said, watching the scene as it unfolded before him. "And the lands of magic will never be the same."

 
*****

 
   Donderan, and the two hundred dwarf warriors he commanded followed the Elvin warriors north, as they made their way around the trees where Feran waited with his army. Alazen and the five hundred warriors from the Elvin kingdoms to the north, had been sent by Loren to help defeat the mage kings forces that threatened the western part of the empire.

   They made their way to a place behind a small rise in the landscape, which would conceal them from the enemy's sight until the time came to attack. Alazen watched as the enemy forces began to pour from the trees, and out onto the open ground north of Argnon, to form their lines for the attack on the castle.

   "It does not appear that the empire is in need of reinforcements." Alazen said, as Donderan appeared beside him. "They have the enemy surrounded, and out number them by close to a thousand men."

   "The dragon rider is a crafty one, he is." Donderan replied. "And he is a true warrior if I have ever seen one, lad."

   Alazen smiled at the dwarf as he spoke, because it had been a long time since anyone had called him lad, but like everyone else, he did not know Donderan's age.

   "Then he must resemble the dragon warriors of the past." Alazen said. "For you to bestow such a compliment."

   "You will see, my friend, you will see." Donderan replied. "But I hope he saves some for us, it would be a shame to have come all this way, and not get to kill any of the solders of the mage king."

   "Do not fear, master dwarf." Alazen said. "You may yet get your wish."

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Thirty-Three
 
   Chidren was furious when he reached the stream and learned of the ambush. He had ordered the cavalry to wait for the army before crossing, believing that the warriors of the empire had fled to hide in their castle, and it cost him close to one hundred of his men. He crossed the stream and ordered the men to assemble into battle formation, and called for his messenger.

   "Bring Mareston and Gaston to me." Chidren said to the messenger when he arrived. "And have the lead mage report as well."

   "Yes Sir." The man replied, and turned to carry out his orders as fast as he could.

   The mage he sought was still at the stream, and the messenger relayed Chidren's orders to him as he passed. Mareston and Gaston were both with the siege weapons when the messenger found them and informed them of the ambush, and the news stunned them. They reached Chidren soon after the mage, and the army in battle formation was the first thing that they noticed.

   "I want a spell of stamina cast on the men." Chidren was saying to the mage as the two commanders arrived.

   "But that would weaken my men, and limit their ability to cast battle spells for the next several days." The mage replied.

   "Why." Chidren asked, becoming impatient with the man. "It does not seem to be a hard spell to cast."

   "Because there are so few of us, and more than five thousand men to cast the spell on." The mage replied. "It will not take us long to cast the spell, but it will take all of the strength we have to affect all of the men at the same time."

   "They will be able to cast defensive spells." Chidren said, "And what spells they can cast, should be all we will need."

   "As you command." The mage replied, and turned to carry out his orders.

   "We will not be camping tonight." Chidren said, as he turned his attention to the two commanders that had just arrived. "I want to reach the castle by first light tomorrow, and begin the battle before the defenders are awake."

   "We are to advance in battle formation?" Mareston asked. "Through the trees, at night?"

   "Yes, I will have the mages cast a spell that will give the men limited night vision." Chidren informed them. "But it will limit our ability to use magic in the battle."

   "You believe the enemy to be that weak?" Gaston asked. "That magic will not be needed to defeat the castle?"

   "I do not believe the defenders of the castle, to have more than one mage to use magic against us." Chidren said. "And our mage's will keep him busy so he cannot use his skills against the solders."

   "And they do not have enough defenders to defeat an army as large as the one we now lead?" Mareston asked, unsure that Chidren knew the true answer to his question.

   "How could they, when they have no more than two thousand trained, solders, in all of the empire?" Chidren asked, "They would have to recruit Thousands of men and train them before they could ever hope to stand against us."

   "I guess we will find out soon enough." Mareston replied. "But we should get the men moving if we hope to reach the castle by dawn."

   "Use outriders to flank the army." Chidren said to Gaston. "But assemble your cavalry to lead the army."

   "As you command." He replied, and rode in the direction of his men.

   "I will wait for the siege weapons to cross the stream." Mareston said. "To be sure they can keep up with the army."

   "Get the men moving first." Chidren said. "The cavalry will be able to take their positions, once Gaston gets them assembled."

   "Yes Sir." Mareston replied. "I will see to it right away."

   The first formation began to move forward, as the last of the solders crossed the stream, and formed in the rear. Once the siege weapons were across, the cavalry rode on ahead to take their place and lead the army, and the pace began to quicken. By the end of the day, they had made up the lost time from the ambush, and were on pace to reach the castle by the time Chidren demanded.

   Once the sun had set, and Chidren believed the enemy could no longer see them, he ordered the mage's to cast the stamina spell. The army was halted briefly to allow the spell to encompass all of them, and they continued on with more energy. The affects of the spell would only last them through the night, but the mage assured Chidren that the men would not be affected adversely when it wore off.

   The light of the fires of the camps around the castle grew brighter as they drew nearer, and just before dawn, the fires themselves could be seen. Chidren rode to the front of his advancing army, as the first rays of the predawn began to illuminate the land around them, and allowed them to see where the battle would be fought. Along with Mareston and Gaston, he looked for the best place to assemble the men for the attack, and was surprised to find the landscape around the castle barren of foliage.

   He chose the north side of the castle because his men could reach the gates easier, and because it offered him the best route in which to bring the siege weapons into the battle. It allowed his cavalry to reach the great road faster, and secure it against the possible escape of the castles defenders to the east.

   The army poured from the trees, and reformed their ranks for the attack, just as the sun began to peek over the horizon in the east. The siege weapons reached the open ground between the castle and the trees, and the men who were assigned to use them began to prepare them for the attack. That was when they found out that the ropes had been cut to the assault weapons, and they would not be useable until more ropes could be made.

   The battering rams and the towers were assembled as fast as the men could accomplish the task, but Chidren was not informed of the disabled assault weapons. No one would go to report it to him for fear of being killed when they did, and for once Mareston agreed with the men.

   As the first ranks began the advance on the castle, and Gaston's Cavalry reformed behind the first formation and ahead of the second, a horn sounded from within the castle. Gaston and those men that had ridden with him long before they had come to the empire, left the ranks of the cavalry, and rode back to where Mareston waited with the reserves. He had given command of the cavalry to his second, and he watched as the army moved forward.

   The horn was sounded in the castle a second time, and the gates of the garrison began to open as it did.

   "Have your cavalry cut off the escape of the defenders if they try to flee." Chidren said to Gaston. "I do not want anyone to reach the east, and warn them."

   "Yes sir." Gaston replied, and sent a messenger to relay the orders.

   "Stay with the siege weapons, and the reserves." Chidren said to Mareston. "I will be leading the second formation, so be prepared to send in whatever we need."

   "As you command." Mareston replied. "We will be ready when you give the order."

   The defenders rode from the castle in the colors of the empire, and formed up in front of the advancing army with their spears held high. Mareston was impressed with the line of warriors who stood against them, and the purple and gold shields they carried formed a wall of golden dragons that shined brightly in the morning sunlight.

   They were less than one third the size of the army they faced, but all were mounted and well armed. Mareston expected them to attack the front ranks before they could get within two bowshots of the castle, but to his surprise, they just sat there waiting. When they did finely began to move forward, they only advanced at the same rate as the foot solders they faced.

   Mareston was confused by the way the warriors of the empire seemed to care very little about the size of the forces arrayed against them, and slowly advanced on the foot solders of the mage king's army.

   "What have we gotten ourselves into now?" He said under his breath, as he watched the warriors of the empire, in amazement.

*****

 
   Menimeth stood on the battlements of the castle, as the gray of the early morning began to appear in the sky to the east, and watched as the enemy drew closer to Argnon. So far they had not investigated the trees to the west, having all their attention directed at the castle instead, and Menimeth began to believe they would not. He made his way back down to the garrison, where the men were preparing for the coming battle, and found Litlorn and Darik waiting for him to return.

   "All of the men are in the garrison and the castle courtyard." Litlorn said. "They will be ready to ride out as soon as you give the order."

   "Do we have a horn in which to sound the alarm?" Menimeth asked Captain Brannor, who stood in the doorway of the garrison just feet away. "I wish to announce our departure from the garrison."

   "As a matter of fact we do." The captain replied. "We used it to announce the beginning of the fair, several years ago. I will get it right away"

   He turned and walked back into the headquarters, and several minutes later, returned with the horn he had spoken of.

   "This should do the job." Captain Brannor said, as he handed the horn to the dragon rider. "It was used by the old regents when they went into battle as well."

   "Thank you Captain, I will return it before we ride from the garrison." Menimeth said.

   "The men are as ready as they will ever be." Kiler said, as he reached the dragon rider. "And they are awaiting your orders."

   "Spread the word to the men, to mount up, when they hear the horn sound." Menimeth told him. "And the gates will open on the second blast."

   "Are there any more instructions for the men?" Kyler asked. "Before we ride from the garrison."

   "When we ride from the garrison we will form our lines facing the enemy and began the attack slowly. Once we make the first charge and breach the enemy lines, all of the men are to ride back into the garrison as fast as they can, and retrieve new spears before reforming in front of the castle again."

   "I will see to it right away." Kyler said, and began to pass the orders on, to the men.

   "I would like you to blow the horn for me." Menimeth said to Litlorn. "If you will."

   "I would be honored." The elf said with a smile. "Just let me know when you wish me to sound the alarm."

   "Blow the first blast of the horn when the enemy begins to advance across the open ground." Menimeth replied. "And the second when all of the men are mounted and ready. Once we return from the first attack, you and Darik will join me for the second and final attack."

   "Do you wish me to use magic against the front ranks of the enemy?" Darik asked.

   "Yes, but wait until we lower our spears, and charge them." Menimeth replied. "Something to slow them down, while we retrieve new spears from the garrison and reform again in front of them."

   "I know just the spell." Darik said, and turned to follow Litlorn to the battlements.

   As the first rays of the sun began to appear down the great road, the first of the enemy solders entered the open space north of the castle. Soon they were all in the open, and they slowly began to advance. When they did, Litlorn sounded the horn, and the warriors of the empire began to mount their horses. It was less than three minutes before the second blast sounded, and the gates began to open.

   Menimeth was the first to ride from the garrison, followed closely by the solders of the realms, and they were soon in formation facing the enemy. They sat in formation, far longer than the enemy expected, just watching them as they advanced, but when they did begin to move forward, it was at a walk.

   "Prepare your bows." Menimeth shouted as he faded backwards into the line of warriors behind him. "Take three shots, before you lower your spears for the charge against their front ranks." He added. "But aim for the solders in the back of the formation first."

   When they were within bowshot of the enemy, Menimeth gave the order to fire, and the first wave of arrows began their flight. Before they could reach their marks, a second wave was ready to be launched, and the screams of the stricken continued as the arrows struck home. The third wave of arrows was sent directly into the front ranks of the enemy lines, and men began to drop all across their formation.

   "Lower spears." Menimeth shouted, and as one, all of the warriors of the third army lowered their spears.

   The mounted warriors picked up speed as they began their charge, and were soon flying across the open ground at full speed. Crashing into the enemy, spears were splintered and men were crushed, as they swept through the enemy solders in front of them. Just as the enemy began to form for a counter attack, the warriors of the empire turned and raced back to the castle.

   The cavalry of the enemy began to give chase, when the shape of the dragon appeared over the castle, and flew directly at them. Halting their advance, the solders of the mage king prepared to defend against the great beast as it approached, but it disappeared into thin air just as it reached them.

   "The leader of the enemy solders, shouted orders to the men around him, and the army began to reform their ranks soon after. It was not long before the advance on the castle was resumed, but it had given the warriors of the third army, the time they needed to reach the garrison and retrieve a new spear. As the men rode from the garrison, and began to reassemble in front of the enemy for another charge, Litlorn and Darik were with them. Menimeth sat on his war-horse Donner, and faced the advancing enemy once again, with the warriors of the third army in formation behind him. Litlorn sat to Menimeth's right, and Kyler sat to his left, while Darik sat just beyond the commander. When the lines had been reformed, and the men were ready for another assault on the enemy who threatened their lands, Menimeth gave the signal for the first and second armies to emerge from the trees.

   Feran and the army he commanded were the first to appear from the trees in which they had been concealed, and with several lines of mounted warriors behind him, they more than doubled the number of warriors that prepared to attack the enemy. They did not continue their advance, but halted as soon as all of the men had cleared the trees, and waited for the signal to attack. The solders of the enemy forces slowed their advance on the castle, as this new threat appeared from the trees on their left flank, and the reserves in the rear began to move forward after a command from their leader. That was when Javen and the fifteen hundred men he commanded rode from the trees to the west, and formed on the enemy's right flank. As Feran had done, they halted as soon as all of the men had cleared the trees, and waited for the signal that the attack was to begin.

   With the appearance of the warriors on their right flank, the enemy advance halted altogether, and their captains began shouting orders from one end to the other. Menimeth could see Chidren in the middle of the mage kings forces, and watched as he directed his men to different parts of his army in an effort to bolster his lines.

   "Chidren is the one who holds this army together." He said to Litlorn. "And he is the one we must kill if we are to have any success in forcing the enemy to surrender."

   "He will not be easy to get to." Litlorn replied. "I am afraid it will be a long time, before any of our forces can penetrate that far into their lines."

   "I am the one who must fight him." Menimeth said. "If his death is to have the desired effect."

   "Even with your skills, you cannot fight your way to him, without the risk of being overwhelmed." Litlorn pointed out. "We will just have to hope that the men remember what we have taught them, and keep their ranks together as the battle progresses."

   "Javen and Feran will not allow their men to break ranks." Kyler said. "They know we need to drive the enemy in on itself, which will cause them to be hindered by their own numbers."

   "But if we do not begin to drive them back on the first charge, then the battle could take longer than we can afford." Menimeth said. "Even with our men mounted, both armies are evenly matched."

   "Then we had better make sure that the attack has the desired affect." Litlorn said. "To save the lives of men on both sides."

   When the enemy reserves reached the main army, Menimeth could see that the siege weapons had been left behind, and Chidren was furious about it. Though he could not hear what was being said, he knew the man was angry, but as far as Menimeth could tell, the siege weapons would have been useless against the formations arrayed against them. Even if they had worked, which Menimeth knew they did not, the siege weapons would have killed more of their own forces than those of the empire.

   "It's time." Menimeth said, as he gave the signal for the men to ready their bows.

   Darik walked his horse forward for several paces, and began to chant in a language those around him had never heard before, and he raised his staff as he did. A bright light began to form above the staff he held, and the wind began to blow, picking up speed as the seconds passed. The enemy mages began shooting fireballs at Darik, but to their surprise, they disappeared long before they could reach their target. Several times, the mage's of the enemy sent fireballs and lightning bolts at Darik, but they had no affect on him. Not one of the lightning bolts or fireballs, ever reached the dragon mage as he cast his spell, because they disappeared before they could do so.

   Darik's voice became louder as he chanted, and the light became brighter with every fireball and lightning bolt the enemy sent his way, until he screamed the last words and pointed his staff to the heavens. The light that formed above the Staff of the Dragon Darik held, shot into the sky with ferocity, and exploded above the heads of the mage kings solders. All of the fireballs and lightning bolts that had disappeared before they could reach their targets, rained down on the enemy solders, along with hundreds of thousands of burning embers. As they began to reach the enemy solders below, Menimeth gave the order to fire, and the bows of the empire sent thousands of arrow to join them.

   Those of the enemy solders that had their bows launched their missiles at the warriors of the empire. However, with the lines as thin as they were, most of the arrows missed the targets for which they were intended. Very few of the arrows of the enemy solders, got passed the shields of the men who held them, but of the ones that did, none were fatal.

   As the warriors of the empire raised their bows for the next volley, the screams of the wounded and dying among the enemy ranks had begun to drift across the battlefield. As the second wave of missiles rained down on the forces of the mage king, all three armies of the empire began to move forward. With the third and final volley of arrows, the warriors of the empire lowered their spears, and prepared to attack the enemy with the second phase of the planned assault.

   So far the enemy had lost several hundred men to the first phase of the attack meant to halt their advance, while the empire had lost far less than they could have hoped. The battle had gone well for the warriors in the purple and gold of the empire, but Menimeth knew that the biggest test would be the combined charge of the three separate armies, which surrounded the enemy. As the horses of the empire began to pick up speed, and as they drew nearer to the enemy ranks that faced them, Darik engaged the enemy mages to keep them from affecting the outcome of the battle. Fireballs and lightning bolts flew back, and forth, as the mages plied their arts in an effort to weaken the other side enough and allow their armies to gain an advantage.

   Menimeth led the charge with Litlorn and Kiler by his side, and the warriors of the third army racing behind him, while Javen and Feran led the charge from both flanks. It was the moment of truth for the empire, and the first big test of their will, but the dragon rider did not allow the magnitude of its outcome to the empire affect him. The battle had begun, and it was up to the warriors of the empire to drive the enemy from their lands.






 
 
Chapter Thirty-Four
 
   Chidren yelled orders to his captains as the warriors of the empire rode from the trees on their left, and directed his men to the best places to bolster their lines.

   "Send your men to the left flank." Chidren said to the captain to his left. "And stop the attack on our left."

   "Right away sir." The man said, and assembled the men he needed from the third formation.

   When the warriors of the empire appeared from the trees on their right, Chidren called the captain to his right

   "You." Chidren said to the captain. "Reinforce the right flank with the remaining men from the third formation, and stop the attack on that side. Do not allow them to breach the formation."

   "Yes sir." The captain said, and raced to gather the men of the third formation that he was ordered to use against the mounted warriors.

   He called for the reserves to join the battle, having Mareston assemble the men along with Gaston and those of his solders that he was worried about the most, and they began to move forward. The number of warriors the empire was able to assemble, caught Chidren by surprise, but he believed they were no more than farmers and shopkeepers dressed as solders.

   "What about the men in the front lines?" Another of the captains asked. "Should we use the cavalry to reinforce them?"

   "No, once we have stopped the attack on our flanks, we can divert the men to the center lines, to help drive them back." Chidren said. "Have the cavalry reinforce whichever flank needs it."

   "Yes sir." The man said, and rode in the direction of the cavalry leader to relay the orders.

   "Where are my siege weapons?" Chidren yelled, as Mareston and Gaston arrived at his position among the solders of the mage kings army. "We may need them to throw back the assault on our flanks."

   "They are useless in this kind of battle." Mareston said. "We would kill more of our own men, then we would the enemy because their lines are too thin."

   "What good are they then?" Chidren screamed. "If they cannot be used against the enemy solders."

   "They are designed to attack a castle, not lines of mounted spear men." Mareston informed him. "It was by your orders that this design was used because the defenders were not believed to have so many warriors in which to fight us."

   "They are no more than farmers and shopkeepers, dressed as warriors to make us believe we face an army." Chidren said. "The empire has to few solders to form an army of such size without conscripting farmers and shopkeepers into the army to make it appear larger."

   "Then we should be able to defeat them without the siege weapons." Mareston replied. "But we can go and retrieve them if you wish."

   "Just prepare the reserves to reinforce whichever lines need it." Chidren said, and dismissed the old solder with an angry gesture.

   Mareston rode back to the captain of the reserves and relayed the orders he had been given, before returning to where Gaston and the other commanders waited.

   "We have been out maneuvered by the warrior in the dragon armor." Mareston said, speaking where only Gaston could hear him. "And they are not nearly as weak as we were led to believe."

   "It seems your suspicions were right after all." Gaston replied. "And Chidren has no business being in command of an army. He has led us into ambush after ambush, and he has played right into the empire's hands."

   "If we are not careful, he will get us killed." Mareston said. "But we had better not try to escape the battlefield before the battle is over, if we are to survive."

   "You believe there is more to this battle than we are being told, do you not?" Gaston asked, sensing the old solders instincts were telling him something that would help him save his men.

   "Yes I do." Mareston replied. "I do not believe we have seen all the warriors the empire can use against us, and I do not think we can escape to the north. I believe the empire has us surrounded, but have not called the warriors behind us out into the open for some reason."

   "Then are we doomed to die in this place?" Gaston asked. "Is there not another escape route that will save my men?"

   "Do not fear my friend." Mareston replied. " I believe there is one way we can avoid death, and possibly allow many of the men to survive this battle."

   "You seem to have far better instincts than Chidren, and you were right about the events so far." Gaston said. "So we will follow your orders from now on."

   "I believe that Chidren and the warrior in the dragon armor have known each other for a long time." Mareston said. "And if we can have the men hold out long enough, and we are able to allow the dragon warrior and Chidren to engage in combat, we could let the outcome of that fight decide the battle."

   "But is the warrior good enough to kill Chidren?" Gaston asked. "It will not go well for us if Chidren wins."

   "I think the warrior in the dragon armor, has been looking for Chidren for a long time, and that Chidren has been running away from him." Mareston said. "I believe Chidren is afraid of him, and that is why he was so furious every time his men failed to kill the warrior in the ambushes they set up, just for him."

   "You believe the dragon warrior is that skilled?" Gaston asked, beginning to believe he would somehow get his men out of the battle alive.

   "I believe there is more to the dragon warrior than we realize." Mareston replied. "And if he turns out to be a dragon rider, I will fight for the mage king no longer."

   "If he is a dragon rider, we will join you." Gaston said.

   Chidren was yelling orders to the men around him, and preparing for the attack that the empire was about to launch, when he called for the lead mage standing close by.

   "Have your mages attack that traitor, and kill him." Chidren said to the lead mage, as Darik rode forward from the warriors of the empire that faced the center of his lines, and began to cast his spell. "And then kill the rest of those fools who stand between us and our objective."

   "As you command." The lead mage replied, "We will begin right away."

   Fireballs began to fly from the mages who stood around Chidren, as they attempted to destroy the single mage of the empire who stood against them. To their complete and utter surprise, the fireballs disappeared long before they could reach their intended target, and they stood stunned by their failure. The light began to grow brighter over the staff of the mage of the empire, and the wind began to blow harder as Chidren's mages began their second attempt to destroy him.

   In the second attack, lightning bolts as well as fireballs were hurled at the mage, but disappeared in the same manner as the first. They continued to cast their spells even though they had no affect on the target, hoping to weaken him enough to overpower him, but it did not work out the way they had hoped. The bright light from above the staff he carried, streaked into the sky, and exploded above their heads. When it did, the fireballs and lightning bolts that had disappeared before they could reach their targets came raining back down on their own heads, along with Thousands of flaming embers. The fireballs and lightning bolts that they, themselves, had summoned, killed many of the solders that stood against the empire.

   The warriors of the empire chose that moment to began their assault, with the first wave of arrows from all three armies, which added to the confusion among the ranks. With the second wave of missiles launched by the empire, the men began to realize what was happening, and settled down enough to protect themselves from the rain of death the empire had unleashed.

   With the third and final wave of arrows, the warriors of the empire lowered their spears, and began the charge. The men began to retreat slowly from the advancing spearman, when the last of the arrows had landed, but they did not turn to run. Instead, They began to brace for the collision to come, as the spearman of the empire picked up speed.

   Mareston looked on as the warriors of the empire neared their lines, with growing respect for the warrior in the dragon armor and the tactics he used against them. He had out guessed Chidren at every turn, and he had made him believe they were weak when they were not. By splitting his forces into three different armies, he had gained the upper hand, and had eliminated the siege weapons they had spent so many month's building for the battle. With the use of mounted warriors instead of infantry, He negated the experience of the mage kings army, and gave his warriors far better mobility.

 
*****

 
   Menimeth crashed into the front ranks of the enemy lines, sending his spear through the solder that stood in front of him. Donner was a very large horse, and he was immune to the confusion and noise of the battleground, having been trained for battle since he was a colt. He was a weapon unto himself, and he was trained to ride down the enemy, so that was what he did. Menimeth did not carry a shield like the warriors behind him, to ward off the blows of the enemy, but kept them at bay with his two swords instead. Donner was more than the enemy could stand against, and they tried to leap out of the way, swinging their swords at the horses rider when they did, but most of the did not survive the attempt.

   As the line of warriors crashed into the ranks of the enemy, seconds after Menimeth, they began to drive them backwards, and into the ranks of solders behind them. Those of the empire's warriors, that were more skilled with their swords than the rest, dropped from their horses and attacked the enemy on foot. Menimeth was one of the men who dropped from his horse, and he attacked the enemy solders with more skill than any of them had ever seen before. Several times the enemy tried to surround the dragon rider, but each time they did, the number of their dead reflected their failure.

   Slowly he began to work his way through the enemy lines, always keeping an eye on Chidren, who directed the enemy solders from relative safety. As the battle raged around him, and the dead began to pile up, Menimeth found the solders of the mage king began to avoid him. As he looked across the battlefield, he could tell that the enemy was being decimated, and that the empire had not lost as many men as he feared. Very few were dead, and those that were wounded in the battle, seemed to have managed to escape to the side, where they were protected from further injury.

   Some of the warriors of the empire rode across the enemy formation, launching arrow after arrow at them, and reducing the number of solders who could attack the empire's swordsmen who fought on foot. Others rode through the enemy ranks, and attacked with their swords from the back of their horses, reeking havoc among the solders of the mage king. The battle raged on both sides of the dragon rider, and he could see Feran and Javen as they collapsed the enemy in on its self, but Javen was not gaining as much ground as he had hoped. They did have the third formation to contend with, as well as the reserves brought up from the siege weapons, but still they were driving them back.

   Once Menimeth and the warriors of the third army had pushed the front lines of the mage kings forces back far enough to allow all three armies of the empire to link together, the sheer numbers of the enemy began to slow their advance. The battle became sluggish in areas where the men who faced one another were less skilled, but heated where the opposite was the case. Menimeth began to encounter solders of the mage king as he drove the enemy back, that would attack him in force, but slowly even these men refused to engage him.

   "Have your men reinforce the right side of the line." Menimeth said to Captain Sangrivol when he reached him. "They are involved in the hardest fighting."

   "How many do you want me to take?" The Captain asked.

   Fifty should do it, as long as you choose some of your better swordsmen." Menimeth replied. "I will have Kyler reinforce the left side, and we should be able to push them back faster on the ends."

   "I will do it right away." The Captain said, and began to assemble the men he needed.

   Kyler did not hesitate when Menimeth told him what he wanted, and was soon racing to assemble the men he needed for the task. Both reached their objective at the same time, and the resulting serge, made the battle lines take on a horseshoe appearance.

 
   Feran and the second army were doing the most damage to the enemy ranks, and the reinforcements that had arrived to try to halt their advance. The dead littered the ground behind Feran and the warriors of the second army, but very few of them were warriors of the empire. Feran had the most experienced of the solders, which had joined the dragon guard after the forces of the mage king had overrun their kingdoms in the southeast, and they fought like the solders they were. The enemy forces that now faced them, as they fought to avenge the friends and family they had lost to the mage king, could not stand against them in their fury. Even when they were wounded, the warriors of the second army would not resign their place in the front lines until they could fight no longer.

   Commander Fracher fought as hard as any of the warriors around him, and the old solder proved his skill and intelligence many times throughout the day. The battle was not as intense as it had been after the initial attack, and both sides began to fight more cautiously as time passed. Several times the Commander would fight his way into the enemy ranks, only to fight his way out again. Though he did not kill the enemy solders he faced, unless he was given no alternative, he put a lot of them out of the fight.

   "Why do you do that?" Feran asked commander Fracher when they were close enough to speak to each other. "Fight your way into their ranks until you are surrounded, so you have to fight your way out again."

   "To give the enemy solder's who are not in the front ranks something to worry about." Commander Fracher said with a grin.

   "You are truly not right in the head." Feran said smiling. "But it does have a certain appeal to it."

   "Yes, that it what I thought." The commander replied. "But it is not for the faint of sprit."

   "I can see why." Feran said. "But it does seem to have the desired affect."

   "You have no idea, boy." Commander Fracher said. "Each time I do it, their lines began to retreat again, and they become even more cautious."

   "That I have noticed." Feran said. "And that you do not kill unless you have no other choice."

   "That is because men will try to avenge the death of their friends." Commander Fracher replied. "But will try to help them if they are wounded, which eliminates even more men from the fight."

   "They do return." Feran pointed out. "Eventually."

   "Yes, but with a lot more respect for the enemy." Commander Fracher said. "And a lot less confidence in themselves."

   "You are a wise old goat." Feran said. "I am glad you are on our side."

   The leader of the mage kings army captured their attention, as he roared above the sounds of battle that surrounded them. Several hundred men had broken off from the main force of his army, and retreated northeast in an effort to escape the carnage of the battle.

   "I do not think we can stop them." Feran said to the commander as he watched the enemy solders moving away from the battle. "We will have to hope Commander Rayden can stop them before they can escape."

   "I am afraid you are right." The commander replied. "If we send enough men to defeat them when they are cut off, we will not be able to hold the line."

   "Then we must let them go for now." Feran said, and turned back to the fighting that raged on all around him.

 
Javen fought hard as his men pushed the enemy backwards, and into the solders behind them. Most of them stayed on their horses to fight the enemy, but some dropped to the ground to engage the solders that showed the most skill. The battle raged all around them as they pushed the enemy back, and the dead began to litter the ground.
   After the initial attack, the solders of the mage king began to slow their retreat, and in some areas, stopped it altogether. Javen and the warriors who still advanced, began to attack the enemy solders that held up the advance from the side, which allowed the warriors they faced to continue their advance, and drive the enemy backwards once again.

   Javen watched as more of the enemy rushed to bolster the lines he faced, and it was not long before the advance began to slow all across the enemy's right flank. Several of the men around him had been wounded, but they did not retreat from the fight, only falling back so another could take their place. Once they had stopped the bleeding, and they were able to fight once again, they would return to their place in the front lines. Some of the warriors of the first army were wounded badly enough to be out of the fight, but very few of them died. Even fewer had been killed in the initial assault, and Javen was proud of the ferocity in which they fought.

   As the advance on the enemy's right flank came to a halt, the warriors of the empire began to dismount because their horses were no longer an advantage. The enemy, which had been driven back in on themselves enough that they could no longer retreat any farther, began to fight with a lot more caution. That was when the hardest of the fighting began, and the warriors of the first army held their ground.

   Chidren, the leader of the enemy forces, decided to join the fight when the group of his men deserted him, and he was more than the warriors of the empire he faced, could withstand. He was not allowed to kill the men he faced, because others would engage him until the wounded men could be withdrawn, which made him angrier. The warriors of the empire began to fight him as a group, but all that it accomplished was too slow him down some. When a man was wounded, another would take his place, and in that manner they slowly forced Chidren in the direction of their commander, Javen.

   Chidren had attacked the right flank of the empire's forces, sensing it was the weakest part of their army, but the warriors of the dragon guard did not falter. They reformed as Chidren passed, and held the enemy solders behind him back, but their advance had halted. It was the first time since the battle began, that the warriors of the empire did not push the enemy back. Instead, the serge of the enemy solders began to press the warriors in the purple and gold, and the strain was more than they could hold.

   With the assault by Chidren on the end of Javen's lines, and the attempt to withstand his deadly skills by the warriors of the empire, Javen's men began to retreat slowly. The enemy solders began to renew the attack with this new development, and more of the mage kings solders joined the fight. The solders of the empire had a very hard time keeping Chidren from the wounded, but before long they had slowed the solders behind Chidren's advance.

   It was Javen who turned the tide once again, by fiercely attacking the enemy behind Chidren, and driving them back. Once they began to retreat again, Javen turned his attention to the enemy leader, who was wreaking havoc among his men.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Thirty-Five
 
   Saesic watched in horror as the dragon appeared above the castle, and headed for the solders of the mage kings army. He was confused when the dragon disappeared just as he reached them, until he realized that it was just a spell cast to frighten the enemy. Minutes later, the empire surrounded the mage kings army on three sides, and began the attack. He could see the fireballs and lightning bolts as they were cast from the staffs of the mages of Arnoran's army, and he watched them disappear before they reached their intended targets. When the light, which formed above the staff of the mage Darik, exploded above the heads of Chidren's solders raining destruction down on them, Saesic decided it was a good time to leave.

   As he gathered up the items he had packed to take with him, and loaded them on the horse he had hidden away among the trees, he could not help stealing looks at the battle in the distance. He knew that he should not remain in the camp, but it had been his home for several months, and he was reluctant to accept the fact that all he had done was to exile himself from the empire. The many months of feeding the enemy only the information he wanted them to have, and all the hours he had spent arranging his fathers demise, had all been negated when the dragon rider appeared.

   As the hours passed, Saesic slowly repacked his bags, telling himself he was just making sure he had all that would identify him when the camp was found. He knew it did not matter if anything was found when he was gone, because it would not help them find out where he went when he departed. He knew that he should have gone long before the battle started, but he found it hard to just leave all he had ever known behind.

   He hated the dragon rider for what he had done to him, but he feared him more. As the warriors of the empire drove the solders of the mage king back, Saesic saddled his horse, and tied the bags he had packed behind the saddle.

   He would pay all of them back for what they had done to him he said to himself, as he climbed into the saddle, and turned the horse south. He rode from the hill slowly, hoping that anyone who might see him would think he was just a commoner returning home. What he did not realize is that he would have been far better off if he had ridden from the hill as fast as he could, and traveled as many miles as possible before dark. All of the people around Argnon for several miles had gone to Corlindum to escape the battle, or to other towns in the eastern part of the empire. Anyone who was not a solder of the empire that was close to Argnon, would instantly be noticed, and would most likely be investigated.

   The sounds of the battle began to recede slowly, as he rode from the hill for the first time in several months, and made his way south. The journey would not be an easy one, and he would discover that the empire was not as bad as he believed, but the fear he now felt was nothing compared to what he would eventually encounter. He would also come to realize that the punishment the empire would have given him, was nothing compared to what he would be forced to endure before his part in the events to come were complete

 
*****

 
   As the Men of the mage kings army broke off from the main force, and began to withdraw from the battle, Alazen informed Donderan of their attempted escape.

   "It appears that you will get your wish." He said to the dwarf. "A group of several hundred of the mage kings solders has broken off from the main army, and is headed in our direction."

   "Could we be that lucky, lad?" Donderan replied. "And get the chance to kill some of Arnoran's solders."

   "It appears that we are." The elf said. "For they are headed straight for our position, as we speak."

   "Then let us prepare to receive the mage kings solders properly." Donderan replied, with a grin. "Just tell your men to leave some for us, a dwarf has got to have his fun."

   "Do not worry." Alazen replied. "There are enough for all of us."

   "Allow me to greet them before you and your men show yourselves." Donderan said to the elf as he watched the enemy solders advancing.

   "I will allow you to have your fun." Alazen replied. "And we will wait until you have spoken to them before we show ourselves."

   "It will not hurt for you to be part of my scheme." Donderan said. "I plan to give them a chance to surrender, and you should join me when I speak to them."

   "Since you put it that way, I think I will join you." Alazen said. "And we may yet get some of them to surrender."

   "Not too many, I hope." Donderan said with a grin.

   The men that managed to break away from what they considered to be, the doomed army of the mage king, did so, without any kind of order. They ran from the battlefield for fear that Chidren would get them killed if they stayed, or that he would have them killed if they failed to get far enough away before he discovered their departure.

   They apparently had some kind of leadership, but it was not based on military rank. Four men argued among themselves as they made their escape, but one was clearly the man in charge. As far as Donderan could tell, the solders that deserted from the mage kings army did so out of fear more than anything else. They did not form ranks when they were far enough away from the battle to escape both the solders of the empire and Chidren's army. Instead, they traveled in random groups, or in pairs, but they slowly began to become strung out as they attempted their escape.

   As the first of the deserters reached the location Donderan was waiting for them to reach, he walked to the top of the rise and spoke to them.

   "This is as far as you go." He shouted. "You have a simple choice lads, throw down your weapons and surrender, or die."

   "You are one dwarf." The leader said. "What makes you think we will surrender, and not just kill you and be on our way?"

   "I am not alone." Donderan replied. "So if you value your life, you will throw down your weapons."

   Alazen walked to the top of the rise, and looked at the deserters with pity.

   "You will not be given another warning." He said loud enough for all of them to hear him. "A combined force of dwarf and Elvin warriors stand between you and escape. If you do not surrender, you will surly not survive."

   "One dwarf and one Elf do not scare me." The leader replied. "And I don't think the two of you can stop us from going wherever we please."

   "You are a fool." Alazen said to the man. "And you will get these men killed faster than if you had stayed with the mage kings forces."

   "Any of you who want to live, drop your weapons and place your hands out to the side." Donderan shouted. "You will be allowed to retreat from the men that are about to be killed, but if you do not do as you are told, you will die along with them."

   Several of the solders did as Alazen and Donderan told them, and dropped their weapons, backing away from the main group of deserters. A few more of the deserters did the same when they saw that they would not be the only ones to do so, and that made the leader angry. Close to fifty deserters now stood apart from the rest, and the leader began yelling curses at them. After several minutes, the leader turned his attention to the dwarf and the elf, and Alazen knew he was about to make the wrong choice.

   "Those men are cowards." The leader of the deserters said. "But we are not."

   "Then you will die" Alazen replied.

   "We will see about that." The leader said, and pulling his sword from its scabbard, advanced on the two men.

   With a yell, the deserters rushed the position where the dwarf and the elf stood, but stopped abruptly as the five hundred Dwarf and Elvin warriors attacked from below the rise.

   Donderan buried his battle-axe, in the first of the deserters to reach him, and the man died with a look of shock on his face as he fell to the ground. Two hundred battle-axes flashed in the midday sun, as they hacked a path through the deserters, of the mage kings army, and the Elvin warriors behind them, dealt with those of the deserters not in the path of a dwarf.

   As the smaller battle for the escape route continued, more of the deserters who were in the back, dropped their weapons and ran to join those that had already surrendered. Elvin warriors made their way around the battle, to keep an eye on the ones that had dropped their weapons, and allowed any who wished to surrender, to do so.

   Donderan turned to face the leader, who had wounded several of his fellow dwarfs, but Alazen reached him first.

   "What makes you think you can defeat me, when a dwarf could not." The leader said, as he studied the elf warrior who faced him.

   "You may have wounded a dwarf or two, but you have not managed to kill any of them." Alazen replied. "I am not a dwarf, and I have killed far better swordsmen than you, more times than I can remember."

   "Beware elf." The leader said. "I am the equal of the solders of the mage king armies of the Great War."

   "I was there the day Arnoran's armies were defeated." Alazen replied. "His solders were poorly trained at best, and relied on numbers to overwhelm their enemies. If not for the mages who served him, Arnoran's forces would never have defeated anyone."

   "You lie." The leader screamed, and attacked the Elvin warrior.

   As he did, three deserters who stood around him attacked as well. Without moving from where he stood, Alazen showed his skill with a sword by blocking the leaders attack easily, and killing the other three deserters before the leader could attack again. One of the men was decapitated by the elf's sword, with apparently very little effort, while the other two were disemboweled. The leader was obviously shaken by what he had just witnessed, but he was too foolish to surrender, and when he attacked the elf again, he knew no more.

   With the death of the last deserter that did not surrender, they turned their attention to the ones that did. Elvin warriors guarded them, as they watched in fear at the slaughter of those that believed they could escape. Donderan and Alazen approached them as they made their way through the bodies of the dead and dying, and told them to retrieve their weapons.

   "We have done all you asked." One of the men said. "We will not give you a reason to kill us, by picking up our weapons."

   "You will not be harmed as long as you do not try to escape, or attack any of the Dwarf or Elvin warriors who guard you." Alazen assured the man. "But we do not know what the dragon rider will do, so it would be better if you kept your weapons, in case you are released."

   "Released! You think that he would let us go after we attacked the castle?" The man said with total surprise. "I have never heard of a king who let the solders of an opposing army go, without taking the kingdom from which they fought."

   "Menimeth is not like any king in the lands of magic." Donderan said. "As you can tell by the way he decimated the solders of the mage king."

   "I have never met him." Alazen said. "But if the last thing that anyone would expect him to do was, release you, then that is most likely what he will do."

   "Yes, but you see lads. The question is not if he will release you." Donderan said to them. "But what will you do if he does."

   The solders looked very confused, and it was apparent to Alazen, that they did not understand what the dwarf was asking. The man who had done all of the speaking so far, looked at the dwarf with uncertainty, but did not speak.

   "What he is asking you is what will you do if the king releases you." Alazen said. "You may find that returning to the mage king might not be the best thing to do."

   "I do not know, but I will not return to the east and be conscripted into the mage kings army again." The man said, and the men behind

him began to nod their heads in agreement.

   "It is something to consider while you wait for the battle to end, and the king to make a decision on what he wants to do with you." Donderan said. "But for now, we must return to the battleground."

   After picking up their weapons the deserters turned and began to walk back in the direction from which they had come, with the dwarf warriors in front of them, and the Elvin warriors behind them. The battle had come to an end for them, and all they awaited was their fate.

 
   With the enemy moving to attack the end of Javen's lines, Feran and the warriors of the second army renewed their attack on the solders that still faced them. The enemy began to retreat once again, as the warriors of the empire attacked them with greater ferocity, until their lines began to fall apart. Taking advantage of the confused enemy solders that no longer held their lines together as they fought, Feran and the warriors of the second army engulfed them.

   Soon, the lines on two sides of the mage kings army were no longer in formation, and the colors of the empire were scattered through out that part of the battlefield. The fighting was fierce for several minutes, before the warriors of the empire began to take control of the battlefield, and the solders of the mage king began to retreat. As the battle progressed, many of the more skilled combatants sought out one another to engage in combat. Men began to form pockets around these warriors of the empire, and solders of the mage king, as they clashed in their own personal battles. Slowly the battle became a battle of champions, and as time passed, fewer and fewer of the less skilled men fought each other.

   Hobie was one of the champions who fought for his men, and he defeated several of the enemy's best solders that stood against him. It was while he fought what he believed to be the last of the solders to challenge him, that several of the enemy attacked him from behind. When they did, the warriors of the empire retaliated, and killed all of the enemy solders around them. Badly wounded from the cowardly attack, Hobie was carried from the battlefield by some of the men from the northern realm, and taken to the castle.

   Captain Sangrivol faced a similar situation, and was attacked from behind by several men at the same time, but the warriors of the empire heard what had happened to Hobie, and cut the men down before they could reach him. The distraction was enough to allow Captain Sangrivol's opponent the chance he was looking for, but the attack cost him his life. Badly wounded by the attack, the captain retreated from the battle, helped by some of his men.

   Darik faced the nine mages of Arnoran's army, and because they were weak from the spells cast to aid the men in their march through the night, they were not strong enough to defeat the supreme dragon mage. Oblivious to the battle that raged on around them, and lost in the magic of the battle between them, the mages of Chidren's army, used spell after spell in an attempt to defeat the dragon mage. One by one they were consumed by the power of the Staff of the Dragon, and as the battle began to come to an end, the last of Arnoran's mages lay dead on the ground.

   Most of the enemy's best fighters were dead, and the ones that were still fighting, began to retreat back to where their forces were strongest. The battle had not ended, but it was the empire that had taken the field, and the forces of the mage king were all but defeated. One of the warriors of the empire, who defeated many of the enemy's better solders, was not a commander or a captain, but he saved more than thirty men during the battle. He was just a man who had appeared at the garrison only days before Javen was to leave for Argnon, but showed enough skill to be allowed to join the first army when they departed. During the battle he had killed several of the enemy's solders that tried to attack Menimeth from behind. The dragon rider turned around quickly, but the man came out of nowhere, and killed them all before they could reach him.

   Menimeth was impressed with the man's skill, and when the man bowed to him before returning to the fight, Menimeth decided to make it a point to learn his name.

 
Javen could not allow his men to be pushed back by the swordsmen who attacked them at the end of his lines, and he raced to the man to end the threat. His men were holding their own as long as several men engaged Chidren at the same time, but they were being driven back slowly.
   Chidren slashed at the warrior before him, seconds after he wounded him with a thrust of his sword, but it was blocked by Javen before it could reach its target. Chidren exploded with anger by the failure to kill the man he had wounded, and he turned his attention to the warrior who had thwarted his attack. He was about to strike, when he realized that all of the other warriors of the empire had backed away, and only the single warrior faced him. The golden dragon that was woven into the armor made of dragon steel caught his attention, and Chidren became a lot more cautious.

   "You are the dragon warrior from the west?" Chidren asked, with as much disrespect as he could.

   "No, I am Javen, Commander of the first army of the dragon guard." Javen replied. "Menimeth is the dragon warrior, but he is also the king and Dragon Lord of the empire."

   "Then I will kill you before I kill him." Chidren said, and attacked Javen with a quick thrust of his sword.

   Javen easily parried the attack, and sliced Chidren's cheek open with the tip of his sword, as a reward for his effort. As blood ran down the leaders face, Chidren bellowed with rage, and the fight that ensued, proved epic. Men began to surround the combatants as the battle raged on, amazed by the level of skill the two men showed. Several times, Chidren thought he had the warrior, but each time he made the move he believed, would kill him, Javen parried his attack. Chidren grew angrier at each failed, attempt, but he knew the warrior could only defend against him, and could not attack without leaving himself open. Javen knew he was no match for Chidren, but he also knew the enemy leader could not defeat him if he continued in a defensive stance.

   For more than half an hour the two men fought, but Chidren could not defeat the warrior in the dragon armor with the tactics he was using. He began to attack the shield Javen carried, instead of the openings he thought he spotted, and managed to wound Javen several times in the process. Javen switched his feet, and placed the right foot in front instead of his left. That changed the way he moved, and the next time Chidren attacked him, it was Chidren who was wounded.

   Another half hour passed as the battle continued, and Javen was growing weaker with exhaustion as it did. He had been wounded several times during the battle, and he could not understand why Chidren was not growing tired like he was. He had managed to wound the enemy leader several times himself, including the wound to his cheek, but the man acted as though he had just begun the fight.

 
   Menimeth watched as Chidren attacked the end of Javen's lines, and halted the advance by the warriors who fought there. He watched, as Javen rushed to stop the warriors of his army from falling to Chidren's sword, and faced him in combat. The solders of the mage kings army began to retreat to where Chidren and Javen were fighting, as the two men worked their way to the center of the battlefield. All of the warriors of the empire followed them as they slowly retreated, and in time, the two armies faced each other from opposite sides of the two combatants,

   "It's time to put an end to this battle." Menimeth said to his dragon. "Land behind me, and together we will see that it comes to a quick end."

   "I am already on my way." Danorathin replied. "And I am coming up behind you now."

   The remaining solders of the mage kings army now numbered less than two thousand men, and more than half of them were wounded. The empire however, had lost far less, and most of the ones they did lose, were only wounded. The warriors of the empire now outnumbered the enemy by four to one, but the only fight that was being fought, was between Chidren and Javen.

   Menimeth made his way through the warriors of the empire, and they began to make room for him as he did. Soon, a wide gap had been formed in their ranks, as their king approached the two men who still fought, and stopped when he was less than ten feet from them. He motioned for the warriors of the empire to move back, and he faced Chidren again as they did.

   Javen stood facing the leader of the enemy forces, but Chidren did not attack him with Menimeth standing so close.

   "I will fight both of you if I must." Chidren said. "But if you will wait until I have killed this man, I will get to you next."

   "Javen. Go and see to your wounds." Menimeth said. "This coward belongs to me, and I will be the one to punish him for his crimes."

   Chidren looked at Menimeth for the first time, and the golden dragon on his breastplate captured all of Chidren's attention. As he turned to face the warrior in the dragon armor, Javen backed away from him, and stopped at the line of warriors who faced the enemy ranks from the opposite side of the two men. This fight, he would not have missed no matter how badly wounded he was, and he was not alone.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Thirty-Six
 
   The Dwarf and Elvin warriors led by Donderan, and Alazen, took their prisoners to where the two leaders faced each other between the two armies. They returned the deserters to the enemy lines from which they had come, and stopped to the east of the two combatants. The arrival of the five hundred warriors was a surprise to Gaston, and the other solders of the mage kings forces, but to Mareston it was not. The new arrivals had halted on their left flank, and it made some of the enemy solders even more, uneasy than before.

   Commander Rayden did not believe he needed to keep from sight any longer, so he and the men of the Lost Cavalry rode from the trees behind the unused siege weapons, and to the opposite side of the lines from Donderan and Alazen.

   The solders of the mage king looked at one another as they did, and the purple and gold cloaks and sashes of the empire, did not go unnoticed by them. Another fifteen hundred warriors appearing from behind them, made Gaston realize that Mareston was a lot smarter then anyone else in their army. He had listened to Mareston before, and it had saved his life, and he decided to follow the old solder wherever he went if they survived.

   Menimeth stood looking at the killer known as Chidren, who he had chased across the White Kingdoms for so many years, and he thought of the look on his sister's face as she died in his arms as he did. He thought about all of the people that had died at the murderer's hands, and the lives that had been shattered because of his actions. Today Menimeth would end Chidren's reign of terror, and avenge all of those he had murdered without mercy.

   Danorathin appeared over the trees behind the remnants of the mage kings forces, and instantly captured the attention of everyone who remained on the battlefield. He dropped to the ground with a great roar, which sent even the warriors of the empire scrambling to get out of his way, and stood behind his master. All of the mage kings solders, looked at the great bronze dragon with extreme fear, and even Chidren feared him.

   "Chidren." Menimeth said where everyone could hear him. "You are a coward, and your kind of evil will no longer be tolerated in the lands of magic."

   "Without that dragon, your words are empty." Chidren replied. "Only it, prevents you from dying right now."

   "The dragon will not harm you." Menimeth said. 'But the same cannot be said for me."

   "You will not fight me without the help of your dragon." Chidren spat, "It would cost you your life, and you know it."

   "Not by you." Menimeth replied. "The question is not who will win, but how long will I allow you to live before I kill you. There is no escape this time, and no one to die in your place while you run off with the loot. Your time in the lands of magic is over, and today is the last of your life."

   "Brave words from a man who hides behind a dragon." Chidren said. "But if you attempt to fight me without the help of your dragon, I will kill you, and my men will kill your dragon."

   "My friend is not as easy to kill as you may think." Menimeth said, as he looked around at the enemy solders. "And anyone who tries to interfere, or harm my dragon, will not survive the attempt."

   "We will not interfere with the fight between the two of you, but will wait for the outcome before deciding how two to proceed." Mareston said, as he stepped from the enemy lines. "It appears that the battle will be decided by the leaders of our armies."

   "Then you will surrender when the fight is over?" Menimeth asked.

   "If you defeat Chidren and kill him." Mareston said. "Yes, we will surrender."

   "You coward." Chidren screamed at Mareston. "I will kill you next."

   "You have killed for the last time." Menimeth said, as he faced the murderer of his family again. "Your threats are useless, and you will be silenced very soon."

   "I am from Kath. I was trained by the best fighters that the fortress has." Chidren said. "And I will teach you what happens when you oppose Arnoran."

   "I will deal with Arnoran when the time for me to do so has come." Menimeth replied. "I am not afraid of a foolish old man, who hires nothing more than thieves and murders to do his bidding, and this is not a fight but an execution."

   "Then a solder of Kath will be the executioner." Chidren said, and began to advance on Menimeth.

   Menimeth did not move from where he stood as Chidren approached, and the enemy leader wondered why he did not pull his swords from their scabbards to defend himself. To most of the men who watched as Chidren advanced on the warrior in the dragon armor, it appeared that the king of the empire was about to die. However, to those who knew what to expect from the dragon rider, it was only a matter of time before a show of his superior skill, would be witnessed by all.

   Chidren drew closer to the warrior with his sword held out in front him, but still Menimeth stood and watched him as he advanced. It was not until the mage kings killer was close enough to strike, that the dragon rider placed his hand on his sword. With a look of triumph, and an evil grin, Chidren lunged at the dragon rider with his sword held low, expecting him to attempt to avoid the strike by moving back, or to the side. That would have allowed him to wound the warrior, because the way in which he held his sword allowed him to strike in three different directions.

   Menimeth did not do what Chidren expected, and rushed the killer instead of retreating. By closing the distance between them so quickly, Chidren was not able to bring his sword up in time to prevent the dragon rider from punching him in the face, and knocking him to the ground. The cut on his face began to bleed again, and his nose was broken by the impact, but Chidren jumped from the ground and began screaming with rage. That was when the dragon rider drew Da'Thinagul from his left side, and the sword glowed brightly with a pure white light.

   The sight of the sword as it glowed in the dragon rider's hand brought a gasp from men on both sides of the combatants, and a look of surprise from Chidren. Menimeth stood with the sword held down, and watched the murder as he began to move to his left, to force Menimeth to swing his sword across his body. Instead, Menimeth just switched his sword to his left hand, and adjusted his footing. The attack came with lightning speed, as Chidren tried to decapitate the dragon rider, but Menimeth blocked every attempt that he made with ease. Chidren began to press the warrior with a heated attack against his sword hand, but Menimeth changed the hand in which he held his sword again, and began to drive the enemy leader back.

   Chidren retreated from the dragon rider, and began to circle him, looking for an opening in which to gain an advantage. Menimeth did not allow him to continue to circle, and attacked with a speed that very few of the men who watched the epic battle, had ever seen before. Chidren was hard pressed to defend himself, and was backing up as fast as he could without leaving himself open to the dragon rider's sword.

   Danorathin bellowed loudly when Chidren backed into him, sending the killer running for his life. Men began to laugh at him as he ran, and it made Chidren even angrier. Completely surrounded by the empire and his own men, Chidren had nowhere to go, and was forced to stop and face Menimeth once more. Picking up a shield from the ground dropped during the battle, Chidren prepared to face the dragon rider again.

   When Chidren once again attacked Menimeth, he was a lot more cautious than he had been before, and he moved in slowly. For the next twenty minuets the battle was heated, as the two men fought with great skill, but it began to become obvious to all the solders of both sides of the conflict, that the dragon rider was a far superior swordsman than Chidren.

   Chidren backed away from the dragon rider again, and thought about how best to attack him without getting himself killed. He was

about to attack again, when Menimeth spoke.

   "I have allowed you to live for far too long, but now I will end it." He said, and pulled Da'Thinfekal from its scabbard.

   With the two swords glowing brightly, Menimeth attacked Chidren, with a skill never seen before in the lands of magic. The killer tried to defend himself, but the attack was far more than he could counter, and within seconds, he was bleeding from several different wounds. Menimeth did not let up, and Chidren began to grow weaker. With the shield broken and useless, Chidren dropped it to the ground, and touched the ring on his finger.

   "The ring will not save you." Menimeth said. "You do not have the skill to defeat me, and you grow weaker with every wound you receive, but do not fear, I will kill you long before you can bleed to death."

   Chidren screamed with rage, and threw himself at the dragon rider, swinging his sword at the warrior's head. The scream was cut short as Menimeth blocked the attack, and stepping to the side, cut Chidren's throat as he passed. The look of surprise on his face was captured forever, as Menimeth turned and cut the killers head from his body with one stroke of his sword, Da'Thinfekal. Danorathin sat up on his back legs, and with his wings spread wide, roared at the sky above at the death of his master's greatest enemy. The head of the killer rolled away, as the body dropped to the ground, and a gasp escaped from many of the enemy solders. Menimeth removed an amulet from around his neck, and cut the ring from the hand of the dead outlaw, before backing away from the body.

   Drathin-Fathean-Adrada. Menimeth spoke the spell in a loud voice where all of the men could hear his words, and the body of the killer Chidren, burst into flames and was consumed within seconds. Only the head, and his ring finger remained, and the look of surprise was still on the murderer's face. The solders that had watched the battle sat stunned by what they had just witnessed, and the battlefield was eerily silent. The effortless way that the king of the empire had killed the most feared, solder, in the mage kings army, caused the remaining solders of Chidren's army to quickly surrender.

   With the death of his parents and his sister avenged, Menimeth turned his attention to the remaining enemy solders, which had thrown down their weapons and waited for their fate to be decided. Mareston stepped forward as the dragon rider turned to face them, and spoke for the men of the defeated army since he was now the highest ranking of the commanders.

   "I am commander Mareston. I formally surrender to you, and place myself and my men at your mercy." He said, as he kneeled at the feet of the dragon rider.

   "Stand." Menimeth commanded, and waited for the old solder to rise again. "You, and a large group of the solders behind you, did not fight in the battle. That is a curious thing, and it makes me wonder why you did not."

   "I did not believe that the fight we were attempting was anything more than foolish." Mareston said. "We chose not to fight because I did not believe we could win, and I did not want to allow my men to be killed."

   "Yet only you and a few hundred men stayed out of the battle, while most of the solders chose to fight." Menimeth said. "That is curious as well. Why did you not keep more from joining the battle?"

   "Only the men that were with me during the battle are the men that I would call, mine." Mareston said. "They have been with me for many years, and it is my job to protect them. Most of the men that fought in the battle did so out of fear of Chidren, and the death they would have received if they had not. The fear that Chidren was right and that he would take the castle, made the men believe that there was nowhere for them to go where they could escape the minions of the mage kings reach."

   "You were the only solder of the mage king's army that did not look surprised when the warriors of the empire appeared behind you." Menimeth said. "That is yet another curious thing that makes me wonder, why."

   "I have been a solder for more than thirty years, and know the signs of weakness in a kingdom." Mareston replied. "But you showed no weakness at all. When we attempted to weaken the empire with the solders dressed as brigands, we were defeated in every fight, and driven from the lands south and east of Argnon. I expected you to keep some of your warriors out of the battle, to cut off our escape."

   "You were not surprised by the appearance of my dragon, so you must have known about him already." Menimeth said, thinking out loud. "But all of the men in your army were genuinely surprised when he appeared, though some of them were not as surprised as most."

   "I have never seen him before, but I did hear him once." Mareston said. "All of us have been told many times that there are no more dragons, because Arnoran had killed them all over five hundred years ago, but I for one did not believe it to be true."

   "This man was at the monastery when we attacked it, and drove the brigands east." Danorathin said to his master. "But was riding away as we attacked."

   "It was at the monastery that you heard him." Menimeth said, to the old solder. "But you did not tell your commanders about him. Another curious thing, would you agree?"

   A look of surprise appeared on the face of the old solder at the extent of the information the dragon rider possessed, and he began to understand why they had lost in every fight against the empire.

   "Chidren and Avren, the two men in charge of the army, would never believe the rumors about the dragon were true." Mareston said. "They assured the men it was just a rumor created by the empire to place fear in them. Telling them that I heard what sounded like a dragon would have only cost me my life."

   "You had no faith in your leaders?" Menimeth asked. "Even though they used, fear, to control their men."

   "They had no military training above weapons training, and they did not know the first thing about tactics." Mareston replied. "They did not believe the empire could defend itself, and would not listen to the reports that were given to them, often killing the messenger after giving the report out of anger. No, I did not have much faith in our leadership."

   "Yet you followed them here anyway." Menimeth said. "But chose not to fight when you arrived."

   "I have fought for Arnoran all of my life, and have defeated many kingdoms over the years." Mareston said. "But attacking the dragon empire when you have not secured the lands you now possess, is beyond foolish. My men and I fought to regain the lands that the mage king once owned, but to attack the empire when it was the dragon riders who defeated him the last time that he tried to take their lands from them, is beyond what I will do for Arnoran."

   "You chose wisely." Menimeth said. "But what will you do now, that you have lost the battle?"

   "We will submit to your authority." Mareston replied. "But many of the men under Chidren's command were conscripted into the army under penalty of death. They do not deserve to be executed, and I will gladly give up my life, if you will spare them."

   Menimeth looked at the man who stood before him, and at the men he tried to save, but knew there were those among them that could not be set free. It was a problem he would have to think about, if another solution did not present itself.

   "You will not be executed." Menimeth said. "But we cannot allow you to return to the mage king, to attack us again later."

   "Most of the men will never return to the east and be conscripted into the army again." Mareston said. "We would rather be imprisoned than sent back to him."

   "Then we should discuss the terms of your surrender." Menimeth said to the old solder. "But not in front of the men. Your men will not be harmed while we do, but they will be guarded well."

   "We have already surrendered." Mareston replied. "But I will do as you ask none the less. I would like Commander Gaston to join us if you will agree, for he may have the answers that I may not be able to give you."

   "Then have him join us while we walk." Menimeth said. "And perhaps we can come to some agreement.

   Menimeth wanted to get the men away from the enemy solders who listened to the conversation with extreme interest, so Mareston could speak openly without the fear of being overheard. Leaders could not speak openly in front of their men if they wished to retain the level of respect necessary to lead an army, and Menimeth needed the man to speak unhindered.

   "What do you wish me to do now?" Danorathin asked Menimeth as he began to walk away. "I am hungry."

   "Then you should go hunting my friend." Menimeth told his dragon. "I will call you if I need you."

   The great dragon leapt into the air, and with a stroke of his massive wings, sent men scrambling to get out of the way again. Litlorn, Darik, and the three Commanders from Alenvale, joined the dragon rider as he talked with the enemy Commander, and Commander Rayden and Dorben joined them soon after, as they walked far enough away that the enemy solders could no longer hear them.

   "What are we to do with you?' Menimeth asked the Commander of the enemy solders, when they were far enough from Mareston's men that they could not be heard. "You have created a problem for me that I can see no way to resolve."

   "If you will allow it, there is a land unused by other people that will put us far away from Arnoran, and the wars to the east." Mareston said. "I would like to take the men there, and start a kingdom of our own, where we can live in peace."

   "Where is this unused land that you speak of?" Menimeth asked. "That you would be safe from the mage kings retribution."

   "To the west." Mareston replied. "In a place Gaston has called, 'the Wilderlands'. It is a place that we can forget about the wars, and live a life we would never have been allowed to live under the rule of the mage king."

   "It is a wild and overgrown land you speak of." Menimeth said to the Commander. "And it is hard to reach from here."

   "That is why it serves our purpose better than any other place we could go." Mareston said. "It has all we will need to survive, and it will allow us to trade for the goods we cannot produce, when the need arises. However, there are some of the mage kings solders that will never accept a land of their own, but will try to reach Arnoran with the intention of passing on the information about this battle, and our location. The difficulty in returning from that land will keep most of those men from attempting it, but there are those that will try none the less."

   "That is what I suspected." Menimeth said. "And that is the problem I can see no way to resolve."

   "It is a bigger problem for me and the men who wish to escape the mage kings army." Mareston said. "But it is not a problem for us to resolve the issue."

   "And how would you solve the problem?" Menimeth asked. "That would serve both our interests."

   "Most of the men that we suspect will attempt to return to the mage king, will not survive the trip west." Mareston said. "We will do what we must, to keep Arnoran from finding us."

   "The chance to escape the endless wars that have ended the life of all but twenty of my men." Gaston said. "Comes at a cost that we are willing to pay."

   "But there will be some men that we are unaware of." Mareston added. "If the broken land between the empire and the Wilderlands does not deter them from attempting to return to Arnoran, we will kill anyone we catch trying to cross it on the spot in which we find them. I will have regular patrols that guard the east, so no one will be able to return without authorization."

   "What about the men you send to trade with the empire?" Alazen asked, as he and Donderan joined the conversation. "How does the empire know it is a trading party, and not a group who is trying to reach the mage king?"

   "Commander Gaston will lead any trading party that we send until another of our men can be agreed on by both sides to lead the trading parties in the future." Mareston replied. "No other men will be allowed to cross the broken land without the empire's approval."

   "And if they do cross into the empire without you knowing and we catch them, what are we to do?" Javen asked.

   "Then you should kill them as soon as you find them." Gaston said. "For that is what we will do if we catch them trying to cross the broken lands and return to the empire without the empire's approval."

   "It appears we have come to an agreement." Menimeth said. "But you cannot kill anyone as long as you are in the empire. Once you have passed the golden trees, you will be in what we will call, 'The Dead Lands' from now on, as a deterrent to those that would cross it."

   "It is agreed." Mareston said. "And we will call our new home in the Wilderlands, Drathinvar, the city of peace.

   "The Dragon's Retreat. That is a good name." Litlorn said. "The Elvin Kingdoms will treat you as a friend if you are true to your word, and you build a city that will welcome any who wish to live there in peace."

   "To build a city, and then a kingdom, where all of its people will have the chance to live a better life, is what we wish to do." Mareston replied. "But it will take more than the men that I have now to accomplish that."

   "It will require families to build the kingdom we want." Gaston said. "So we will welcome all who wish to live there, now, and in the future."

   "Then we have completed the negotiations for the terms of your surrender." Menimeth said. "Unless there is anything else you wish to discuss?"

   "There is a matter that will require attention, after we have decided where we will build our city, and a town is built to serve us while it is constructed." Mareston said. "But I am unsure of how to address the problem when it arises."

   "The part where your men will want to find a wife, and start a family of their own." Menimeth said, before the Commander could continue.

   "Yes, that is the one thing that a man will risk his life for." Mareston said. "I have considered building a road through the Dead Lands when we have built our town, to give me more time to deal with the problem."

   "It may serve two purposes." Menimeth said. "If a road is built, than more people will be able to reach you, and I will allow your men to come to the empire to look for a wife in small groups."

   "Then I can only think of one more matter to discuss." Mareston said, as he looked at Gaston. "There are a few men among the ranks of our solders that were not sent by the mage king. They were the outlaws from the empire that Chidren recruited to attack anyone who traveled on the roads of the west, and fled to the camp in the northeast to avoid capture when we were driven out of the south."

   "We will want those men handed over to the dragon guard." Menimeth said as he pointed to the warriors of the empire. "To stand trial for their crimes against the people of the realms."

   "They are the ones that do not wear the armor of the mage king." Gaston said. "Chidren did not care if they were killed, and would not allow us to give them armor. They have no honor, and we would have not allowed them to reach the Wilderlands anyway, so I will have my scouts arrest them and hand them over to your men as soon as we return to them."

   "Then it is settled." Menimeth said. "You and your men will need your weapons if you are too tame the wilderlands, and you may keep all of the horses you came with. You will need to recover the bows from your dead as well, so you will be able feed all of you men until you reach your destination."

   "You are not the man we expected to find when we arrived in the empire." Mareston said, as they turned to walk back to his men. "And you have done something that no other king would have done, in allowing us to live after being defeated in an attack on your lands. Much less allow us to go to a land that is on the opposite side of your empire from the very enemy that sent us here, to build a kingdom of our own."

   "He is not like any other king in the lands of magic." Litlorn said to the two Commanders of the defeated army. "And not because he is a dragon rider, but because he cares more for his people than he does himself."

   "And do not call him sire or your majesty, and do not bow to him, lads." Donderan added. "Or he will threaten to have his dragon eat you."

   Mareston and Gaston looked at each other, and then back at the dwarf, with an expression of bewilderment on their faces. It was apparent to the men around them that the two commanders were confused, and did not understand what the dwarf was saying. It did not stop the dragon rider's friends from laughing at the dwarf's remark, which confused the commanders even more. Menimeth looked at Donderan, and the dwarf only smiled and shrugged his shoulders, which caused the laughter to continue.

   "Do not fear." Kyler said. "The dragon rider is not all that pleased at being our king, but would prefer to be a lowly warrior instead. He has never sat on the throne in his castle, and he conducts his business in a tavern. He does not believe that the empire should serve him, but that he serves the empire and all of its inhabitance instead."

   "I have never heard of a king like that before." Gaston replied. "But I would follow such a man as the one you describe, without question."

   "But a king like that would not want that kind of blind loyalty." Mareston said to Gaston. "He would never believe that you understood what he wished to accomplish, if you did not question his orders."

   "You are the first man to show an understanding of the dragon riders ways, that I have met." Litlorn said. "Even the council of elders in the Elvin kingdoms, are baffled by him."

   "It is in the best interest of the empire to open a road between the White Kingdoms and ourselves." Menimeth said. "And to have a place to rest along the way, and re supply before moving on, is invaluable."

   "That is true." Alazen said. "Since it is the ancestors of the people of the empire, who built the White kingdoms."

   "Then we can serve more than one purpose." Mareston said. "For there are men who were forced to fight for Arnoran that will fight for you freely, when the mage king attacks the empire in the east."

   "Then you know he will attack us, but do you know when?" Feran asked.

   "That I do not know." Mareston replied. "But he cannot yet leave the castle of Kath, and it will be at least two or three years before he can. Even then, he will not be able to leave the island for another three years. The affects of the spell are not yet lifted, but he regains more of his power with the passing of every day."

   He will attack, before he is able to leave the island, but not before he can leave the castle." Gaston said. "I overheard Chidren and Arnoran as they discussed it one day, but did not remain where I was long enough to over hear the whole conversion."

   "That will be enough time for us to prepare for his armies." Menimeth said. "Now we must see to the wounded on both sides, and put this battle behind us. Commander Rayden, would you help with the wounded among Commander Mareston's men?"

   "I will have Dorben began right away." The commander said, as Dorben turned and walked in the direction of the warriors of the lost Cavalry.

   Javen, Feran, and Kyler, began to see to the wounded of their armies, as the outlaws of the empire among the solders of Commander Mareston's men were handed over to the Dwarf and Elvin warriors. Litlorn and Donderan walked to where their kinsmen held the prisoners, and talked to one another of the events of the day, excitedly. Darik located the mages sent from Kath and began relieving them of their possessions, along with the staff each one carried. These he would keep until he could train enough people in the dragon arts, to weld them properly.

   Menimeth looked at the dead warriors and solders scattered around the battlefield, and mourned their loss. There were those that needed to die, and their evil stamped from the land, but there were far more that did not. The first battle for the empire was over, and it was the warriors of the empire that had won. There would be a larger army next time, but he knew they had the time to prepare for the attack that was sure to come. It was an overwhelming victory, but this was only the beginning of the second Great War for the Great Dragon Empire.

   Menimeth knew the empire was still in peril, but for now he would let the men celebrate their victory. They had earned it with their bravery and skill, and they had done all that he had asked, so the war could wait for a few days more Menimeth thought. They would bury their dead with honor, and honor their heroes with pride, and celebrate the victory across the empire, but one day soon they would have to turn their attention back to the east.






 
 
Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
   The battlefield was littered with the bodies of the dead solders of the mage kings army, but there were those who wore the purple and gold scattered among them. The empire had not lost as many men as the enemy, and they had lost far less than they expected, but they had lost enough to know that a war had been fought. Most of the warriors that the empire lost during the battle were wounded, but for the enemy, most were killed.

   The bodies of the dead warriors of the empire were carried from the battlefield with great care and respect, and each name was recorded as they were. The empire owed them a debt that they could never repay, but Menimeth decided that the families of the fallen would be compensated for their loss. It would not bring their family members back, but they would not be affected by the financial burden of such a loss.

   Many of the men who died were men from countries that the mage king had overrun, and little was known about them other than their names. Some of them had friends who survived the battle, but most were just men who showed up at the garrison at Corlindum to join the Dragon guard. They would never be forgotten, and Menimeth hoped to find their families, or what was left of them, when the war was over. He gathered as much information on each one of the men who had died as he could, so they could be sent back to their homeland, and laid to rest in a place of honor. For those men whose families could not be located, or did not care about them, a place would be found in the empire where they would be honored, and their deeds would never be forgotten. Without their sacrifice, the enemy would not have been defeated so easily, and many more of the empire's warriors would have died.

   Several of the warriors of the empire that were killed in the battle had been heroes to the men they led. The heroic acts that those few had preformed had saved many lives, but none more than Hobie. It was treachery that had ended his life, after he had defeated all of the enemy champions who would face him. The news of his death was one of the biggest blows to the dragon rider, for he had grown fond of the youngest son of the northern regent. Hobie was a true leader, and a natural swordsman, but he always looked out for his men above all else. He was to be taken back to Venteno, and placed in the tomb of his ancestors, with all of the ceremony due a prince of the empire, and the dragon rider would return the sword of his ancestors to the regent. It was the least Menimeth could do for the commander of the solders from the northern realm.

 
   The dragon rider watched as Mareston's men stripped their own dead, and piled all of their possessions in the center of the battlefield. It was not a task that Menimeth had asked them to do, but it was one in which they would not refuse. All of the armor and weapons taken from the enemy they placed in the biggest pile, but the personal items they placed in a separate, smaller pile, where it could be inspected much easier. As the men were stripped, they were placed beside a great pit that was being dug just for that occasion. They would not be burned as a defeated enemy, but with all of the honors of a fallen solder in a foreign land. Menimeth believed that most of the men that had died while fighting for Chidren had done so against their will. He knew that there were those who did not deserve the honors, but they were a very few, and to separate them would have tarnished the ceremony.

   Mareston was very surprised by the way in which the dragon rider planned to send the solders of the mage kings army into the afterlife. He informed Commander Gaston as soon as Menimeth told him, and the scout leader passed it on to the men. The news gave the men hope, and a belief that they would survive to travel into the west as they had been promised. They began to work faster, and with a lot more enthusiasm, as the news spread from solder to solder across the battlefield.

   The siege weapons the mage king had ordered Commander Mareston to build were dismantled, and the pieces were placed in the pit to build a huge pyre. The men who built the pyre placed the bodies of the dead solders of the mage kings army on top of it when it was completed. The bodies were stacked on the pyre with great care, and when the task was complete, the dead towered above the men who prepared the pyre for the ceremony.

   The warriors of the Lost Cavalry searched the supply wagons that were behind the siege weapons, and several of the items that were found inside drew the dragon rider's attention. The chest was of special interest because Menimeth had one almost identical to it sitting in his room at the Dragon Tower. He had forgotten about it after he moved into his suites because of the threat from Chidren, but he thought about it now. He would need some information about the box, and he knew Commander Mareston would know what it was used for. He decided to wait until the next day to talk to the commander, about some of the items that had been discovered, and when they would attempt to reach the Wilderlands. He planned to monitor their progress across the Dead Lands, and help them if he could, but for the most part, they would be on their own.

   Captain Sangrivol was badly wounded, and for several hours he seemed to improve. He was no longer bleeding, and he had started to regain some of his color, but then he began to grow worse again. The men that were trained to care for the wounded did not know why the captain began to decline, when they had done all that was required to save his life. They began to worry that he would not survive, even though they did all they could to save him, when Menimeth entered the makeshift hospital.

   "How is he?" Menimeth asked the man in charge if the hospital.

   "Not well." The man replied. "But it should not be so. He should be improving, but instead he grows worse."

   "You have done all that you can?" The dragon rider asked.

   "We have done more than we needed from the wounds he received." The man replied. "None of the wounds he received, were bad enough to cause his death, but still he grows worse."

   "It is magic that drains him of his life." Danorathin told his master. "But we can save him."

   "What kind of magic?" The dragon rider asked his friend.

   "Green magic." Danorathin replied. "But with dark magic as a binder."

   "What can we do that will save him?" Menimeth asked. "Will an antidote suffice?"

   "It will stop the magic of the herb, but not the binder." Danorathin replied. "That will require a white sage."

   "Where do we find a white sage?" Menimeth asked his dragon. "I have never heard of them before."

   "Ask the Elves." Danorathin said. "They know of the magic of the sages."

   "How do we keep him alive until we can discover the location of these sages?" Menimeth asked his friend. "One Commander was more than we could afford to lose, but two cannot be allowed."

   "Use the oil from the dragon vine to counter the green magic." His friend replied. "And I will give you the spell that will halt the binder, but he will not wake, until the binder is removed."

   "Thank you, my friend." Menimeth said to his dragon.

   "Use the oil of the dragon vine." Menimeth said to the man who treated, Captain Sangrivol. "It will counter some of the magic that affects him."

   "But the oil of the dragon vine is a poison used to kill." The man said, with a look of horror. "How will it help to save him?"

   "You will see." Menimeth replied. "Just put it on his wounds."

   "Yes Sir." The man replied, and went to find the oil.

   Several minuets later, the man returned with a small bottle with a dark brown liquid inside, and began to place it on the captain's wounds. As he did, Menimeth spoke the spell relayed to him by his dragon, and the captain began to regain his color.

   "I will return to check on him." Menimeth said. "But if he grows worse, I am to be informed at once."

   "I will see to it myself." The man replied. "But you must tell me how you knew to use the dragon oil to save his life when we return to

Glansford."

   "Agreed." Menimeth said with a smile. "Just see that he is taken care of until I return."

   "We will do as you wish." The man said, but we have several other men that are in need as well."

   "Are there other men with the same condition as the captain?" Menimeth asked, concerned that others needed the spell to survive.

   "No, but some are badly wounded, and need as much care as the captain." The man said. "But all of them will recover in time."

   "As will the captain." Menimeth said. "I will see to that."

   It was much later than he wanted when Menimeth walked from the hospital in search of his friend Litlorn. The battle had gone well for the empire, and it appeared that the remaining solders of the army sent against Argnon would become an asset to the empire. It was a part of the outcome of the battle that he did not expect, and it was more than he could have hoped.

   When he found the elf, he was waiting by the fire in the tavern, and Darik was with him.

   "I need your help." Menimeth said to Litlorn, as he entered the tavern. "What do you know of the white sages?"

   "They are a group of clerics who have become skilled in the art of healing with magic." Litlorn replied. "For what reason do you ask of the white sages?"

   "To reverse the dark binder, which has placed Captain Sangrivol in a magical sleep." Menimeth replied. "The oil of the dragon vine has halted the poison, but a spell is needed to wake him."

   "It is green magic with a dark binder?" Litlorn asked.

   "Yes, how did you know?" Menimeth asked. "You have seen it before?"

   "Yes." Litlorn replied. "Green magic can be used by anyone, but to have a dark binder requires a sorcerer of the dark arts. It is possible that a blade could have made its way from Black Stygren, but it would cost more than a solder could afford."

   "Then it was sent from Kath, but I do not believe that it was intended for Captain Sangrivol." Menimeth said.

   "No, it was most likely sent by the mage king to eliminate you." Litlorn replied. "If the owner is dead, we should find the blade with the items that were removed from the bodies, and placed in the pile on the battlefield."

   "If it is not there, then the owner must still be alive, and danger is still at hand." Menimeth said. "Ask the elves if they would watch for an assassin tonight. We can search for the blade tomorrow until we find it."

   "I will do it right away." Litlorn said, and walked from the tavern.

   "I will send for you when you are needed." Menimeth said to Darik. "But for now, there is no need to leave the tavern."

   The day was almost over, and the men had just carried the last of the empires dead from the battlefield, as Menimeth walked to the garrison. Feran, Kyler, and Javen, laid out the men of their armies, which were to be taken to their home in the realms, wrapped in their cloaks. The men who were not from the empire, but had died to save it, were each placed in ornately carved boxes of oak, which were then sealed with magic.

   The boxes were placed in rows in the open space between the training grounds and the great road. From there they were to be loaded onto the wagons, which would carry them to the capital, and the place where they would rest until they could be taken care of properly. The thin sheets of wood that the boxes were made of made them easier to carry, but the men did not believe they would survive the trip to Glansford. They believed the wood would split apart with all of the movement they were sure to encounter along the way. Menimeth had a solution to the problem, but he needed the help of his dragon, and the dragon mage Darik.

   The men of Chidren's army that had died in the battle, had all been placed on the pyre, and the last of the wood was placed around it. Soon the ceremony would begin, and the fires would be lit to send the dead of the enemy to the afterlife. It was a sight that the remaining solders of the mage kings army did not expect to see, and they were filled with a sense of hope. If the king of the empire would show their dead this kind of respect, he would allow them to travel west.

   Litlorn and Darik waited outside of the Red Falcon for Menimeth to arrive, when Donderan and Alazen appeared on the great road, followed by Kyler and Feran.

   "Where is Javen?" Darik asked when the two men reached the great road. "Was he not with you just moments ago?"

   "Javen is reporting to his boss." Feran replied. "But he will be with us as soon as he can."

   "The boss? He speaks with the king?" Darik asked, puzzled by the response.

   "No, I said his boss, not ours." Feran said. "He is with Chrisanna. She would not return to the castle until he proved to her that he was not badly injured."

   "She insisted on dressing his wounds before she would allow him leave." Kyler added. "And it was obvious who the boss was."

   "He did fight the leader of the enemy forces." Litlorn said. "And held his ground against him."

   "That he did, lad, that he did." Donderan said. "And it was an impressive display of skill the lad showed."

   "I would have to agree." Alazen said. "With the magical items that Chidren possessed, only a skilled swordsman could have survived."

   "It was not so long ago that he feared Argnon." Kyler said. "Because he was not trained for battle."

   "Well, he is trained now lad, or I have never seen a warrior before." Donderan said. "He fights like a dragon warriors of the old empire."

   "Yes he does." Alazen said, agreeing with the dwarf. "He would surly be a commander in that army as well."

   "If he was not, he would have been after a show like that one." Litlorn said. "But Menimeth put on the real show."

   "We have all seen him fight before, but I have never seen anyone who could fight with that level of skill." Feran said. "He made the most feared swordsman Arnoran could send, look foolish beyond belief. And when Menimeth killed him, it was with a speed never before seen in the empire, of that I am sure."

   "I have never been to the empire until I was brought here by Chidren, and forced to do his bidding." Darik said. "But I do know that Menimeth is the best swordsman that I have ever seen, and he is the most powerful mage in the lands of magic. If he were not the man he is, he could become far greater than Arnoran ever was, and rule the lands of magic for many years to come."

   "But he does not want to rule the empire, much less all of the kingdoms in the lands of magic.' Litlorn said. "He is a champion of the people, not a conquer."

   "He is a Dragon Lord." Darik said. "He has the power and magic of the dragon he rides, but he is also a dragon warrior with the speed and agility to weld all of the weapons of war with great skill."

   "Which he does very well." Kyler said. "He could have used a great magic to kill all of the enemy solders before they could have reached the castle, and that would have saved the warriors of the empire that were killed in the battle, but he knew that to use that kind of magic would have killed far more men than if the battle was fought."

   "And a great opportunity would have been lost." Menimeth said, as he walked up to his friends. "The White Kingdoms trade with people you have never heard of, from across a lake even larger than lake Katherim.

   "But we have never heard of the White kingdoms." Feran said. "Until we met you."

   "That may be true, but to reach them will be much easier if a place in which to purchase supplies were available between them." Menimeth said. "If we treat these men as friends, and are honest in our business with them, they may become allies that we could call on when the war is at our doorstep."

   "I agree, and have offered the help of the elves to the north." Litlorn said. "But time does not have the same meaning for my people as it does for theirs."

   "It is getting late, and I see Javen has escaped Chrisanna, so we should make our way to the pyre." Menimeth said. "We can finish our discussion after the ceremony, over a mug of ale."

   Javen waited at the gates of the garrison until Menimeth and the others reached him, and fell in beside his friends as they passed. Danorathin landed in front of his master, and walked with then to where the ceremony was to be held. Almost all of the warriors of the empire were there, and they parted as the dragon rider and his dragon approached.

   The men watched as the dragon rider cast the spell in a language that only Darik and the magical races could understand.

   Drathin-Fathean-Adrada. The words flowed from the dragon rider, and the torches held by the warriors who stood around the pyre, instantly ignited with a reddish white flame. It was the same spell that he used on the body of Chidren, but in a different way. As the torches were set to the pyre the flame quickly spread until the entire structure was engulfed. The old prayers were spoken for the dead from the old religion of the ancients, which was the basis of the beliefs of the empire. It was a prayer that was used for the men from the lands who believed in many gods, to enlighten them in death. The empire believed in only one deity, and that those who did not, could be enlightened at the time of their deaths, and allowed to ascend to the realm of peace and tranquility.

   The ceremony did not last long, and the pyre burned down quickly, but warrior and solder alike remained until the fires were gone, and the pit, covered. The mound, which was created by covering the ashes of the dead, was forever a reminder of the battle for Argnon to those who lived in the empire.

   It was dark when the men returned to the tavern, and the mug of ale promised by the dragon rider. Menimeth sat in his usual chair with his back to the wall, surrounded by his friends.

   "The threat in the west has been eliminated, and the people can return to their homes." He said. "You have done your jobs well, and the west is secure because of it."

   "Many of the men fought beyond what we expected of them." Javen replied. "And should be rewarded for it."

   "We must first see to the fallen warriors from the realms, and then those from the defeated kingdoms." Menimeth said. " Then we will have a banquet and celebrate our victory. Some changes are being made, which will affect people throughout the empire, and men who can command will be needed. Give me the names of the men that you believe, should be rewarded, and why, when we return to Glansford. I will reward them accordingly."

   "Then that is what we will do." Kyler said. "For there are some that are true warriors."

   "There is one man I wish to know the name of." Menimeth said. " He was with the first army, and he fought with exceptional skill. He was all over the battlefield, fighting to save the lives of as many men as he could."

   "Was he a captain?" Javen asked.

   "No, he wore no rank at all, and he was young for someone with that level of skill." Menimeth replied. "And he had no fear in battle."

   "That would be Dalem." Javen said. "And he is older than he appears. He is from somewhere south of the empire, and he came to fight when he heard about your dragon."

   "I wish to see him when we return to the Dragon Tower." Menimeth said. "But before the banquet."

   "I will see that it is arraigned the moment we arrive." Javen replied.

   It was well into the day when Menimeth and Darik were able to cast the spells on the boxes that held the fallen warriors of the empire. The dragon fire spell and the dragon earth spell combined, turned the boxes into ironwood, which would last for hundreds of years. They no longer looked like wood, but like a polished black stone, and were lighter than before. The magic that held them closed, would protect the warrior as well as the box, and would allow them to survive long after the end of the war.

   Menimeth returned to the tavern while the men began to load the boxes onto the wagons, to wait for Commander Mareston's arrival. Litlorn found the blade, which had caused Captain Sangrivol's illness, in the pile of weapons of the enemy dead, and the sheath that had come with it as well. He believed that the man who had used it had died in the battle, but if he had not, at least the blade was no longer in his possession.

   When Commander Mareston arrived at the tavern, to speak with Menimeth about the items found in the wagons, he saw the blade sitting on the table and would not go near it.

   "Where did you find that evil blade?" Mareston asked. "It was sent from Kath, and was to be given to a dark elf when he arrived at the camp, but he never did."

   "It was used against one of my captains." Menimeth said. "But we do not know if the man who used it died in the battle, or just lost it while he was fighting."

   "The blade was not to be used against one of your Captains, but against you." Mareston replied. "And the mage Darik. I do not know how it works, but a great sorcerer was paid to kill you and the mage. If the blade was used in the battle, it was stolen from the wagons, and was not used by the man for which it was intended. "

   "Then there is no one among your men that could have used the blade in the battle by order of Chidren?" Menimeth asked. "Or this Avren you spoke of."

   "All of the men who were loyal to Chidren were killed in the battle." Commander Mareston replied. "Avren was killed by Chidren before we marched from the camp in the northwest, and all of Avren's men were killed at the crossroads in the attempt to ambush you. If the man who used the blade is among the men who will travel to the Wilderlands, he will most likely be one of the men that does not survive the dead lands."

   "What I asked to see you about is this chest." Menimeth said, as he set the chest on the table in front of him.

   Commander Mareston became white with fear, and backed away from the chest until he was against the wall.

   "Do not open that chest." The Commander pleaded. "Or we will all be undone. That chest holds a communication stone used by Chidren and Avren to speak with the mage king. There were three of them originally, but the master stone never arrived from the east, and Chidren destroyed one when he was recalled from the attempt to overrun the White Kingdoms."

   "Why did he destroy one?" Menimeth asked, but already knew the answer before he asked the question.

   "So no one could listen to his conversations with Arnoran." Commander Mareston replied. "Without the master stone, Chidren had to use one of the smaller, less powerful stones, and anyone with a similar stone, or the master, could listen to the conversation."

   "What did the master stone look like?" Menimeth asked.

   "I do not know, but I do know that it was in a chest that was locked, which the chests that hold the smaller stones were not." Commander Mareston replied. "By the look on your face, I would say you have the master stone in your possession but did not know it."

   "Then you would be right." Menimeth said. "We have had it for a long time, but did not have the time to investigate it."

   "If you open the chest, and reveal yourself to the mage king, use the master stone. If you are powerful enough, you can gain control of the stones from him, and you can use them against him." Commander Mareston said. "But beware, if you cannot gain control from the mage king, he will learn all you know, and you cannot stop him."

   " I will gain control of the stones from him." Menimeth replied. "But not now, it will have to wait until I feel that the time is right."

   "I wish you luck when you do open the chest." Commander Mareston said. "But I hope that I am far away when you do, and that the mage king does not discover our location because of it."

   "You need not fear." Menimeth said. "The mind of a dragon is not an easy thing to comprehend, much less control, and the mage king will discover that soon enough."

   "Then I will not worry about it." Commander Mareston replied. "I will concentrate on our city in the Wilderlands."

   "Thank you for your time." Menimeth said to the commander. "You may depart for the west whenever you want, and I wish you a good journey."

   "Thank you, and we will hope to see you again, soon." The commander said, and turning from the dragon rider, walked from the tavern.

   "We will be leaving tomorrow morning." Menimeth said to the three commanders from Alenvale. "See to it that all of the remaining boxes are loaded on the wagons, and shipped to Glansford. I will be in the castle if you need me, talking to Falendor about the banquet, but it will not take long. I will see you here later for a mug of ale, or two."

   Menimeth walked from the tavern, and across the great road, to the castle. He would not tell the regent about the changes he was making to the empire yet, but that would all change at the banquet. For now, he would ease their minds, and give them the news that the people could return.

   It was the end of the beginning of the second Great War, and the empire had passed the test.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
   The morning after the battle was unlike any in the history of the empire, as the men who followed Commander Mareston to the west began to prepare for their journey. With the last count, they had two thousand men that would make the trip, but some of the men were still wounded, and would have to be placed in wagons until they could recover. It would slow them down, and they would not be able to carry the supplies they needed, but Menimeth agreed to allow the wagons to return and get the supplies they had to leave behind. As the wounded men recovered and were able to leave the wagons, they would be sent back to Argnon to be loaded with the supplies, and then return before Commander Mareston crossed the Dead Lands.

   The Elvin warriors led by Alazen had agreed to accompany Commander Mareston through the Dead Lands, and into the Wilderlands, before turning north and returning to the Elvin kingdoms. They would show Commander Mareston where to cross the Dead Lands with the wagons, and help heal those who were still suffering from their wounds. Alazen believed that all of the men who were wounded would survive, and recover long before they reached the last of the golden trees. He would supply the men with fresh meat, and show them where to camp at the edge of the Golden Woods while they waited for the wagons to return. Alazen agreed to teach those men who showed an aptitude for the wilds, how to hunt and track like the elves, and how to read the earth for signs of what lay ahead. Magic would have to wait until they trusted them more, but if they kept their promise to build a city of peace, then the elves would teach them all they could.

   The wagons that carried the fallen warriors of the empire that were not from the realms, had begun to depart Argnon the day before, and the last of them were gone before the day's end. The wagons that carried the wounded warriors that could not ride back to the garrison at Corlindum, departed Argnon the day before, as well, and Captain Sangrivol was with them. They were not that far ahead of the solders of the first army, which was now led by Commander Garavin, and had departed earlier that morning. Menimeth expected them to catch up to the wagons that had gotten a late start, before the end of the day, and camp with them that night. After that they would travel together, until they reached the garrison at Corlindum. There the wagons were to be unloaded, and the boxes placed beside the entrance to the tomb of the dragon warrior's of the old empire. When Menimeth returned, they would be placed inside the tomb with all of the ceremony of the warriors of old. Captain Sangrivol was to be taken to the Dragon Tower, and placed in a suite to be taken care of until a White sage could be located.

   The wagon, in which the chest and the other items that were discovered by the Lost Cavalry were found, was exchanged for one from the empire. All of the personal items, which had been placed in a separate pile from the armor and weapons on the battlefield, had been placed in the wagon the day before, and was now waiting with the fallen warriors from the realms, for the dragon rider to return. The chest and other items removed from the wagon the day before, were placed back inside, and secured, and the wagon was ready to depart. Commander Rayden and the Lost Cavalry returned to their camps south of the road, and prepared for the ride to Glansford as well. They were no longer needed in the west, because Captain Brannor had not lost any of his men in the battle, and believed it would help build his force, if they patrolled it themselves.

   Commander Rayden and the men of the Lost Cavalry rode north from Argnon later that morning, to ride to Glansford through the northern part of the western realm. Menimeth believed that if any of the enemy solders had escaped, they would use the northern route to try and return to Kath. He did not expect the warriors of the Lost Cavalry to find anyone, but if someone did escape, they would be easier for Danorathin to see once Commander Rayden passed them. He did not expect to find anyone, but it was better to be sure, than to allow a solder of the mage king to return to him.

   The Dwarf warriors, who had come with Donderan to Argnon, began their march back to Kradgov that morning, with the promise of recruiting more warriors for the battles to come. Donderan did not leave with them, but said he would return to Kradgov later, to help in the recruiting effort. Instead, he sat in the tavern and drank Blackbeer, as he waited for the dragon rider's return. Javen, Kyler, and Feran, along with Litlorn and Darik, sat with the dwarf, and talked about the return trip. Only the warriors of the third army remained in Argnon, because Commander Fracher and the second army had departed for Glansford as the dwarfs were leaving to march south.

   The warriors that made up the third army had removed all of the armor and weapons from the battlefield, and placed them in the storerooms in the back of, and behind, the Red Falcon. These, Farlin would take care of when he returned to Argnon, along with the people of the undamaged town, while he was taking care of the inn. Menimeth knew that Farlin would not stay in Argnon, but would have the man he hired before coming to Glansford, run the Red Falcon for a share of the profits. Farlin would return to run the Sword and Dragon in Glansford, to be near those he had grown closest to since Menimeth first appeared less than two years ago.

   All of the remaining warriors began to ready their horses for the return trip, as they waited for the dragon rider to return. They had been told to prepare to ride, dressed in the colors of their realms, with all of the banners of the empire unfurled. The warriors were to ride out as they had ridden in, but dressed in their best cloths, and with their weapons and armor polished. Each group would be remaining in their realms as they reached them, along with the fallen warriors that they escorted, to be reinstated in the realms guard. Some of the men would be allowed to return to the service of the empire, but not until sometime after the banquet, meant to celebrate the victory in the west.

   Menimeth woke early that morning, and listened to the sounds around him for several minutes, before rising and donning his armor. He could feel Danorathin as the great dragon spread his wings and looked off to the south.

   "What is it my friend?" Menimeth asked. "Does something bother you?"

   "No, but a man hides in a garden of golden trees." Danorathin replied. "It is where I go to hunt."

   "You can see him now?"

   "No, but he is less than two days ride from the castle. I saw him when I went hunting the day of the battle."

   "Why did you not tell me?" Menimeth asked, curious as to why he was not informed as soon as his dragon spotted the man.

   "He cannot get far enough away from Argnon to escape us. Danorathin replied. "And I thought the battle was more important than one man, at the time."

   "You were right of course." Menimeth said. "Have you seen anyone else? Maybe in the north or northeast?"

   "I have not seen anyone in the north, but I did see the regents son yesterday morning. He was riding south, and away from Argnon.""

   "I think we will tell the regent about his son, and will allow Falendor to go after him, but the man in the garden, I will speak with."

   "Then I will wait for you by the garrison gates." The dragon replied, and watched his master walk from the tavern to the castle. After sending a messenger with the news of the son's location, Menimeth returned to the gates of the garrison to find Danorathin waiting beside them.

   Menimeth and his dragon flew into the early morning sky, and headed southeast. The sun was just beginning to rise, and the men of the castle were doing the same, when he flew out of sight of even the tower. It did not take long to reach the garden, and the man who was in it, but the sun had not yet chased away the darkness of the night. Danorathin landed on the opposite side of the garden from where the man camped, and Menimeth made his way to his burned down fire. Menimeth sat across from where the man slept, and waited for the man to wake while he wondered who he was.

   Danorathin killed a fat little deer, and even the noise of the kill did not wake the man from his slumber.

   "The man must feel safe to sleep so soundly." Menimeth said to his dragon.

   "He did not seem so unafraid the last time that I was here." Danorathin replied. "He hid in the bushes while I fed, and watched with fear until I flew away."

   "The first time someone sees a dragon they are a little afraid." Menimeth said. "Unless they know the truth about them before they see him."

   "The fear he showed was not the fear of being eaten, but of being captured." Danorathin said. "But I do not know why he was afraid."

   "Maybe we should cook him some breakfast, and see if that will wake him." Menimeth said. "But I will need some of your deer, if you will allow it."

   "I can always kill another deer." Danorathin replied. "But the reaction you will receive when the man wakes, to find the king of the empire cooking him breakfast, is one I would not miss for all of the deer in the empire."

   The great dragon stretched out on the ground with his head only feet from the fire, as Menimeth retrieved two large cuts of meat from the deer, and after locating a pan in the small sack of supplies, began to cook the steaks. The aroma of the searing steaks brought the man out of his slumber, but it was several seconds before he realized he was no longer alone. The look of shock on his face as he jumped from his blankets and backed from the fire, made Danorathin rumble with what almost sounded like laughter.

   "There is no need to fear me." Menimeth said to the frightened man. "You will not be harmed by us."

   "What do you want?" The man asked, as he eyed the dragon and His rider suspiciously.

   "First, I wish to eat these steaks." Menimeth replied. "And then we can talk."

   "I'm not hungry right now." The man replied. "And I do not know anything."

   "My friend killed this deer just to feed you sir." Menimeth said, and looked at Danorathin with a smile. "And he may get upset if you refuse to eat it."

   "I did not kill the deer for him, and I do not care if he eats it or not." The dragon said. "But he is funny and this game is fun, so I will do what I can."

   "Thank you, my friend."

   Danorathin raised his head, and looked directly at the man with his large intelligent eyes, which inspired the man to return to the fire. After looking through the small sack where he had located the pan, Menimeth retrieved a plate and a knife and fork, and served the steak to the man who now sat across from him again.

   "I am sorry that there is no Blackbeer to wash this steak down with." Menimeth said. "But when we get to Glansford, the Sword and Dragon will supply us with all we can drink."

   "Glansford!" The man exclaimed. "You are taking me to Glansford?"

   "I had not planned on it." Menimeth replied. "Why? Do you have a problem with going to Glansford?"

   "No." The man said, a little too quickly, but then began to speak with a forced calm. "I was on my way to Frothing, that is all."

   "Frothing? Where are you traveling from?" Menimeth asked, even more curious than before. "That would have you so far west of the town."

   "I was on my way to Argnon until the army passed me." The man said. "But I was afraid that the battle had arrived before I could reach it, so I decided that Frothing would be a better place to look for a wife."

   "Look for a wife! There are no women in Argnon, as have not been for some time." Menimeth said.

   "No, but in the towns south of the Argnon there are." The man said. "And some are very beautiful. There was some land to be acquired if a man would clear it, or so I was told."

   "What would you do with this land when you clear it?" Menimeth asked. "You do not look like a farmer."

   "I am not a farmer." The man said. "But I had hoped to breed horses, and raise a family."

   "That is a costly enterprise to begin." Menimeth said. "How will you pay for it?"

   "My last employer paid me well." The man said. "And I have saved all I could."

   "Who was your last employer?" Menimeth asked. "And what did you do for him?"

   The man looked at the dragon rider, who sat across the fire from him, and knew that if he lied to the man he would know. He decided to answer his questions truthfully, because he believed that the dragon rider already knew some of the answers to the questions he asked.

   "My name is Fagerin, and I worked for Beloran." He replied. "I was a collector of secrets, which I then relayed back to him."

   "So, you were a spy for Beloran." Menimeth said. "What kind of secrets did you collect?"

   "I collected information about his enemies, or those he wanted to control." Fagerin replied. "But I did not tell him everything I learned."

   "Oh, and why not?" Menimeth asked. "Were you not loyal to him?"

   "I was forced into my job, by the very man that I helped." Fagerin said. "But I was good at it, and continued to gather the information, even after the death of my father at his hands."

   "But now you wish to become a horse breeder in the west." Menimeth said. "That is a big change from being a spy."

   "My father was a horse breeder, before he was arrested by Beloran, and all of our horses were confiscated for use in his army." Fagerin replied. "I was forced to become a spy, to keep my father alive."

   "But he was killed anyway?" Menimeth asked. "Even though you did as you were told."

   "He was killed because he would not agree to give the regent all of the horses that he wanted, without payment." Fagerin said. "And he was killed soon after I was forced to become a spy, but I did not know it then."

   "How good are you at gathering information?" Menimeth asked. "And how do you go about it."

   "To gather information, all one needs to do is to sit in a few taverns and listen." Fagerin replied. "Then it is just a matter of verifying that the information is true, before you pass it on."

   "How much have you saved to start your horse breeding ranch?" Menimeth asked. "Perhaps we could help each other, and both come out ahead."

   "What did you have in mind?" Fagerin asked, but believed he already knew the answer.

   "I am in need of someone with your talents." Menimeth replied. "But not for the same reasons."

   "I have one hundred gold pieces." Fagerin said. "And a few hundred silver, but that is enough to start the ranch, as long as I start small and add to it as time passes."

   "Come and work for me, and I will pay you five hundred gold pieces, and will give you one hundred horses to add to the ones you purchase." Menimeth said. "One year of service is all I ask in return."

   "And what information will you require me to collect?" Fagerin asked.

   "I need to know which towns around the empire will need a garrison built to protect them." Menimeth replied. "And where any garrisons that were built by the regents, are now located."

   "And you will pay me five hundred gold pieces, and one hundred horses, for that?" Fagerin asked. "When you could acquire that information for free."

   "If you accept my offer." Menimeth said. "You cannot allow anyone to know what you are doing, or what information you seek."

   "But the people of the towns would gladly give you that information for the chance of a garrison nearby." Fagerin said. "Why pay for it?"

   "Because there are still men in the empire that spy for the mage king, and I do not wish them to know the information you seek." Menimeth said. "It would tell the enemy where we are weakest, and give him an advantage against us, when he turns his attention to the empire."

   "You are smarter that I expected." Fagerin replied. "And not like any king I have ever heard of before, so I will accept you offer, and do as you ask."

   "Come to the Sword and Dragon in Glansford, and I will give you all you need to accomplish you task." Menimeth said. "I will pay for all of your expenses while you are away, and you will have a room made available to you while you are there."

   "I will begin the journey to Glansford this morning." Fagerin replied. "And I will see you when I arrive."

   "Just tell the innkeeper your name, he will be expecting you." Menimeth said, as he climbed back onto his dragon. "And I will see you there."

   Danorathin leapt into the air, and within seconds, had left the garden behind. He traveled back to the castle but did not stay long after talking with Falendor, but flew south in search of Saesic instead. It was not hard to find Saesic as he rode south, for he was not used to traveling through the brush, and left a trail behind him that even a child could follow. Menimeth had Danorathin land a few miles away from the regent's son, but in the path the man was using. He did not want to chase Saesic before he could speak to him, for fear that his horse would suffer if the man tried to escape.

   "We must be careful with this one." Menimeth told his dragon. "He will not want to talk to me I think."

   "Then we will have to see that he does." Danorathin replied. "But it is the horse you worry about, not the rider. I will take great care not to frighten the animal, but will not allow the regents son to escape."

   "That is all I can ask." Menimeth said, as he patted the dragon on his neck.

   Dragon and rider, waited for the regent's son to reach their location, and watched as he quickly approached. He was looking behind him for any sigh of pursuit, but he paid very little attention to what lay before him, when the dragon rider stepped from behind the tree, and grabbed the horse's rains. Saesic was shocked by the appearance of the dragon rider, and tried to flee, but the sight of the dragon so close made him freeze with fear.

   "Do not fear, for I will not harm you." Menimeth said. "I am only here to deliver a message to you from your father."

   "What does he want?" Saesic asked rudely.

   "He offers you a choice." Menimeth replied. "He will not imprison you if you come back to Argnon, but you will have to face some kind of punishment if you do. If you chose to continue south, and do not return within three days, you are not welcome in the empire any longer, and if you do return, you will face charges of treason from me."

   "Fine, you have delivered your message errand boy." Saesic said. "Now let go of my horse."

   Danorathin spread his wings, and bellowed into the air at the disrespect Saesic showed to his master, and looked at the man with cold black eyes.

   "Let me kill this one." The dragon said to his master. "We will all be better off if I do. He will cause the deaths of many more men, if he is allowed to leave the empire."

   "I cannot allow it my friend." Menimeth replied. "But I believe you are right, and he has some part yet to play in the war."

   "If you chose to leave the empire, do not return." Menimeth said to Saesic. "You will not be treated so kindly as your are now."

   Menimeth released the rains to Saesic's horse, and the traitor fled as fast as the animal could run. He did not turn back to see if the dragon rider was following, but rode straight south until his horse gave out, and he was forced to stop and let the animal rest.

   "I hope the fool has the sense to return to his father, and take his punishment." Menimeth said. "But I am afraid he will not."

   "No, he will not return to Argnon, but we will see him again." Danorathin replied. "And it will not be a good reunion."

   It was nearing midday when Menimeth and his dragon returned to the castle, and relayed the results of the encounter with Saesic, to Falendor.

   "I should have had you drag him back here," Falendor said. "To face his punishment."

   "Do you think it would do any good?" Menimeth asked.

   "No, It would do no good." Falendor replied. "I had hoped he would grow out of his greed and anger, but I can see now that he did not."

   "Does he not know what he has done?" Menimeth asked. "And that he would be getting off with very little punishment for the crime he

committed."

   "He is old enough to know the difference between right and wrong, but he does not care about anyone but himself." Falendor said. "He may not know that what he has done is considered treason, but I believe he does."

   "That is too bad." Menimeth said. "Because he would have solved my problem, at least for a few years."

   "My son could have helped you?" Falendor asked, puzzled by the remark.

   "Yes, but that is for another time." Menimeth replied. "For now I have men to escort back to their realms, and fallen heroes to lay to rest, so we will talk again when you arrive at the Dragon Tower for the banquet."

   "As you wish." Falendor said. "We will leave for Glansford on the morning of the first day of the forth week."

   "Then I will see you there." Menimeth said, and turned to leave the room before stopping, and turning back to the regent. "There is one more thing you could do for me." He said. "Have Feran, Javen, and Kiler's families with you when you come to Glansford for the banquet."

   "I will send Captain Brannor right away." Falendor replied. "They should be here before we are ready to depart, but if not, we will wait for them."

   "Thank you." Menimeth said smiling. "And there is the matter of Chrisanna."

   "Chrisanna, what has the girl gotten herself into now?" Falendor asked, as he shook his head at what he believed to be another one of his daughter's antics.

   "You do know that there is a very good chance that she will not return to Argnon, but will live in the Dragon Tower with Javen instead." Menimeth said. "You may want to consider an extra wagon just for her."

   "Yes, I suspect that she has Javen in her sights, and that he has fallen under her spell." Falendor replied, smiling back at the dragon rider. "But then, she will not be giving me as much trouble as she does now. Sometimes I think she believes that she runs the realm, and not me."

   "Yes, women can do that." Menimeth said. "But the right man can set them straight, until they have daughters, of course."

   "Yes, and then you are just a foolish old man, that cannot survive without them." Falendor replied. "And you could not possibly know anything, about anything, unless they tell you."

   Menimeth walked from the room laughing loudly at the regent's remark, and made his way to the Red Falcon. He relayed the order that they were not leaving until the following morning to the men of the third army as he passed them, and they began to remove the saddles from their horses. That night, the men talked about the journey they were about to take, and what would happen when they returned to Glansford. Menimeth listened to them as they talked, but offered very little information about his plans for the banquet. Changes were coming to the empire soon, and he wanted it to be a surprise to all it would affect, but first he had men to return to their realms.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
   The morning dawned bright and warm, as the men began to prepare for the journey home. The wagons were placed in a line along the great road, and the warriors of the third army formed their ranks behind the wagons of their realm. The riders that were to carry the banners of the empire, waited in front of the wagons, for the king to ride from the inn, before unfurling the banners for the journey home.

   Menimeth waited while his friends saddled their horses, and led them from the stables in back of the inn. Donner waited at the front of the inn, with what almost appeared to be pride, for his master to walk from the tavern. Already saddled and waiting, the war-horse stood with his head held high, and watched as the other horses were led from the back. Several minutes later, Menimeth walked from the main door of the Red Falcon, and mounted his warhorse.

   "We will ride to the crossroads and turn south." Menimeth said, as he turned Donner north, and started down the street of the town. "Magdrin will be our first stop, and Venteno will be our last."

   "That was the route I expected you to take," Kyler replied. "So that is the order in which I placed the wagons. The men are also riding in groups, according to their realms, with the south first."

   "Then we should be on our way." Menimeth replied, and urged Donner forward, riding onto the great road and turning east.

   "As they fell in behind the now unfurled banners, the last of the empire's warriors to fight in the battle, rode from Argnon. Falendor watched them go from his seat in the tower, and when the regent could no longer see the precession, he walked back down to his private office, to begin the day's duties.

   Menimeth rode at a pace that the wagons could sustain, while still putting the miles behind them. With the fear of an attack no longer a threat to the men, they traveled with a feeling of security, which they had not felt in a very long time. For the next several days the men rode along the road in relative silence, as they made their way east to the crossroads. They had been traveling for less than a week, when people began to appear on the road, returning to their homes in the west. They cheered the warriors as they passed, having heard of the overwhelming victory at Argnon, and waved to them before continuing on their way. More and more people began to appear on the road as they drew closer to the more occupied, lands, and the cheers grew louder the farther east that they went.

   It was well before midday, when Menimeth and the last of the warriors from Argnon reached the great crossroads of the empire. From here they would turn south, but not without an addition to the party it seemed. Chanry and Brylen sat in the middle of the crossroads, and waited for Menimeth to reach them. Brylen was not wearing any armor, but he did carry a sword strapped to his side. He escorted Chanry, though he did not look like the protector, but rather the protected. Chanry was dressed in his armor, with his Elvin knife and short sword strapped to his side, and Da'Thintahar slung across his back. He carried his Elvin bow, with a quiver of arrows with red feathers that were tied to Striders saddle, and he had a golden shield shaped like a dragon that chased its tail. His purple and gold cloak, which was held down by the very large sword he carried across his back, was almost identical to the one that the dragon rider wore.

   The boy looked like a smaller version of Menimeth, and the warriors of the realms, took notice. Unlike the men who trained at the garrison at Corlindum, the warriors of the realms had not seen the boys skills grow in the use of all of the weapons of war. Chanry smiled at Menimeth as he approached, and could barely control his excitement.

   "We have been here all morning, Meni." Chanry said with a serious look, as the dragon rider reached them. "I didn't think you would ever get here."

   "Well, I am here now." The dragon rider said, as he looked at the boy with affection.

   "I am sorry sir, but he insisted on being here when you arrived, and since he is the heir to the throne, I could not allow him to wander off on his own." Brylen said. "But he is a hard one to keep up with, the two guards that were with us are still looking for him, and I am lucky to have found him before you arrived."

   "Do not worry about it." Menimeth said. "At least he did not follow me to Argnon."

   That is because I would not let him." Brylen said. "Though it was not for lack of trying."

   "He wont let me do anything." Chanry protested. "Without guards following me everywhere I go."

   "You are important to the empire." Menimeth said to the boy. "And therefore, you must be protected."

   All of the men turned their heads, as the noise grew louder from the trees in the south. Seconds later, the two guards burst from the trees, and stood in shock at the many warriors on the road in front of them. The two guards looked at Chanry sitting on his horse beside Brylen, and then they looked at Menimeth, who sat looking back at them. They looked at each other, and then back at Menimeth, and started to walk in his direction with their heads down.

   "We are very sorry sir." One of the guards said. "The boy is like an elf, and he can disappear within seconds if you do not keep your eyes on him at all times."

   "It is true." Brylen said. "He can cast a spell faster than I can talk, and he is a very good mage for his age, or anyone else's."

   "How long have you been guarding him?" Menimeth asked the two guards.

   "Since before you left for Argnon." Brylen said. "I assigned them the task as soon as you made him the heir to the throne."

   "It does not appear that either of you are very good at your job." Menimeth said, as he looked at the two men. "You will have to be punished for your failure to guard the heir to the throne properly."

   "It is not their fault, Meni." Chanry said. "I fooled them on purpose, to see if they would keep looking for me, or if they would just come and wait for me here."

   "But they allowed you to fool them, and that cannot be tolerated." Menimeth said to the boy. "We will have to see that it does not happen again."

   "What did you wish to do as punishment?" Brylen asked, wishing he had assigned more men to the boy so this would not have happened.

   "First, they will be assigned as the boys guards, from now, until he has reached his twentieth year." Menimeth said. "They are to be given no other duties by anyone, except me, and when we return to the dragon tower, they will be sent to study under Darik."

   "Study, Magic?" The first guard asked. "Us?"

   "Yes, I can see that both of you have the ability to learn magic." Menimeth said. "And with a few counter spells at your disposal, the boy may have to improve his abilities, if he wishes to escape you in the future."

   "Ah, that's not fair." Chanry said. "I'm just a little kid, if you teach them magic, I will never get to go exploring."

   "Take them with you." Menimeth said to the boy. "It has to be better than being in the castle all day."

   "You heard them when they came from the trees." Chanry said. "They are too noisy."

   "Then teach them how to be quieter." Menimeth said, as he looked at Chanry with a smile. "Then you can do as you wish."

   "It would be easier to teach strider to fly." Chanry replied, with a sigh. "But I will try."

   "How long has it been since you left Glansford?" Menimeth asked Brylen, still smiling at Chanry's remark.

   "I do not remember." Brylen said. "However, I have been kept busy these last few weeks."

   "Then the time has come that you did." Menimeth said, and turned to the two guards. "Chanry and Brylen will be riding with us, return to Glansford and wait for us there."

   "What do we do while we wait?" The guard asked.

   "What ever you wish." Menimeth replied. "You will not be needed until we return, so use the time as you wish."

   "Yes Sir." The men said at almost the same time, and went to retrieve their horses.

   "We had better get going if we wish to reach Magdrin anytime soon." Litlorn said, as he rode up to the dragon rider.

   "I agree." Menimeth replied. "We can talk later, when we are closer to the southern regent's castle."

   Riding south once again, they began to see fewer and fewer people who cheered them as they passed, and by the time they reached the smaller road to Magdrin three days later, the people only watched them pass in silence.

   "News of the victory has not reached this far south." Danorathin said to his master. "But it will be known across the empire by the time you reach Grimmen."

   "Yes, but we will only have one realm yet to reach, when we leave Valiny and Grimmen behind." Menimeth replied.

   The next few days were uneventful, as the warriors made their way southeast, and closer to the castle at Magdrin. The countryside was peaceful and quiet, but that began to change as the walled city appeared in the distance. People began to line the road and watch them as they passed, but they did not cheer. It was the dead that captured their attention, and they showed their respect for the fallen as the wagons passed them by. By the time Menimeth and the army of the realms reached the gates of the city, and began to enter Magdrin, it seemed as though all of its residents lined the streets.

   Riding slowly, the precession made their way to the castle, and Thadric, the regent of the southern realm. Captain Quinly, who rode at the head of the warriors from the south, approached Menimeth when they reached the gates of the castle.

   "Captain Quinly, you and your men may return to the garrison." Menimeth said, as the captain reached them. "You have done all that we asked of you, and more."

   "Thank you sir." The captain said, and started to turn his horse in the direction of the garrison gates but stopped, and turned back to the dragon rider. "Fighting with you has been an honor, and the men all agree that if you need us again, those that are not already in the dragon guard, will gladly come to your call."

   "Thank you captain." Menimeth replied. "Oh, and you and the men who fought in the battle will be expected to accompany Thadric to the banquet. The men who have wives will be expected to bring them to the banquet as well."

   "As you command." Captain Quinly said smiling, as he turned and signaled to his men before riding to the gates of the garrison, and disappearing inside.

   Those wagons that carried the fallen warriors from the south were taken to the garrison, to await the short ride to the ancient tombs of Magdrin's warriors. Tomorrow they would hold the ceremony, and place the warriors in the tomb in the hall of the fallen. Their names would be inscribed on the wall of heroes at the entrance to the hall, like all of the warriors who had come before them, and the people of the empire would remember them forever.

   The rest of the day went quickly, and the remaining warriors that traveled with the king, placed their camp beside the garrison while Menimeth and Thadric talked inside the castle. Litlorn and Donderan searched out the closest tavern, followed by Darik and Brylen, and found a large table in the corner across from the door. Feran, Kyler, and Javen, waited until the camp was set up, before joining their friends in the tavern, but it was not until much later that the dragon rider joined them. Chanry was never more than a few feet away from Menimeth, since their reunion at the great crossroads, and would not be separated from him for any reason.

   It was in the tavern that the people of the southern realm got their first glimpse of Chanry's abilities, as he followed Menimeth inside. The owner of the tavern informed the boy that he was not allowed inside, but Chanry did not listen to the man, and kept walking instead. One of the patrons that sat closer to the door blocked the boy's way to keep him from entering the tavern any farther.

   "You heard the innkeeper." The man said. "Just because you dress up like a warrior, don't mean you are, one."

   "Please allow me to pass." Chanry said. "I wish to join my master."

   "You talk fancy, for a boy who plays dress up." The man said in a mocking tone, and the men who sat nearby began to laugh. "Now run along boy, before I am forced to teach you some manners."

   "I would not do that, if I were you." Menimeth said, as he stood by the table where his friends sat, which was across the room from where the man confronted the boy. "You may not like the results of your threats."

   "Mind your own business." The man said to Menimeth. "This does not concern you."

   "It does concern me." Menimeth said. "But I will do as you say, and stay out of it, although I will say this. You have my permission to teach him a lessen if you wish."

   The patron believed that Menimeth was speaking to him, and stood to carry out his threat, but the boy did not attempt to escape. He reached out to grab the boys arm, but Chanry pulled his belt knife from its sheath, and left a cut on the mans hand for his trouble.

   "You little brat." The man said, as he jerked his arm back, and looked at the bleeding cut on his hand. "I'm gonna give you a beating for that."

   "You had better quit while you can." Chanry said. "I will not allow you to harm me."

   "We will see about that." The man said, and lunged at Chanry in attempt to take the knife away from him, but received a cut along his arm instead.

   Looking down at the cut on his arm, the man became enraged, and looked at Chanry with hatred in his eyes. The tavern had become quiet, as all of the patrons watched the scene that was unfolding before them. Chanry placed his knife back in its sheath, and looked at the man who still blocked his way. The man could not believe that a boy of no more than nine or ten years of age, could have cut him not once, but twice, and he became even angrier the more he thought about it.

   "Will you allow me to pass now?" Chanry asked the man.

   "No, but if you want to act like a warrior, then I will treat you like one." The man said, and drew his sword from its scabbard, thinking he would teach the boy a lesson, and redeem himself in front of his friends. "You will have to use that big sword you carry on your back, if you wish to escape a few cuts of you own, if you can even hold it."

   Rushing the boy, the man swung his sword in an attempt cut, and frighten him, but Chanry was too quick, and avoided the sword easily. Pulling his belt knife again, as the man passed him, Chanry cut deep into the man's side, and the man screamed in pain. Whirling around, the man attacked Chanry as he would a grown man, but the boy pulled Da'Thintahar from the scabbard on his back, and blocked the man's attacks. The sword glowed with a white light, as it flashed around the boy's head, and inflicted several shallow wounds on his attacker. With a speed talked about for many years to come, Chanry disarmed the man, and placed the glowing sword to the man's throat.

   "Will you allow me to pass now?" Chanry asked. "Or will I have to kill you to be left alone?"

   Without waiting for an answer, Chanry placed Da'Thintahar back in its scabbard, and turned to walk to the table where his master sat smiling.

   "Who are you?" One of the man's friends asked. "You are not like any boy that I have ever seen."

   Chanry stopped and looked at the men who were helping their wounded friend, before speaking.

   "I am Chanry, warrior of the four realms, and heir to the throne of the Great Dragon Empire." He said at last. "You should see to your foolish friends wounds. I am sorry, but he left me no choice."

   Chanry turned and walked to his master's table, while the patrons of the tavern watched in silence. The wounded man's friends helped him from the tavern, but the patrons paid them very little attention as they did. It was not a tavern where conflicts often took place, but in the lands of men, conflicts happened. By the time the wounded man was taken from the tavern, the patrons who had watched the confrontation in silence had returned to their drinking.

   The next day, the ceremony was held for those killed in the battle, and the fallen warriors were placed inside the tomb. Their names were placed on the wall of heroes, and their deeds were written in the book of the realm. Thadric conducted the ceremony, with a way of speaking that produced, tears, in the eyes of even the dwarf. When the ceremony was complete, and the people began the short walk back to Magdrin, it was Chanry they talked about. The man he had disarmed in the tavern was not badly wounded, and received only a few stitches in his side. The men who had witnessed the boy in action, had spread the tale throughout the city, and it seemed that everyone knew the story.

   Later that day, Menimeth and the remaining warriors of the realms departed Magdrin, and began the journey to Grimmen. The realms were very different here than they had been in the west. Mostly gone were the vast forests, which had taken over the land in the west over the last five hundred years, and the large herds of antelope and deer that roamed the empty lands, there. Here, the farms and ranches that supplied the empire with most of their food seemed never ending, stretching on for mile after mile as the men rode northeast. Though people were everywhere in this part of the empire, they did not line the roads, but did stop what they were doing to watch the warriors as they passed.

   When Menimeth reached the old east road, and turned north in the direction of the castle at Grimmen, they had been traveling for more than two months. Even though they moved twice as fast as the regents when they traveled, they still only traveled half as fast as they would have, without the wagons. Once they reached Venteno though, the journey would be all but over.

   The road grew busier as they traveled north, and once they reached the crossroads of the east, they were only days from the castle of the eastern regent. The realm had changed greatly since Valiny had become the regent of the east, and the fear that once gripped the land here, was gone. The land itself seemed greener, and the people were no longer afraid to go about their business.

   Valiny met them as they reached the gates of the city, and escorted them to the castle in the center, talking to the dragon rider as they made their way along the streets. It was then that Menimeth told him about Captain Sangrivol, and of the dark magic used against him, but it was not until later that they talked about the banquet.

   That evening, Menimeth talked to the regent in the castle, while his friends waited in the nearest tavern for him to return, and this time, Chanry was with them. Even though he did not like being away from the dragon rider, he did not want a repeat of the tavern at Magdrin. He did not believe that fighting in a tavern was something that the heir to the throne should do, but he had been given no other recourse, other than to leave the tavern as the man had demanded. He could have used magic to end the confrontation, but it would not have solved his problem, and in the end, he would have had to face the man again. Because he was just a boy, it was his skills as a warrior that the men would respect, not his skill as a mage.

   The next day, Menimeth and the last of the warriors to fight in the battle, rode north to the tomb of the realm's fallen men. It was several miles from the city, and north of the road to Venteno, so Menimeth decided not to return to Grimmen when the ceremony was completed. He would see all of the regents soon after he returned to the Dragon Tower, so he could speak with Valiny then. It was the east that would be in the most danger when the mage king turned his fill attention to the empire, but all of the realms would be called on to help drive the enemy from their lands.

   The fallen heroes of the east were placed in the tomb, with all of the ceremony due to heroes of the empire. It was the second time in the last year that the tomb had been opened to place warriors of the realm that had fallen in battle, inside. In the short time that Valiny had been the regent of the east, more men had died than in all of the years that his father had ruled before him. Even with the loss of so many of its men, the people of the eastern realm, praised their new regent. The east had become richer, and far more prosperous since he became the regent, and the people loved him more than all of the regents who came before him.

   It was just passed midday when Menimeth and the last of the warriors turned west, and parted company with Valiny and those returning to Grimmen. Very few of the warriors remained with the dragon rider now, because the north had the fewest men to send to the army of the realms. They had suffered the fewest losses in the battle, but they had suffered the hardest loss of all the realms combined. Losing Hobie when the battle was nearing its end, and to treachery, made the loss even that much harder for the men to accept.

   As the regent of the east faded into the distance, Menimeth was already looking to the city of Venteno, and Borlund, the man who had been a regent longer than all of the others. He was the one regent who thought out all of his options before he acted, and for that reason, the other regents believed him to be slow witted. He was not of course, but he cared very little about what the other regents thought of him.

   The days went by quickly as they made their way through the farmlands of the north, and it was not long before the walled city of Venteno came into view. Four months had passed since the battle had taken place, and the men were ready to return to their homes. News of Hobie's death had reached the regent long before they arrived, and the loss of his son, was hard for the regent to accept. Borlund rode from the castle the day they arrived, and escorted the wagon with his son, back to his home. It was a somber ride through the city, as people lined the streets and watched in silence while they passed.

   Menimeth talked to the regent for a short time when they arrived at the castle, but he decided to wait until after, the ceremony, to talk to Borlund about the banquet. The changes that were coming to the empire, did not affect him as much as it did the other regents, but he would still be required to attend.

   "Find us some rooms at the nearest inn." Menimeth said to his friends as they reached the garrison.

   "The best inn in the city of Venteno is the Wayward Traveler, lad." Donderan said. "We will wait for you in the tavern, I know the proprietor from years past, and he will treat us well."

   "Then I will see you there as soon as I am finished talking to Borlund." Menimeth replied, before joining the regent.

   The friends followed Donderan and Brylen to the inn, and after paying for several rooms for the night, found themselves beside the fireplace drinking a mug of ale.

   "Well master dwarf, it seems you cannot get enough of my hospitality." The proprietor said, as he approached the table the men were seated at. "And you brought friends with you I see."

   "That I did, lad. That I did." Donderan replied, as he greeted the tavern owner. "But we are just humble patrons, enjoying a mug or two."

   "Then welcome to The Wayward Traveler." The proprietor said. "My name is Traver, and any friend of Donderan's, is a friend of mine."

   "Thank you for your kindness, Sir." Litlorn said, in the flowing speech of the elves. "You are an honorable man, and an excellent host."

   "Thank you for the kind words." The innkeeper replied with a smile. "But you know that fancy Elvin tongue of yours does not affect me master Litlorn. Though you get better at it each time I see you."

   "You can't blame an elf for trying." Litlorn said, and the two began to laugh.

   The men talked of the past, and of the adventures they had shared in the innkeeper's youth, and did not notice Menimeth, as he joined them at the table. It was Traver that noticed the dragon rider, sitting in the once empty chair against the wall, and he looked at the dwarf, and elf, with a questioning look.

   "Are there any more warriors in your group, that have not arrived?" Traver asked the dwarf. "Protectors of the king are always welcome here."

   "And what of the king?" Menimeth asked. "Is he also welcome here?"

   "I doubt if the king will be coming into my establishment." Traver replied. "But yes, we would be honored to serve the king."

   "And what would you serve him?" Menimeth asked with a smile.

   "Anything he desires." Traver replied. "As long as we have it in stock, of course."

   "He would settle for a mug of ale, if you don't mind." Menimeth said. "Or two."

   "And he sent you here to retrieve it?" Traver asked, confused by the warriors remark.

   "No, lad." Donderan said. "He is the king."

   "Of the empire?" The innkeeper asked, with a look of shock on his face.

   "Yes, of the empire." Litlorn replied. "But we will not tell, if you don't."

   "Oh, my. The king here, what am I to do." Traver exclaimed. "Oh, my."

   "A mug of ale will do." Menimeth said. "And more of your tales to pass the time."

   "You are bound to find out sooner or later, but the king does not act like a king." Litlorn said. "And he most definitely does not like to be treated like one."

   "But he does like his ale, Lad." Donderan said. "And I could use one as well."

   "Then we shall have to supply you with one." Traver replied, and disappeared in the direction of the bar.

   It was not until the next day that the ceremony was held for Hobie, and he was placed in the tomb of his ancestors. He was dressed in the colors of the northern realm, but he also wore the cloak of the empire, and the purple sash as well. The ceremony for Hobie was the grandest of all of the ceremonies held for the fallen warriors of the realms, and Danorathin bellowed loudly when the tomb was resealed, to mark the passing of a hero of the empire. It was an honor that Borlund would remember for the rest of his life, and brought a smile to his face whenever Hobie's name was mentioned.

   Later that day, Menimeth talked to the regent of the northern realm, far longer than his friends expected, and it was late before he returned to the tavern. Most of his friends had gone to their rooms for the night, and only Litlorn and Donderan remained in the tavern. The men talked for a while longer, before retiring to their rooms for the night.

   The next day, they began the journey back to the Dragon Tower, and the city they had been gone from for so long. It was the banquet to come, which held the attention of the travelers, and the topic of most of the conversation along the way. All of the men knew the war had just begun, and that the empire was still in danger, but for now they would celebrate the victory at Argnon.






 
 
Chapter Forty
 
   Menimeth sat in the Sword and Dragon with a steaming mug of Blackbeer, and thought about the events of the last two years. The day he had discovered the old road far to the west, he did not even know if people still lived in the lands he was entering. Within a few months, he had found his dragon, and become the king of the empire. He did not want to be the king, but as Danorathin had told him, the choice was not his to make.

   He had friends that he could trust here, which he had not really had in the White Kingdoms, and a boy of remarkable talents, which he thought of as a son. Captain Brandt had been his only real friend for as long as he could remember, and a few of the people he had saved from outlaws, but he had spent most of his time since the death of his family, alone. It was not until he had given in to the feeling that he had felt for so long, and had begun his journey east, that he was finally able to bring his murdered family peace. By leaving the hunt for Chidren behind, he was set on a path that would bring him new friends, and which would eventually bring his enemy to him.

   Litlorn entered the tavern soon after the gray of the early morning began to show in the east, drawn to the tavern by the aroma of the freshly brewed Blackbeer. And as he entered, he greeted his friend.

   "I hope the morning finds you well, Dragon Lord." He said with a smile.

   "Do not let the others hear you talk like that." Menimeth said, as he looked around the room. "They will all start calling my sire, and your majesty, and who knows what else. They may even start bowing."

   "And we would not want that to happen, would we?" Litlorn said smiling.

   "No we would not." Menimeth replied with a grin. "It is just annoying."

   "Have you seen your commanders lately?" Litlorn asked. "They have not been in the Sword and Dragon in several days."

   "I had Falendor bring the families of all three of our commanders with him when he came to Glansford." Menimeth told his friend. "Feran is with his wife, and I believe Javen is with Chrisanna, but Kyler and Dralessa have been together since she arrived with her brother."

   "It appears that we will have an event or two, after the banquet." Litlorn said with a smile. "For I do not believe Chrisanna will be returning to Argnon with her father."

   "I suspect that Dralessa will not be returning to Grimmen with her brother, as well." Menimeth replied. "She will stay with Kyler I think."

   "I have noticed that Valiny and Dranella have been inseparable since he arrived." Litlorn said. "But from what I have been hearing, they have been seeing each other often these last few months."

   "Yes, I expected it after the council of regents." Menimeth said. "When they could not take their eyes off of each other."

   "That will unite the eastern and southern realms, and make it easier for the two realms to work together." Litlorn said. "That will help when the war is at our door."

   "I agree." Menimeth said. "I just hope we have the time we need to prepare for it."

   "But there is another threat that will come from the far south, if what I have heard is true." Litlorn said. "And a dark elf was slain in the empire."

   "It is true." Menimeth replied. "But what threat do we face from the far south?"

   "If a dark elf was here, it can only be to fulfill a contract." Litlorn said. "And if the dark elf failed to complete his task before he died, the Temple of Darkness will not stop until the contract is completed."

   "Then we will have to keep an eye on the south." Menimeth said. "And you will have to tell me more about this Temple of Darkness, but not today. Today is for celebrating the victory in the west, and for rewarding the men who fought in the battle."

   "And what of the changes to the empire?" Litlorn asked. "When will you announce them?"

   "Tomorrow I will call a council of regents." Menimeth informed the elf. "But I will talk with some of the people that will be affected the most at the banquet, later today."

   "Like Falendor, and the three commanders." Litlorn said.

   "As well as Semeon." Menimeth replied. "But it is Brylen who will end up with the hardest job."

   "That is because he does all of your work for you." Litlorn said with his usual smile. "But you have come up with a good plan to avoid most of it anyway."

   "I thought it was very clever." Menimeth replied. "And it allows the people to decide their own fate."

   "And you, the time you need to prepare for Arnoran." Litlorn said.

   "That is my plan." Menimeth said. "But you know as well as I, that plans do not always work out the way you want them to."

   "True, but sometimes they do." Litlorn replied. "And at least it will allow you to keep an eye on the south."

   The sun had risen above the trees while the men talked, and the morning light streamed in through the open windows at the end of the tavern, crawling slowly across the floor as the sun rose higher in the sky. The sounds of the morning grew louder as the day grew older, and men began to find their way into the tavern for their morning Blackbeer. People arrived from everywhere in anticipation of the banquet, and it did not take long for the inns to become filled in both Glansford and Corlindum.

   Menimeth and Litlorn were about to leave, when a man entered the tavern in a dark and travel-stained cloak, with the hood pulled down where his face could not be seen. He looked around the room slowly, and when he saw the dragon rider, turned and walked up to the table.

   "You said you would find me here, but I did not expect to see you so soon." The man said, as he removed the hood, and sat in the chair across from Menimeth.

   "I see you made it to Glansford." Menimeth said to the man. "Have you been here long?"

   "No." The man said. "I have just arrived, and came to the tavern as you said."

   "You will be staying in the Dragon Tower for now, and we will talk after the banquet." Menimeth said, "Just tell them your name when you reach the castle, and they will show you to your rooms."

   "They know my name?" The man asked, surprised. "What kind of a spy can I be, if everyone knows who I am?"

   "As far as they know, you are just a friend who stays in the castle when you are here." Menimeth replied. "Expect to attend the banquet, and expect to sit at to main table. I will have cloths sent to you for the occasion."

   "Me, at the main table, with all of the prince's?" The man asked, shocked at the thought of being seen by everyone at the banquet.

   "Yes, if you are seen as someone of importance to the empire, you will be able to move freely throughout the realms." Menimeth said. "And talk with people that you would not have had any access to, otherwise."

   "What do I tell them when they ask me why I am there?" The man asked. "If I cannot reveal my real reason to them."

   "Tell them you are looking for the best horses for your breeding farm." Menimeth replied. "Or for the best land in which to build it on."

   "Is there anything else?" The man asked.

   "Yes, this is Litlorn, and if I am not here, he is the one you will report to." Menimeth said. "He is the heir to the throne of the largest of the Elvin kingdoms, and he is trusted above all others."

   "Who was he?" Litlorn asked, when the man had gone.

   "That is Fagerin, and he will be gathering information for me," Menimeth replied. "But only for a short time. He will be breeding horses for the empire when his job is done, and I intend to allow him to use Donner."

   "You have been making plans." Litlorn said. "I did not see that one coming."

   "Chance encounters have produced more results for the empire than you know." Menimeth said. "Though not all of the encounters that have helped the empire were as unexpected as they appeared."

   "That is a very cryptic statement." Litlorn said "But I understand more than you know."

   "Yes, you are the son of Loren." Menimeth said. "He knows things, long before they happen, and I suspect he has played a large part in the encounters that I have had, along the way."

   "You are most likely right." Litlorn said. "But even my father can do only so much."

   "And we must do the rest." Menimeth said.

   The cities of Glansford and Corlindum were bustling with activity, as the preparations for the banquet began that morning. Wagons came and went from the Dragon Tower as the day progressed, and the smell from the kitchens filled the air, adding to the growing excitement of the people who would attend the banquet.

   Menimeth had many tables set up outside the banquet hall, to allow all of the people to share in the feast when the banquet began. Even though the hall that they used for the banquet was larger than any in the empire, it would not hold all of the people that had flooded to Glansford to attend. Plans had been made to entertain them, and to make them feel that they were part of the celebration, along with small gifts for each one. They would not be totally separated from the banquet hall however, since the many doors that led to the large courtyard just outside the hall, would be opened throughout the night. The closest tables to the open doors of the hall, had all of their seats reserved for those of standing that did not have a personal invitation from the Dragon Tower, and anyone who was not on the list used at the gate was allowed to sit at any of the tables farther back.

   The courtyard was a place where the dragon riders of old could land their dragons when the hall was used, and it was large enough to hold many dragons. Now, however, it was covered with tables and chairs, along with the many casks of different wines, ales, and meads, that the guests would consume, set to one side. The doors to the kitchens were at the end of the courtyard where the interior of the castle began, while the entrance to the courtyard was through the western gate. Even those that would be allowed into the banquet hall had to enter through the western gate, and all of the people in the courtyard would be able to watch them as they entered.

   Only the people who had a personal invitation from the Dragon Tower were allowed inside the hall for the banquet, because of the limited space available for people other than those that would be rewarded by the king. The regents and their families and all of Menimeth's closest friends, as well as those that were special guests of the king, were to be seated at the main table, which was placed higher than all of the others so they could be seen by all of the people at the banquet. All of the seats at the tables set up in the banquet hall, had the names of the people who would sit in them, placed on the table in front of the chair. The people of higher standing in the empire, were placed closest to the king's table, and those of the lowest standing were placed in the back.

   Feran, Kyler, and Javen, had given Menimeth the lists of the men, who they believed, should be rewarded for their bravery and prowess in the battle. After reading the lists several times the night before, Menimeth decided who would be advanced in rank, and who would receive land and riches.

   When all of the preparations for the banquet were complete, and everything was in place, it was well passed midday. Many of the workers who helped in the preparations for the banquet, departed the castle when their tasks were complete, and there were fewer and fewer people as the day progressed. As the last of the workers departed the Dragon Tower and the banquet hall, Menimeth opened the west gate, and allowed the people to begin entering.

   By the time the first of the people to be allowed into the hall had begun to arrive, almost all of the tables in the courtyard were full. People were talking to one another and watching the gate, as the men and women with invitations were escorted into the banquet hall, and to their tables. Slowly the hall began to fill as well, and it was not long before the regents and their families began to arrive. The people began to talk a little louder when Chrisanna arrived with Javen instead of her father, and even more when Dralessa arrived escorted by Kyler, but when Valiny arrived with Dranella, the excitement in the courtyard was electric.

   As the last of the regents and their families were escorted to their seats, and all of the special guests of the king had arrived, Menimeth and Danorathin landed at the back of the courtyard. Once he had dropped from his friends back, the great bronze dragon vaulted into the air, and landed above the gate looking down on the courtyard. The people of the banquet watched in silence as he walked across the courtyard, and stopped at the doors of the banquet hall.

   At the same instant that Menimeth walked through the doors and into the banquet hall, platters of food began to stream from the kitchens in both the courtyard, and the great hall. Large trays of roasted meats of all kinds, as well as every verity of cheese found in the empire, found their way to the guests of the banquet. Large platters of freshly baked Breads, and various types of honey from the forests of the west, as well as fruits and nuts from all over the empire, also delighted the guests as the night progressed.

   The men, who were to be rewarded for their part in the battle, received their gifts one at a time from Menimeth himself, and in the full view of everyone in attendance. All of the men were surprised at what they had received, and those that had been promoted in rank, were given their new insignia at that moment, making it official. When all of the rewards had been given out, and the last of the promotions had been announced, Menimeth returned to his seat in the center of the main table. The rest of the evening was spent with his friends, along with the regents and their families, and the other special guests who sat at his table.

   Fagerin sat talking with the regents he was surrounded by, and began to learn things about their realms without even asking them for the information. The prospect of a large horse-breeding farm in their realm that was backed by the empire, and the people of the realm that would benefit from it, loosened their tongues, and produced more information than he could have gotten in weeks of eavesdropping in the taverns. He would still be visiting the taverns throughout the empire of course, to gather the information he had not yet received about the placement of garrisons and outposts, but now he believed that his job would be a lot easier than he had originally expected. All of the regents had given Fagerin an open invitation to visit their realms, and offered to show him around the countryside, and he planned to visit each one in the future.

   As the banquet began to reach its end, but before any of the guests had departed, Valiny Kyler and Javen, all announced their engagements to the women they had escorted to the banquet hall. The people inside the great hall, as well as those outside in the courtyard, received the news with applause, and shouts of encouragement to the three men. When the applause had died down enough for Menimeth to speak, he rose and announced that he was calling a council of regents, and that it would be held right before the weddings. It was not that uncommon for a council to be called when a regent was getting married, especially when the regent was marrying the daughter of another regent.

   With that announcement made, Menimeth bid the guests good night, and walked from the banquet hall, and out into the courtyard where his dragon waited. Within seconds, dragon and dragon rider were gone, and slowly the guests began to depart. It was the grandest banquet that the empire had ever seen, and those that attended, talked about it for many years to come.

   When Menimeth reached his private suite, he sent a messenger to summon the western regent, as well as Brylen and Semeon to his private office, and it was to be done without alerting anyone else to the summons. Kyler, Feran, and Javen, were to be summoned as well, but not until just after the regent had arrived, and the two had spoken. Menimeth wanted to discuss the changes he was making to the empire with the men it would be affecting the most, but it was Falendor that was the key to how the changes would be received by the people.

   Pacing the floor as he waited for the men to arrive, Menimeth thought about the method he would use to allow the refugees from the defeated kingdoms to acquire land in the west, and build another life for themselves in the empire. He needed people to settle the western lands, and to retake the rich and fertile farmlands that had faded back into the forest over the last five hundred years. There were still grasslands to the south, where the domestic livestock that the empire relied on for its food could be raised, and there was now a large demand for stone and lumber, that would offset the cost of clearing the land.

   Semeon was the first to arrive at his private office, and Menimeth greeted him as he entered.

   "I am sorry for bringing you here so late." Menimeth said. "But there was not enough time to speak with you earlier."

   "It is not that late." Brylen said. "But it has been a grand evening."

   "Yes, it was well received." Menimeth said. "But that is not why I called you here."

   "How can I help you sir?" Semeon asked. "Is there some problem I am not aware of?"

   "No, it is about some changes I am making to the empire." Menimeth said, just as the door opened, and Brylen walked in followed by the western regent.

   "They must be important changes, for you to call us all here so covertly." Falendor said with a smile. "And before the council."

   "Yes, I believe you will agree when you have heard them." Menimeth said. "But please, sit, before I begin."

   The three men looked at one another curiously, as they sat in the chairs provided for them around the desk. This was not the usual way that the king conducted his business, and the men wondered at the change. Menimeth watched them as they chose a chair to sit in, and worried about the reaction he would receive when he relayed his plans to them. The empire had remained the same for hundreds of years, and Menimeth feared that changes of the kind he was making, would be looked on with outrage by the people who lived there.

   "I will start with the hardest part first." Menimeth said, when the men were seated. "And save the easiest for last. First, I am splitting the west into three realms, the same size as the realms in the east, to allow for faster growth."

   "You are taking two thirds of my land from me?" Falendor asked with a look of alarm.

   "No, not really." Menimeth said. "You will no longer be the regent of the western realm, but will become the Steward of the west."

   "Steward of the west." Falendor said. "What will my role be as Steward of the west?"

   "The same as Semeon's will be in the east." Menimeth replied. "Each of you will be responsible for your half of the empire, and all of the business of your realms will go through you, before it comes to Brylen. You will be responsible for collecting the taxes from each of your three realms, and you will decide all legal matters that do not require the intervention of the king."

   "If you are splitting the west into three realms, who will be my regents?" Falendor asked. "And what of my home in Argnon, are we to leave the castle of my ancestors?'

   "You do not have to leave Argnon if you do not want to." Menimeth told the new Steward. "You can live anywhere in your half of the empire that you wish, and you can build a castle if one is not available, but everything you wish to do in your realms, will have to get my approval."

   "That is acceptable." Falendor said. "And what about my regents, who are they to be?"

   "Feran will become the regent of the southwest, and Kyler will be the regent in the northwest," Menimeth informed the men. "And of course Javen will become the new regent of the west."

   "But they are no more than commoners." Semeon said. "Though I do not disapprove of their appointment as regents, there are those that may."

   "If you had seen them in the battle for Argnon, you would not say that." Menimeth replied. "But I chose these men because they will be loyal to their people and to their realms above all else."

   The three men were silent for several minutes, after the three new regents had been reviled to them, while they let the news sink in.

   "I believe they are the best choices for the position." Falendor said at last. "All three of them are from the west, so they will be accepted by the people they are to rule. Kyler will be tied to the east through Dralessa, and Javen will be tied to me through Chrisanna, so the people will accept them as royalty."

   "Then you do not disagree with the changes I am making in the west?" Menimeth asked Falendor.

   "No, it would have to be done sooner or later anyway." Falendor replied. "With all of the refugees that will be moving into the west, the other regents would eventually demand a change be made with the hope of receiving a part of it."

   "Then it will be your responsibility to assist in the building of the Castles required to house the new regents." Menimeth said. "But the empire will help with the cost."

   "Does my soon to be son in law know he is to be a regent?" Falendor asked. "Or Feran and Kyler?"

   "No, not yet, but I have summoned them as well, and they should be here soon." Menimeth replied. "And since you are to be their Steward, you can tell them what you expect of them as your regents."

   "I believe Chrisanna will instruct Javen on how best to run his, realm." Falendor said. "Regardless of what I, tell him"

   "And Kyler has Dralessa to help him." Menimeth said. "But Feran will come by it naturally, I think."

   "Yes, he is the most intelligent of the three, but he is the quietest as well." Falendor replied. "He will fit into the family of regents faster than the other two, but not by much, I think."

   "What is my role in all of this?" Brylen asked. "You only mentioned my name vaguely."

   "Your job will require you to keep track of all that is happening in the empire, and to make most of the decisions regarding the business of the realms." Menimeth said. "Basically, You are the one that will decide if I am to decide a matter, or if it is something that can be taken care of by you, and your knowledge of how kingdoms operate."

   "Then I am to keep doing what I have been doing all along." Brylen asked with a smile.

   "Yes." Menimeth replied. "But you do not have to worry about the realms, that will be done by Falendor and Semeon, which should allow you more time away from the offices than in the past."

   "I do not understand why I am in such a high position, when I am not even from the empire." Brylen said. "Why would the stewards and the regents accept me as their superior, and allow me make such important decisions in your name?"

   "Since you are not from the east, or the west, you will make your decisions based on the facts that you have." Menimeth replied. "You cannot be accused of showing favoritism, because you have no family ties to bind you to a realm."

   "You do not want the job, and that makes you the only man who can do it." Falendor said. "And we will accept your decisions because of it."

   "Besides, you know more about how to conduct the business an empire, than all of the rest of us combined." Semeon said with a smile. "And you look good in purple."

   By the time that Feran, Kyler, and Javen, finally arrived at the private office of the king, Brylen had accepted the role that he had been given, and agreed to represent the empire to the best of his ability. He was still not sure that he was the best man for the job, but the two stewards that he would be overseeing, believed he was.

   "Come and sit by me, son." Falendor said to Javen smiling, as the three men entered the room. "We will be seeing a lot more of each other now that you are to marry my daughter, and will be moving to the west."

   "I am being sent to the west after the wedding?" Javen asked, with concern in his voice.

   "You will all be sent to the west." Menimeth said. "And you will report to Falendor when it is required. Or the council" He added.

   "The council." Javen said. "What council?"

   "The council of regents of course." Menimeth replied. "The west is to be divided into three separate realms, and I am appointing Kyler as the regent of the northwest, Feran is to be the regent of the southwest, and you will be the regent of the west. Falendor is now the steward of the western side of the empire, and everything you do, must go through him."

   Feran, Kyler, and Javen, all sat in stunned silence, and looked at the men who sat smiling at them, but still they were confused.

   "How is this possible?" Kyler asked. "We know nothing about being a regent, and we were no more than farmers two years ago."

   "We have made our decision, and it is not for you to question." Falendor said, "You are the new regents, and you must accept it."

   "When will all of this happen?" Kyler asked. "When will we be officially known as regents?"

   "It has already happened." Menimeth replied. "When you walk from this office, you will be the regents of the new realms, and it will be announced at the council, as soon as it begins."

   "Why me?' Feran asked, speaking for the first time, since entering the offices. "Javen and Kyler I can understand, because they are to marry daughters of other regents, and would have some claim to the title, but not me."

   "You were chosen because you would be accepted by the people of your realm without question, and you will do all you can for them." Falendor replied. "You are the best choice, so you were chosen."

   "This will take some getting used to." Feran said. "For all of us, I am sure."

   "Do not fear my friends, you will have all the guidance and support you need to build your realms, when the time comes." Menimeth said. "And people to fill your towns, and build your farms. Your duties to your realms will be made clear in time, but for now, go and spend the rest of the evening with your families, free of concern."

   Menimeth walked out into the courtyard when all of the men had gone, and wondered what the future had in store for him. He knew the day would come when the full might of the mage king would be on their doorstep, but it was still several year's away, and there was plenty of time to prepare for them before they arrived. Whatever it was that was in the east, that pulled him and his dragon in that direction, was still unknown to him, but the time was coming to find out what it was. There were still many unanswered questions that he would have to answer in time, and all of them were important to the empire, but some were more important than others.






 
 
Chapter Forty-One
 
   Menimeth walked from his bedroom, and out into the darkness of the courtyard, where his dragon lay curled up in his favorite corner, asleep. He should have been asleep as well, but something in the north had lifted him from his dreams, and brought him out into the night. He stood looking into the distance for several minuets, as he searched the horizon for any sign of its source, but knew that what ever it was, it was still very far away. After several minuets, he returned to his bed, and his slumber.

   The next morning when he woke, the feeling was gone, but it had not disappeared from his mind. He thought about it while he dressed, but was no closer to an answer than he had been the night before. He sat in his office and shuffled the parchments on his desk around for several minutes, before he walked out into the courtyard to look north once again. He was about to return to his office when he realized he was being watched, and he turned to his dragon smiling. Danorathin lay with his head on the ground, with one large eye open, looking at his master.

   "Did I wake you my friend?" Menimeth asked his dragon. "It was not my intention."

   "I was not asleep." The dragon replied. "Just looking with a different kind of sight."

   "You feel it also?" Menimeth asked. "In the north."

   "Yes, but it is not a threat to the empire that you feel." Danorathin replied. "It is our destiny."

   "That is a very cryptic response." Menimeth said, as he looked at his dragon. "What kind of destiny?"

   "The kind you cannot escape." The dragon replied, and rose from his bed. "I am going to go hunting, I am hungry."

   "Then I will see you when you return." Menimeth said, and watched Danorathin as he vaulted into the air, and flew to the southwest.

   Menimeth returned to his office, and thought about what his dragon had said. A destiny he could not escape was in the north it seemed, but he did not know what it could be. The Elvin kingdoms were in the north, so what ever it was, the elves had some hand in it Menimeth thought.

   Danorathin returned after more than an hour, and curled up in his favorite corner, to sleep off some of the meal he had consumed. Menimeth walked from his office and looked at the dragon as his eyes closed slowly.

   "Will you not tell what this destiny you speak of is?" Menimeth asked his friend. "To ease my mind?"

   Danorathin raised one eyelid half way.

   "They are coming." He said, and his eyelid began to close again.

   "Who are, they?" Menimeth asked.

   "Narnethin, and Azandra."

   That was the last he could get from the already sleeping dragon, and Menimeth wondered who they could be. He looked at his friend, and then to the north, and he felt an excitement he had never felt before come over him. He did not know it then, but his life was about to change forever, and it would not be the last time that it did.

 
 
 
 





 
 
Names
 
 
 
Alazen (A-la-zen) (Elvin Warrior)

Alenvale (Alen-vale) (Home of Kiler, Javen, and Feran) Alezium (Alez-ium) (Strongest and Rarest Metal in the Lands of Magic)

Aliseain (Aleze-e-in) (Wife or the Western Regent) Anrivar (An-ri-var) (Home of Caladon and Banadar) Argnon (Arg-non) (Seat of the Western Regent) Arnoran (Ar-nor-an) (The Evil Mage King)

Avren (Av-ren) (Second in Command of Brigand Camp)

Bailen (Bail-en) (Owner of the Gray Goose in Alenvale) Banadar (Ban-a-dar) (Prince of Anrivar)

Belorin (Bel-or-in) (Regent of the Eastern Realm) Borlund (Bor-lund) (Regent of the Northern Realm) Brannor (Bran-nor) (Capt. of the Western Realm) Brandt (Brandt) (Capt. Of the White guard)

Brinden (Brin-den) (Seat of the Royal Steward) Brylen (Bry-len) (Son of the King of Davinly) Caladon (Cal-a-don) (Prince of Anrivar)

Chanry (Chan-ry) (Adapted son of Menimeth) Chidren (Chi-dren) (Commander Of the Brigand Army) Chrisanna (Chris-anna) (Oldest Daughter of Falendor) Corlindum (Cor-lin-dum) (Capital of the Regents)

Dalem (Da-lem) (Captain Of the Kings Guard) Danorathin (Danor-athin) (Dragon of Menimeth)

Dansig (Dan-sig) (Capital of the White kingdoms) Darik (Dar-ik) (Supreme master Dragon Mage) Darious (Dare-e-us) (Ancient High Priest of Glansford)

Da'Thinagul (Da-Thin-a-gul) (The Dragons Tooth) Da'Thinfekal (Da-Thin-fek-al) (The Dragons Claw) Da'Thintahar (Da-Thin-ta-har) (The Dragons Heart) Davinly (Dav-in-ly) (Home of Brylen)

Delena (De-lena) (Daughter of the Northern Regent)

Dem'Kulvog (Dem-kul-vog) (Pass into Kraudgov) Dem'loran (Dem-loran) (Pass Through the Shimmering Mountains)

Donderan (Don-der-an) (A Dwarf Lord of the Purple Mountains)

Donner (Don-ner) (War-Horse of Menimeth) Dorben (Dor-ben) (Scout of the Lost Cavalry) Dralessa (Dra-les-sa) (Daughter of the Eastern Regent) Dranella (Dra-nel-la) (Daughter of the Southern Regent)

Drathinvar (Dra-thin-var) (The Dragon's Retreat, City of peace) Eoavin (E-o-vin) (Elvin Scout)

Fagerin (Fage-rin) (Spy for Beloran)

Falendor (Fal-en-dor) (Regent of the Western Realm) Farlin (Far-lin) (The Owner of The Red Falcon) Feran (Fer-an) (Commander of the 2

Finor (Fin-or) (Capt. Of Avren's personal guard)

Fracher (Fra-cher) (Commander of 2

Frothing (Froth-ing) (Southern most Town in the Southern Realm)

Garavin (Gara-vin) (Commander in the Dragon Guard)

Gareon (Gar-e-on) (Captain of Anrivar) Gaston (Gas-ton) (Commander of Chidren's Cavalry)

 Dragon Guard)

 
 
 Army)
Gek'Drajen (Gek-Dra-jen) (Master at the Temple of Darkness)

Geovin (Ge-o-vin) (Co Owner of The Dragons Nest) Glansford (Glans-ford) (Dragon Rider Capital) Glendale (Glen-dale) (Home of Menimeth) Grayling (Gray-ling) (largest River in the Western Realm)

Griblund (Grib-lund) (Land of the Lost Cavalry) Grif (Grif) (Thief and Murder)

Grimmen (Grim-men) (Seat of the Eastern Regent) Haverton (Haver-ton) (Northern most Town in the Northern Realm)

Hobie (Ho-be) (Youngest Son of the Northern Regent)

Imlador (Im-la-dor) (Widest River in the Dragon Empire)

Javen (Ja-ven) (Commander of the 1 Guard)

Katherim (Ka-ther-im) (Great Lake Between the Empire and the East)

Kebren (Keb-ren) (Oldest Son of the Northern Regent)

Kraudgov (Kraud-gov) (City of the Dwarves under the Purple Mountains) Kyler (Ki-ler) (Commander of the 3

Landris (Lan-dris) (Son of the Southern Regent) Larenal (Lar-e-nal) (Elvin Scout)

Latrelarn (La-tre-larn) (Western realm of the Elvin Kingdoms)

Litlorn (Lit-lorn) (Son of Loran, King of Latrelarn) Lorchant (Lor-chant) (Home of Darik)

Magdrin (Mag-drin) (Seat of the Southern Regent) Mareston (Mar-es-ton) (Commander of the Brigands in the South)

Marna (Mar-na) (Woman from Frothing)

 Dragon

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Dragon Guard)
 
 
 
 
Menimeth (Me-nim-eth) (King and Dragon Lord) Mirena (Mir-ena) (Co Owner of The Dragons Nest) Mithendral (Mith-en-dral) (The Great Mother Dragon & The Lands of Magic)

Netera (Ne-ter-a) (Princess of Anrivar) Osgrad (Os-grad) (Port City on Lake Kathirem, in the South)

Quinly (Quin-ly) (Captain of the Southern Realm) Ranjgin (Ranj-gin) (Dark Elf and Student of Gek'Drajen) Rantinel (Ran-ti-nel) (Elvin Scout)

Rayden (Ray-den) (Commander of the Lost Cavalry) Rivervale (River-vale) (Town Beside the Grayling River) Rylee (Ry-lee) (Thief and Murder and Spy for Avren)

Saesic (Sae-sic) (Son of the Western Regent) Sangrivol (San-griv-ol) (Captain of the Eastern Realm) Semeon (Sem-e-on) (Royal Steward and Stenographer) Tanier (Tan-ier) (Owner of the Small Shop in Corlindum)

Tarkrin (Tark-rin) (Scout for Gaston)

Thadric (Thad-ric) (Regent of the Southern Realm) Tharien (Thar-e-en) (School of Magic in Lorchant) Traver (Tra-ver) (Owner of the Wayward Traveler in Venteno}

Tukhal (Tuk-hal) (Commander of the Garrison at Corlindum)

Ungon (Un-gon) (Mage of Arnoran)

Valiny (Val-in-e) (Son of the Eastern Regent) Venteno (Ven-te-no) (Seat of the Northern Regent)
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