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                        PROLOGUE: GLIMMERING


Wingard's Lair, Planet Of Falador - 45rd of Zan Lit 3E321:

     “Be careful, you lot! I don't want to get burned,”  warned Ugath
with a deep, gruff voice.  He looked back at the small but tight line
of orcish warriors following him.  They were all nervous, but keeping
quiet. They gripped their axes tightly to be ready to fight if needed
to. Ugath looked forward again. Back into the darkness of the tunnels
of the lair of great red dragon, Wingard. 
     Ugath himself was also a bit scared, despite the fact that he is
among the bravest of the orcs.  But he knew that even the bravest orc
would not dare come anywhere near these dark tunnels he and his small
band of warriors were now traversing. 
     He also knew that the dragon was a very tempered creature, who's
fire breath had burned many foolish warriors who wanted to prove that
they are heroes. Their skeletal remains line the walls of the tunnels
of the lair.
     The thought of being burnt to charred skeletal remains sent cold
shivers up his orc spine and caused goosebumps to appear on his green 
skin. He quickly pushed the thoughts aside and continued to lead.
     Ugath was an orc captain, and one of the best around. His armour
design gave the impression of power and his mighty double-edged Tarks
axe pushed this impression further. As one of the few orc veterans of
their chief,  Zuggar,  Ugath has been through many battles,  wars and  
rebellions.
     But the idea of  going into the lair of the mighty and  fiercely
independent red dragon scared him more than anything he had ever seen
in his many years as a warrior.  Emperor Tar'Ykor's orders of getting
some kind of gem from  Wingard was the most insane he  had ever heard
as well.
     They proceeded further through the tunnel, going deeper into the
lair.  One nervous orc warrior ran up to Ugath and whispered into his
leader's ear.
     “Let's get out of here  while we are still  alive and breathing,
captain! The others think the same as me.”
     Ugath's  fear was quickly replaced by authority and he turned to
the orc warrior.
     "No! We do not leave this lair until we have the gem."
     “But...”
     Ugath gave the orc a very cold look directly into his eyes.
     “Do you want to face the Emperor's  wraith instead of  Wingard's
fire breath?”
     If there was one thing that orcs,  or  anyone else in the Empire
of Lotaro feared the most, it was the anger of the Tar'Ykor. They who
angered  him never lived  longer  than a few moments and their deaths
were horrible and swift.  The orc warrior nodded and fell back to his
original position in the group.  Ugath watched him and made sure that
he did. Once he was satisfied he looked ahead of him once again.
     "Funny idea, us going into Wingard nest. Funny idea, us going in
to fetch some goofy gem," grumbled one of the orcs nervously.
     “Yeah. Join the army,  they said. It is orc's life, they  said,”
raised another orc his disapproval.
     Ugath looked back at the orcs and spoke sternly,  “If you lot do
not stop whining we will die because you woke Wingard. So shut up.”
     The complaining orcs immediately became silent.  Ugath looked at
them critically with a stern face, then faced forward again and began 
moving down the tunnels again. The other orcs hesitantly followed.
     As  they were walking deeper into the lair Ugath became aware of
a low rumbling noise which became louder  and louder the further they
went.  First came what sounded like wind being sucked up, followed by
the sound being released.  It was then that it became clear to Ugath:
the dragon was sound asleep.  This came as a slight relief to him. If
Wingard was asleep,  then they might be able to steal the gem and get
out without having to raise arms for combat.  But then he frowned. If
the dragon woke up while they are in the open, then they would all be
burnt into a heap of ash and bone. The thought made him shudder.
     They made their further into the lair until they finally reached
a large chamber.  The orc band quickly hid behind a large boulder and
peeked over its ridges to observe their new surroundings. The chamber
was a dome-like shape with stalagmites and stalactites on the ceiling
and floor.  Boulders were lying here and there as well as a few heaps
of bones of various creatures.  There were also several smaller entry
ways like the one the orcs came through. In the centre of the ceiling
was a large opening that allowed the orcs to see the clear night sky.
However, the only sight that the orc captain and warriors were obser
ving very carefully was what was lying in the centre of the floor.
     There lay a large and  fierce-looking dragon with red scales and
large wings, curled up around its smaller, younger dragonlings.  They
were all asleep, smoke coming from their nostrils as they inhaled and
exhaled air.
     Ugath had to force himself to stop looking at Wingard and all of
the dragonlings. He quickly looked over to the other side of the cave
and spotted their goal. Carved out of the cave wall was a statue of a
dragon standing on it's hind legs and holding out it's arms.  In it's
claws was a large,  star-shaped gem, about the size of an orc's head.
     He signalled the other orcs as he began creeping past all of the
sleeping dragonlings. The rest of his group hesitated,  then followed
his example. They made good progress without making too much noise or
waking one of the dragonlings.  Soon Ugath and his stealthy band have 
reached the statue. He turned to the group and pointed to one orc who
was the least nervous besides him. The orc looked up at the gem, then
back at Ugath.
     “Must I, captain?” he whispered to Ugath.
     “The sooner  you  get the gem,  the sooner we leave this place,”
Ugath whispered in reply.
     The orc took a short stare at the statue,  then walked up to it. 
He then began to scale the statue,  slowly at first, but faster as he
became more relaxed.  He soon reached the gem, but it was just out of
range  from the elbow of the  dragon statue where he was  sitting. He
started to scale the arm,  but  Ugath and the other orcs watched with 
horror as cracks began to appear on the arms as a result of the orc's
weight.
     “Stop! You're too heavy,” Ugath whispered at the orc to warn him
of the danger, but the orc did not hear his warning.
     Just as the orc came into touching range of the gem, the arms of
the statue finally gave in. The gem,  the orc and the arm fell on the
floor with very loud thud.   The orcs watched in horror at the scene,
then quickly turned around and were even more horrified.
     The noise was enough to wake Wingard and all of the dragonlings.
The red dragon quickly looked at the horrified orcs, then made a loud
roar.  The dragonlings all followed their parent's example and roared
as well in a higher tone of voice. 
     Ugath quickly  whipped around and grabbed the gem from among the
rubble. The other orcs readied their weapons,  knowing what was about
to happen.
     “What do we do now, captain?” asked one very frightened orc.
     Ugath turned back to the dragons, who  were  now much more alert 
but not yet ready to attack. He ran out from the group and pointed at 
the cave entrance they came through earlier.
     “Run!” he  yelled as  he began to run towards their only opening
through the dragons. The other orcs wasted no time in following Ugath
as he ran,  clutching  the gem tightly.  He stopped and looked behind him at the other orcs rushing towards him.
     Suddenly Wingard's giant tail landed between him and the others,
cutting off their only means of escape.  Ugath could not see over the 
large tail,  but he could hear the terrible sounds of the dragonlings
swarming  over the other orcs,  the screams of the orcs as they tried
to defend themselves or  as they got bitten or burned to death by the
fire breath of Wingard, sounds  of flesh being ripped off or snapping
bones. 
     Ugath listened  in horror at the  sounds as they died off one by
one.  Wingard's tail then lifted up and towards a different position.
Ugath  nearly  vomited as he saw  the skeletal remains of his band of
orc warriors, all nearly cleaned of flesh by the hungry dragonlings.
     His shock quickly turned to  fear as some of the dragonlings who
have not yet gotten their  fill of orc meat gave loud roars and began
flying towards him.  He turned around and,  grabbing a torch that was
left  lying by the entrance to show which way they came in,  ran into
the dark tunnel. The dragonlings followed him into the tunnel, guided
through the darkness by the light of Ugath's torch. 
     Ugath ran as fast as he could, feeling the heat from fire breath
blown by the dragonlings on his back.  His hearted pounded so hard in
his chest that he felt it was going to jump out through his mouth.
     He soon came out of the tunnels into the open. It was night time
on this side of Falador and the twin moons were full in the star-stud-
ded sky.  The ocean could be seen past the many towering peaks of the
island of Yuslei, or Dragon Island.
     But Ugath was more concerned with what was on a  flat surface on
the side of a peak on the other side of a steep valley:  a red portal
opened by one of Tar'Ykor's necromancers,  Shankor. The only way over
the abyss was a rock bridge hanging between the two peaks.
     He did not stop,  fearing the dragonlings were very close behind
him. He ran over the bridge, closely followed by the dragonlings, who
were snapping away at Ugath's back.  When he was within a few feet of
the portal he put on an extra spurt  and ran through the red gateway.
The dragonlings stopped by the portal and studied it,  unsure if they
should go through it and risking their lives for an orcish meal.
     The swirling portal  shrank in size until it vanished in a small
flash. The dragonlings stared at the place were it was, then got back
up into the air and flew back into the tunnel to their parent.
     Ugath has escaped with  the gem and with it the first seeds of a
great and terrible new war have been sown.

The Thurman Farmstead, Planet Of Earth, 15 May:

     “Mommy! Daddy!” shouted five-year old Jessie Thurman as he awoke
from her deep sleep on her bed in her bedroom. She frantically looked
around her room.  She could see her various dolls and stuffed animals
scattered about her room, but no sign of what she saw in her dream.
     The door to her room flung open and her parents,  John and Betty
Thurman, rushed into the  room and to her side.  The light from their
bedroom next to Jessie's  illuminated her room.  Betty quickly picked
up their daughter and gave her a comforting hug.
     “There there. It's okay. Mommy and Daddy is here,”  she told her
in a soft, soothing voice.
     “Did you have a bad nightmare, Jessie?” her father asked.
     It took a while for Jessie to calm down. Her father took a brown
teddy bear from among her other toys and gave it to her.  She quickly
took it and hugged it tightly, helping her calm down.
     “I saw a dragon.  He flew over New York and breathed fire every-
where. I was standing in the street watching. Just as he came over me
he saw and flew down to me. He then...  then tried...  to... to,” she 
struggled to say the last word. Her mother knew what it was.
     “Did the evil dragon try to eat you?” she asked in a soft tone.
     Jessie started to sob in her mother's chest.
     “Yeah,” she finally answered,  though she was unsure if that was
really what the dragon in her dream wanted to do.
     Her mother and father both hugged her and comforted her.
     “It's okay.  Daddy will make sure that nasty dragon won't bother
you again. I promise,” John whispered softly.
     Jessie calmed down more, but she still held on to her teddy bear
with one hand. Betty then laid  her back onto her bed and  sang her a lullaby  in a  soothing tone. Hearing  the lullaby  being sung by her mother,  Jessie  quickly  went back to sleep.  John gently pulled the blanket back over their  now-sleeping  daughter and kissed her on the head.  The  parents then quietly filed out of the room and closed the door behind them.  As soon as the door  closed  Jessie's  eyes opened
again from her faked sleep. He looked towards the doorway,  the light
from her parents'  bedroom coming into her room through the bottom of
of the door, listening to their conversation.
     “These nightmares of her  are starting to worry me,”  her mother
said, “She never had this many bad dreams in three years, let alone a
few weeks.”
     “I understand, Honey. It's also worrying me,” her father replied
to her mother, "Tomorrow I will take her into town to see Doctor Ryan
Welsh the psychiatrist and have him take a look at her.”
     Jessie stopped paying attention and  looked out through her bed-
room window. The moon was full,  illuminating the cornfields of their
farm in Kentucky.
     Little did young Jessie or her parents know that her nightmare took place at the exact moment Ugath the orc escaped through the portal on Falador. It was a glimmering image of the largest coming war in
human history.


                       CHAPTER 1: YOUNG WARRIORS


Farnon Woods, Kingdoms Of Furcenra – 46th of Zan Lit:

     The  Farnon  Woods  is  the largest forest within the Kingdoms of Furcenra and is also a kingdom in itself.  Various species of trees flourish in the forest as a result  of the good rainfalls as well as the numerous rivers that run through the woods. Below the forest canopy the ground is covered all-year round with fallen leaves and the trees space each other by about a few yards to avoid choking in each others’ roots.
     Near the capital city deep in the Farnon Woods and after which
it received it’s name, the sounds of birds singing were absent due to
the continuous and  irregular sounds of wooden sticks beating against
each other.
     On a fallen tree trunk acting as a bridge over a river Izuel and
Gontha were busy fighting, using sticks to mimic swords.
     Izuel, the young and well-built male Canion,  took another swipe
at  Gontha,  the much older male Felion,  but  he successfully jumped
backwards to avoid the strike at his legs. As Izuel was busy recover-
ing from his missed strike, Gontha, with remarkable speed for someone
his age, struck Izuel on his thigh with his stick.
     Izuel went flying into the air for a second, then fell down into
the below river with a large splash.
     When Izuel brought his head to the surface he found his fighting
Stick floating nearby.  He  then heard Gontha talking to him from the
Bridge.
     “Got  to  be  careful about making such aggressive stabs at your
opponent,  Izuel,”  Gontha told him,  his voice slightly broken,  but
still showing vitality,  “When  you are in combat your opponents will
not be wielding sticks.”
     “That is one thing I cannot deny, Grandfather,” Izuel replied as
he grabbed his stick and waded his way to the riverbank.  Gontha came
down to him and helped him out of the water.  Once Izuel was out they
walked towards a boulder lying against a large pine tree who’s needle
leaves lay on the ground around it.  Gontha  sat down on it,  holding
his stick as if it was walking stick  while  Izuel  dried himself off
with a towel that Gontha had brought along.  Izuel  then  put  on his clothes, for he was only wearing his maroon-coloured tights and brown leather  boots  that  ran  up to the mid-section of his leg below his knee.  He put on a dark-brown  long shirt with gold-coloured sidings, covering his  furry  and  muscular chest.  He then picked up his most important article of clothing: a  leather holster that held his steel long sword, the four black leather straps meeting  in  a  buckle that could be placed on his chest while the holster hung on his back.
     Once  Izuel  had  finished  dressing,  Gontha got up with little effort despite his age. They then began walking down a dirt path that
lead through the woods to Farnon. 
     “Still,  you have to admit that my battle techniques were better  
than they were last time,” Izuel said.
     “Indeed I do.  I said practice would make you a better warrior,”
Gontha replied.
     “But I still lost.”
     “Do not worry,  Izuel.  With more practice you might even defeat
your old grandpa one day.” Gontha smiled as he said it. 
     Izuel  looked at Gontha and smiled as well.  Gontha was a member 
of  the  Felions,  also called the cat-people,  who  were  one of the 
Kingdoms of  Furcenra’s  two races.  Izuel belonged to the other race, 
the Canions,  or dog-people.  Gontha had brown mainly brown fur,  but 
the fur on his muzzle have turned grey from age.  He was also dressed 
in the same manner as Izuel with colour variations here and there. He
was  also  in very good physical condition for someone his age due to 
the daily exercises he took.
     Izuel was different from Gontha.  The  fact  that his fur colour  
was mostly blue,  with  a  lighter  blue over his muzzle except for a streak on the top to between his eyes down his neck, wasn’t what made them different,  since fur colour differed from one Furcenrian to the  other.  What  made them truly different was their physical appearance of their  specific  race-type. Gontha had the characteristic looks of the Felions,  while  Izuel  had  the typical Canion appearance.  This would  have  been normal had it not been for the fact that Gontha and Izuel were family.
     He shrugged the thought off, like he had done many times before.
Gontha had taken good care of him like any father would for his pups.
He was Izuel’s grandfather,  and he was Gontha’s only grandchild, for Gontha’s  life mate and pups was  killed during an  attack  by Lotaro forces on Farnon woods before their pups could bear their own pups.
     They  continued  through  the forest until the reached the point where the woods gave way to farmlands.  Farm houses, barns, granaries
and other infrastructure stood here  and  there.  Canion  and  Felion peasant  farmers  worked in the fields,  preparing the crops for this stadia’s harvest.  In the distance lay the town of Farnon,  with it’s
many  wooden  buildings  surrounding  two  of  the town’s most famous landmarks: the Cathedral,  with it’s large clock tower standing above
all the rooftops,  and  the  Farnon Provincial Palace,  standing on a hilltop overlooking the town. High in the sky the twin suns of Falador
were shining upon the lands.
     As they walked past the fields  they were greeted by many of the town’s peasants who knew Gontha and Izuel well, as well as the knight patrols who kept watch over the peasants.  They  waved  back at them, smiling as they did.
     After a while they reached a square two-story wooden building in
an open field.  The arc-shaped windows were covered by steel bars and
the large front door was flanked by statues of a  Canion and a Felion
knight.  Words  were  written above the door that told those who came
here that it was one of the  Fighter’s Guilds,  the most common guild in Furcenra other than the Mages’ Guild.
     Izuel and Gontha entered the building and stood in the main hall
of the guild.  Pillars held the roof up, a red carpet running through
the middle towards another large door.  Smaller doors to the left and
right went to various training  and armoury rooms as well as sleeping
quarters  for  those warriors who had no permanent homes or were from
far away. Two flights of stairs lead up to the second floor.
     They  walked  up one of the stairs to the second floor.  On  the
floor was a large hall that covered almost the entire floor.  Windows provided light along the many torches on the walls.  Long tables with benches  were  set  across  the hall.  Against one of the walls was a
large podium with several elegant chairs.  A  piece  of tapestry hung
from the same wall.  On it a kite shield with two swords crossed over
it were stitched,  the emblem of the Fighter’s Guild. On another wall
was a door that lead to the kitchen.  A table was set between the two
rooms for warriors to select their foods when it was time to eat.  At
the moment there were only a few warriors around talking and drinking
with each other. The rest were out fighting in the woods.
     Izuel and Gontha sat down on a bench next to each other and laid
their sticks on the table. A Canion barkeep immediately appeared from
the kitchen and walked up to them. 
     “Good evening, sirs. What will it be?” asked the barkeep. 
     “Two beers, one warm and one chilled,” answered Gontha.
     “You are in luck, sir,”  the barkeep said,  “A new batch of beer
has just been delivered from the Kingdom of Fain. I think you will both enjoy it’s taste.”
     “Is it of good quality?” asked Izuel.
     “The best there is, sir! The taste of it makes you feel that you
have been kissed by Princess Lauria herself.”
     They both chuckled as the barkeep went back into the kitchen. It
was  a  great  honour for those paladins who excelled in combat to be 
kissed by the daughters of King Talzmir and King Leor. 
     Izuel looked over to Gontha.
     “Do you think I might one day become a paladin?”
     “At the rate you are going,  you will become one once you are as
old as I am,” Gontha joked. 
     Izuel groaned and covered his eyes with his one paw. Gontha then
put his own paw on Izuel’s shoulder.
     “Don’t worry, Son. You will become a great paladin. I am sure of
it,” said Gontha. 
     Izuel took his paw away, his expression now that of surprise.
     “Do you really think so, Grandfather?”
     “Yes,  I do.  But it will take many years of  hard  training and
learning before you become one.” 
     “I am willing to do all that.”
     Gontha smiled.
     “You are very determined  lad,  Izuel.  I seem to have had a bad influence on you.” 
     Izuel smiled back.
     “No.  You brought me up well,  Grandfather.  I really appreciate
that.”
     Gontha nodded and took his paw off Izuel’s shoulder. The barkeep 
appeared with two mugs in his one paw and a wooden beer keg under his other arm.  He put the mugs down in front of  Izuel and Gontha,  then    
removed the peg from the top of the keg.  He poured the beer into the
mug until they were filled to the dregs.  Once  done  he  put the peg
back and smiled at his customers.
     “Hope you enjoy it,” he said.
     Gontha and Izuel picked up their mugs and nodded at the barkeep.
     “Thank you,” they both said.
     The barkeep  turned  around  and headed back into the kitchen as
Izuel and Gontha took a drink of the beer.

Tar’Ykor’s Palace, Xarakos, Empire of Lotaro – 47th of Zan Lit:

Situated on a large island in the middle of the Zan Lake was the city 
of Xarakos,  the capital of the  Empire of Lotaro.  The sky above was
dark with thunderclouds that blocked out the sun.  Huge walls ran all
around the city, making any attempts to assault Xarakos by land or by water nearly  impossible.  Behind the walls stood the tall, black and threatening towers and spires of the city’s  buildings.  One building
stood clearly out from the rest: a huge castle with spires and towers
that stuck out of the walls like giant thorns.  At the top was a bust
of a Gargoyle.  This told all who saw the castle  that  this  was the palace of the Empire’s emperor, Tar’Ykor.
     Tar’Ykor  himself  was  standing  in his chambers by the massive
arcing  windows  that  looked  over the city. His black cloak covered
most of his body, including his wings. Only the hood of the cloak was
pulled back to reveal  Tar’Ykor’s gargoyle head.  Hanging  around his  
neck was the Amulet of Seth which was shaped in the form of a head of 
a snake. His face was heavily wrinkled from old age and his bird-like
beak was blunt from usage.  His dark red eyes had a cold, empty look,
like his sparsely furnished chamber.
     As he waited for Shankor, his loyal undead necromancer, he stood 
there, looking over Xarakos.  Xarakos was populated completely by the
gargoyles, who were the master race of all those races who fall under the banner of the Empire of Lotaro. They ruled over the races with an
iron fist and were the most loyal servants of the snake-god, Zil. The
other races of the empire were the dragons, undead, minotaurs and the
orcs.  They  were also several smaller races,  but  they were far too primitive to serve Zil.  They  lived in scattered tribes and villages
around the empire and rarely interfered with the other, more dominant
races. 
     There was a knock on the large doors leading into his chambers.
     “Enter,” said Tar’Ykor without looking away from the window.
     The  door  was opened by a gargoyle guard who always watched the 
doors along with another gargoyle.  The  undead  necromancer  Shankor
stepped into the chambers and the door was closed behind him.
     Tar’Ykor turned around to Shankor,  who  was  walking up towards
him.  Shankor was the leader of the undead and the master necromancer
at Necromancer’s Hold.  He wore a robe similar to Tar’Ykor’s,  except 
the hood was pulled up to show only his skeletal face.  Shankor was a
resurrected  Felion  hero who perished during the second era when the
Kingdoms of Furcenra were suffering from the magically created shadow
creatures.  Any  flesh  that he had when he was buried had long since
rotted off,  leaving only the yellow bones.  Two red gems made up the
iris’ of his eyes.  Imbedded in the forehead of his skull was a large
green crystal,  which kept  Shankor in this undead state.  He held in 
one  of  his  bony claws a wooden staff which was shaped like a fork, 
the  ends  consisting  of three purple gems.  The central part of the staff’s shaft was made of gold. It was what Shankor held in the other 
claw that caught Tar’Ykor’s attention immediately. It was the gem the
orc captain Ugath had gotten from Wingard’s nest.
     “Greetings, Shankor.  I see that the orcs have succeeded at get-
ting the Zarks gem from Wingard,” Tar’Ykor said.
     “Greetings,  your  majesty.  Yes,  I was surprised that they had
managed to bring the gem to us. According  to  the sole surviving orc
Wingard has nearly succeed in killing them all,” said Shankor.
     “Do not worry, Shankor.  The orcs are expendable.” Tar’Ykor said
it as a matter of fact. “Give me the gem.”
     Shankor held the gem out to Tar’Ykor,  who took it with both his
claws. He looked it over, rubbing the smooth sides.
     “Yes. This is it. This is the gem,” Tar’Ykor said softly. He had
looked back up at Shankor,  “Have  the Furcenrians still not discover
of what we are doing?”
     “No, your majesty. Not at the moment.  However,  I fear that the
Furcenrian mages at  Arcane City will discover what we are doing when
we retrieve the final gem,” Shankor said.
     “And where is this last gem?”
     “The final gem,  called the Kuros gem, is located in a temple in
the main port of Lovenia:  Kol Kart.  That means if we take the Kuros
from the temple the Furcenrians will surely be alerted.” 
     Tar’Ykor did not like what he heard.  Kol Kart  was an important
destination for young lovers and newly married couples to gain access
to the repulsively beautiful island of Lovenia. Assaulting  the  port
and stealing the gem will bring the Furcenrians on the alert.
     He mentally shook his head. Even if the Furcenrians are alerted, 
they will be too late to stop  me  from  achieving my life-long goal, 
he thought.
     “So be it, then,” he told Shankor without looking up. “If we are
discovered, it will make no real difference.”
     “So the attack is now a reality,  your majesty?”  asked Shankor,
but he already knew the answer.
     “Yes,” Tar’Ykor said coldly.
     Shankor’s eyes glowed a bit brighter at the prospect of a battle
against the hated Furcenrians.
     “I shall send my undead followers to Kol Kart. They will be able
to  easily  take the gem and kill any Furcenrian who dares to try and
stop us,” Shankor said.
     “Take the orcs with you as well. They are battle-hardened brutes 
and are, as I said, fully expendable,” Tar’Ykor repeated.
     As long as Zuggar does not discover that fact,  Shankor thought.
     Shankor bowed before Tar’Ykor as he said,  “Your  will  shall be
done.  Soon the mighty  Zil  will return and we stand atop the broken
bodies of the Furcenrians.”
     Shankor turned and walked to the door.  He knocked on it and the 
guards opened it for him again.  He  walked  out  of the room and the
guards closed the door,  leaving  Tar’Ykor alone in his chambers. He turned back to the window, looking this time beyond the walls of the city.
     At long last. My master will finally be freed from the eternal prison you Furcenrians have condemned him. When he returns, he will destroy your precious lands and cities and reclaim our lost lands, thought Tar’Ykor as visions of the future triumphs started appearing  before his eyes.
     Visions of the final destruction of the Kingdoms of Furcenra and
their people.

Palace Of Kings, Furcenra, Kingdoms Of Furcenra – 48th of Zan Lit:

     The capital city of the Kingdoms of Furcenra, after which it was
also named, was  waking up to the rising of the new sun in the east.
Beautiful residences,  built for both the rich and poor alike,  stood
behind the high marble walls of the capital along with various shops, inns, taverns, blacksmiths, banks, guilds and the occasional park. In the centre of the city stood the Palace of Kings,  the  residence  of 
the king of Furcenra.  Surrounded  by  splendorous  gardens  and gold fences,  the marble walls and towers,  with  their  crystal blue tile roofs, of the palace gleamed in the sunlight.
     In her bedroom within one of the towers, the Kingdoms’ princess,
Lauria, lay sleeping in her bed. The bed, like the rest of the room,
was well-decorated with luxurious cloth. At the foot of the bed was a
large trunk made of the same kind of wood like the bed.
     “The sun in the sky, my Lady. It is time to awake,” a familiar
voice penetrated into Lauria’s dream.
     Lauria opened her eyes and sat up, yawning and stretching her
arms. Once she was done she wiped and then looked at the figure
standing by her bed.
It was Genia, the female Felion and the Princess’ maid. Her fur
was in contrast with Lauria’s own. It had all turned from a brownish
colour to complete grey, while Lauria’s fur was a lovely white safe
for the long black hair of her head. Genia’s face looked very kind
despite being heavily wrinkled. She wore a long light-blue gown with
a badge of the Royal family on it.
“Good morning, Genia,” Lauria said.
“And a good morning to you as well, Milady,” Genia replied.
“Your father wishes to see you as soon as you are dressed.”
“What about?”
“He told me that he will tell you once you meet him.”
Perhaps it is another formal meeting again, thought Lauria as
she climbed out of the bed. She looked at Genia while brushing some
stray hair out of the way of her face.
     “Would you get my gown ready, Genia? I am just going to clean
myself up.” 
     “Very well, Milady,” Genia answer, then started walking towards
one of the wooden closet doors.
     As Genia opened the closet Lauria walked into a room adjacent
to her bedroom. The room was a bathroom with smoothed, polished stone
walls and potted flowers scattered about to give it a beautiful and
natural look. The sink, bath and lavatory were carved out of solid
stone blocks that were seamlessly fitted against the walls and covered
with bluish marble. Lauria walked up to the sink, turned the valve
on the pump and tapped in some warm water from the tanks in the ceilings of the palace that were always heated early in the morning.
She cupped her paws, gathered some water, then splashed it across her
face and muzzle. She then took a face-towel from a hanger and wiped
the water off from her face. It was always refreshing to wash her face
off after a good night’s rest.
     She re-entered her bedroom. Genia had already taken out the elegant white gown and matching shoes and was standing by the dressing
table, which had a oval mirror on it. Lauria walked over to the  dresser and began undressing her nightgown. Genia then helped her dress up in the gown and shoes. She picked up the diamond-studded tiara as Lauria sat down on the chair that stood before the dresser. Lauria
took the tiara from Genia, who immediately picked up a comb and began
brushing the princess long hair. She placed the tiara on her head between her floppy ears, adjusting it until it fitted snugly on her.
     “Are there any other news, Genia?” Lauria asked as she reached for the two golden Royal family badges.
     “The ministers and his Majesty are preparing a meeting once he has met with you, Milady.”
     “What about?”
     Lauria began attaching the two badges to her gown above each of
her breasts.
     “From what I have heard, Milady, it apparently is for preparations for a military expedition to create and secure a fortress on Krang Island,” replied Genia.
     Another one, thought Lauria. In recent years her father, King Talzmir, and the Felion leader, King Leor, have taken the first steps in taking control of the island chain, called the Blood Islands, that lay between the continents of Furcenra and Lotaro. Neither side had never really occupied the islands for long, but they had been the sites of countless bloody battles that have been over many stadia between the two enemies, hence the name. Now, they are planning to place a firm hold upon the islands, beginning with Krang Island, the largest in the chain.
     As Genia finished combing Lauria’s long hair into order, the princess looked at herself in the mirror for a few moments.
     “How do I look?” she asked her maid, but she already knew what the answer was.
     “Beautiful, Milady,” answered Genia. She always did answer in the same manner. 
     Not just out of respect, Lauria knew. Genia knew how to groom the princess into an attractive young female, no matter what the conditions were.
     “You should go and meet with your father, Milady. I will clean things up here,” Genia said.
     “You are right, Genia,” Lauria said with a smile as she got up from her chair. She walked towards the door as Genia began to make up the bed, opened it and walked out, closing the door behind her.
     As she made her way through the blue marble floored hallways of the palace she passed many of the golden armour-clad Imperial Guard, servants and maids, who all greeted her in the same royal manner as Genia did. Now and then she also walked past one of the royal couriers, who passed messages along between the various ministers who handled the many functions of the kingdoms.
     When she finally reached the two large wooden doors leading into the audience chambers, the two guards on either side of the door, one canion and the other felion, stood to attention and greeted her.
     “Good morning, Your Highness. His Majesty The King is awaiting your arrival,” the felion guard said.
     The two guards then both grabbed hold of the door handles and pulled the doors open. Lauria walked through the doors into the audience chamber and the guards closed the doors behind her.
     The audience chamber was a vast, long room with large pillars lining along a blue carpet with golden sidings. Against the walls and high up in the ceiling multi-coloured stained glass looked out over the city. Banners hung next the doors as well the throne opposite the entrance doors. Shields bearing various coats-of-arms hung on the pillars. Guards stood at attention next to each pillar. At the end of the chamber was the large silver throne studded with sapphires.
     Lauria walked on the blue carpet up to the throne, where her father, King Talzmir, Minister Arakon and Sir Worka stood. Talzmir turned to her with a smile from what he was discussing with Arakon and Worka.
     “Good morning, my Daughter. Sleep well?”
     “Good morning, Father. I slept well, though it did get a bit warm at one stage,” replied Lauria. The days and nights of the season of Zan Lit sometimes got very humid due to good rains.
     Worka kneeled before her, bowing his heads. “Good morning, your Highness.”
     Arakon remained standing, his rank not needing him to kneel and bow. That did mean he could also lack basic courtesy. “Morning, your Highness.”
     Lauria smiled in greeting at them. Arakon was the Prime Minister of Furcenra, and wore purple robes with golden linings along with a medallion. His fur was mostly grey, except for his ears and muzzle, which were pure black. Sir Worka was the leader of the Imperial Guard and a commander of Furcenra’s armies. He wore the same armour as the guards along with a short red cloak. His fur was all orange, with no other colour changes.
     “How is Lady Gayla, Sir Worka?” she asked him. Lady Gayla was Worka’s mate and pregnant with their third pup.
     “She is doing well, your Highness. We expect her to give birth within the next few days,” he replied, a broad smile forming on his face despite himself.
     “That’s wonderful, Sir Worka! Be sure to tell me when she has given birth so I may pay a royal visit to her,” she said with a smile on her muzzle.
     “I will, your Highness,” he said.
     As Worka stood up she turned her attention to her father. He was a handsome and well-built Canion, though his age had made most of his brown fur turn grey from age. He was not wearing his royal clothing, which he kept for public meetings and other occasions, but his usual dark green doublet and hose along with a matching green cloak. On his head was the golden crown that marked him as the King of Furcenra.
     “What was it you wanted to see me about, Father?” she asked.
     “Oh yes. As you know my paws have been tied up in all the work regarding our campaign in the Chihuc Islands and thus I cannot perform many other duties,” he told her.   
     Lauria nodded. The ongoing war against Lotaro to control the islands that lay in the middle of the ocean separating the two continents had taken up much of her Father’s time. She has been standing in for him regularly during visits from the Furcenrian people about various issues touching their lives and visits by members of the kingdoms’ smaller royal families.
     “Among those duties,” Talzmir continued, “is to give the latest campaign plans to King Leor. I would give them to a messenger, but I think it would be better of someone of my family were to give him the plans personally. I would like you to do it.”
     “Also, it would be great for you to go and meet your cousin Princess Jaquline,” he added.
     Lauria smiled broadly. She and Jaquline were great friends and have not met for many months. She was eager to see her again.
     “I would be more than happy to take the plans to King Leor, Father,” she said, barely holding in her excitement.
     Talzmir smiled at her.
     “Then you had best get packed, Dear. If you don’t leave soon, you
might burst from all that excitement,” he said.
     “Yes, Father,” she replied as she quickly bowed to Worka and Arakon before turning around and walking quickly towards the door. She and Genia had a lot of packing to do, and she wanted to get to Felina, the Felion capital, as soon as possible.

Arcane City, Kingdoms of Furcenra – 50th of Zan Lit

Arcane City, the principal city and home of all Furcenrian mages, was actually a huge piece of rock that floated among the clouds high above the surface. The top part of the rock had been flattened and a city built on it. Dozens of domed buildings and towers are cluttered so closely together that they appeared to be one structure. Elevated walkways criss-crossed between the limestone buildings. On the sloping rock-face of the bottom part of the rock were dozens of under hanging buildings connected with walkways carved out of the rock. 
     Among the more prominent buildings that stood out among the smaller structures, was the Great Library. The lean building with walls that curved outward the lower it went had a large dome whose windows let the evening sun into the main room within the library.
     Ramirez was inside the library, walking through the isles between the towering bookcases. He looked around at each of the bookcases, looking for a specific book amongst the thousands. He needed to find the book if he was going to pass the up and coming sorcerer’s trials.
     It would be a very important trial for him. As a young felion mage in training he would have to pass it if he were to ever to move closer to becoming a true spellcaster, a mage.
     His attire reflected his status: a simple green robe, leather shoes and a green cap. Attached to the robe was a bronze breastpin which was a four-beam star in a circle. Around the star were four smaller ones, all arranged in each open space between the larger one’s beams. It was the clearest display of Ramirez’s status as mage in training.
     He wanted to get the next type of breastpin, which was the same as his own except it would be silver. And if he was to get that pin, he would have to successfully complete the trails.
     The trials consisted of him casting five spells within the magic College of Earth in order to proceed through the five rooms he will be placed in. And that was were his dilemma was. 
     He knew all but one of the spells that he was to use in the trials, and the spell was the summon clay golem spell. Clay golems were the simplest of all the various summoned golems, but even clay golems are difficult to summon, much less control and prevent it from falling apart.
     But Ramirez knew nothing of how to summon a golem, since he had failed to attend the class that taught the spell after he had accidentally casted a spell that encased him and his entire room in ice. It would be a whole day before someone was able to discovered the situation he was in and melt him free.
     Now he was walking through the library, searching for the spell book of golem summoning amongst the millions of other books arranged in the bookcases. Fortunately the books were arranged in alphabetical order according to each magical college and he soon found the right bookcase.
     He went over to the bookcase’s ladder, which was built onto the bookcase and moved via special wheels at the top and bottom parts, and moved the ladder to where he wanted it. He then climbed up the ladder until he reached the correct shelf, a few feet above the floor. He dug around the books until he found the spell book for golem summoning.
     “Finally,” he said with relief as he began to page through the book, rubbing the grey fur that covered his chin (and the rest of his body) as he studied the book.
     After a while he decided to try summoning a clay golem. He began to use his inherent magical powers as he gestured with his one paw and chanted some words to help him concentrate.
     “Threa melog yalc,” he said as he pointed his gesturing paw down at the floor beneath him. As he did so, he felt a painless jolt coming from his body and going through his paw, heading to where he pointed. After a few seconds, a dull brown-coloured puddle of mud appeared on the tiled floor and began to grow into a recognizable shape. Ramirez watched with eager anticipation as the mud took on the shape of a short, stocky body with thick arms and legs and finally a round head with two empty, yellow-glowing eyes.
     Ramirez laughed in triumph as he admired his new golem. Without thinking, he gave the golem a simple order.
     “Walk,” he commanded as he pointed at the golem.
The golem moaned in reply and began to slowly walk in the direction it was facing, which was towards the bookcase that Ramirez had climbed and was still atop of its ladder. 
     Ramirez smiled widely as he watched the golem walk, but when the golem walked into the bookcase it kept on walking. The bookcase began to lean as the mindless golem pushed against it as it kept on walking. Ramirez’s smile quickly faded when he realised what was going to happen.
     “Stop!” he yelled out as he pointed at the golem.
     The golem stopped walking, but it was already too late. The bookcase had been pushed too far and began to fall over, taking Ramirez with it. He screamed as the bookcase fell over and knocked against the
bookcase behind it with a very loud crash that echoed through the library. The result was a domino effect that caused all the bookcases in the row they were in to fall over. Other librarian visitors scrambled left and right to avoid the falling bookcases. When the final bookcase in the row fell against the wall next to it, the booming noise from the crash still echoed through the normally quiet halls.
     Ramirez, still dazed from the fall, got up and looked around at the damage done. Visitors were gathered around the fallen bookcases while more joined to survey the scene. The golem just stood where it had stopped, unmoving.
     “Oh no,” groaned Ramirez as he buried his face in his paws. 
     “Ramirez!” came the angry voice. For Ramirez, it was much louder than the crash of the falling bookcases.
     He looked up towards one of the library entrances and saw what he had feared. It was the Mage Guards, all wearing red robes with golden linings and carrying staves with a red orb on the heads. They all had angry frowns on their faces. 
     He groaned again and went back to putting his face in his paws, for he knew what was going to happen next.

The Hall of the Arcane Council was a vast, intimidating amphitheatre which was lit up by hundreds of torches. In the centre of the crescent moon-shaped seats was a large podium with the mark of Arcane City carved into the marble front. Behind the podium stood the large statue of a felion sorcerer, his paws outstretched and cupped around a glowing ball of magical energy. The white robed Council members all sat in their respective seats, while Council Chief Willakern stood at the podium.
     Ramirez, flanked by two Mage Guards, stood before the grim faces of Willakern and the council members. Fear was gnawing away at him. Fear of what judgement the council will bring down on him for the library incident.
     After calling for silence, Willakern looked at Ramirez and spoke.
     “Trainee Ramirez. You are here before the council to stand for your act of damage to the library archives that you have caused,” he spoke in a stern voice. “Although no one was killed in the incident, thank Lilican, and the damage could have been worse, you must still be punished for your crimes.” 
     That was at least one saving grace, but not much, Ramirez thought. 
     “The council shall now decide on your punishment,” Willakern called out, speaking more to the council members than to Bintoa.
     The council members began to quietly discuss amongst themselves about the punishment Ramirez should receive. Ramirez’s heart beated louder with each passing moment until he felt it was going to burst right out of his chest.
     The council continued their discussions for a few minutes, before the verdict was passed by paw of mouth to Willakern. He nodded as each of the members nearest to him spoke softly into his ear.
     Ramirez’s eyes were very wide with fearful anticipation as Willakern listened to the last member, then stood up and looked back down at him.
     “The council has decided on your punishment, Ramirez,” he said after a brief pause. “You are to be exiled from Arcane City to Krang Island in the Blood Island chain until the end of this season.”
     Ramirez’s eyes widened in shock at the verdict and stepped forward immediately.
     “But your Grace!” he began to babble, “There is a war being fought on Krang Island!” 
     The two Mage Guards quickly grabbed him and pulled him back.
     “That is true, Ramirez,” Willakern replied, “That is why you are being sent there. How you survive on the island will be left in your paws.” He then looked at Ramirez’s captors. “Have him and all his belongings taken to Krang Island before sunset.”
     The two Mage Guards stood to attention and put their fists against their chests as a salute. “It shall be done, Chief Councillor,” they spoke in unison.
     Ramirez was shaking uncontrollably as he was taken away by his captors from the council hall. How was he going to survive on Krang Island, was all he could think of.

Fort Bradley, New York City – 21 July

     “Hey, Andrew! Rise and shine, Pal!”
     The voice immediately awoke Corporal Andrew Sheppard from his deep sleep. His eyes sprang open, but took time to focus.
     “Hmpf?” grunted Sheppard. He rolled onto his back and looked at the figure before him, still focusing his eyes.
     “Time to get up,” the figure said in a cheerful African-American force.
     Sheppard’s eyes finally got the figure before him into focus. Dressed in the standard camo-shirt and pants of the United States Armed Forces was an African-American in his mid-twenties. His black hair was close cropped like that of many US soldiers. He stood with a grin at the end of Sheppard’s bed.
     “Oh, morning Jackson,” he greeted groggily as he rubbed his eyes.
     “And a good morning to you,” private Laurence Jackson replied in his usual morning cheerfulness. “Slept well?”
     Sheppard finished rubbing his eyes and turn to get out of bed, revealing the boxer shorts and vest he was wearing.
     “Not bad,” he replied as usual. “Though I wish you would stop yelling me awake like that.”
     “Oh? Would you rather that I toss a bucket of water over you, like old Bear Face did?” referring to their former drill sergeant.
     “I guess not.” Sheppard said as he stood up, stretching his arms and yawning. Once he had stopped, he began to some exercises to warm up his body.
     “How was the party last night?” he asked, still doing his exercises.
     Jackson almost began to laugh. “You wouldn’t believe it. We partied ‘till early morning, and the others got drunk. I had to drive the jeep back to base, then we got pulled over for some tests.”
     “I take it the others flunked it?” Sheppard asked with a grin.
     “You bet,” chuckled Jackson. “Tom walked onto the line first, but his attempt was way off the mark. Johnny had to cling onto the cop’s uniform to avoid falling onto the ground. And Toby was so loaded he couldn’t even figure his way out of the back of the jeep.” 
     Sheppard chuckled as he looked over at the other beds, where their three companions were busy sleeping off the booze. The skinny Tom Chandler was sleeping atop of his bunk covers on his stomach, his shrewd, rat-like face buried halfway into the pillow. Johnny Calhoun was sleeping on the edge of his bunk on the point of almost falling off. And the slightly cubby Toby Macintyre was lying flat on his back and snoring loudly. They were all still wearing their army uniforms, though Johnny was the only one who was still able to get at least one of his boots off.
     “They are going to wake up with some serious headaches,” noted Sheppard.
     “No kidding, but since we are havin’ some time off for a few days they can have the whole morning to sleep it off,” said Jackson.
     “Then why did you wake me, then?” asked Sheppard as he stopped his exercises and began to get his uniform ready.
     “Will wants you to meet him in his office for a few moments. Since you are our group leader, you should be the one speaking to him.”
     “You know that he doesn’t mind speaking to the rest of you.”
     “Yeah, I know. He’s a good man, but I figured that, since you are the only one besides me that isn’t going to be hung over, you and I should both go and speak with him,” Jackson replied with a grin.
     Sheppard signed and then smiled, shaking his head at Jackson. “You’re so impossible.”
     “You betcha,” laughed Jackson. “Meet ya at his office, Andrew.” He said, then turned and left the barracks.
     Sheppard changed into his uniform, which was much the same as Jackson’s, except that his carried the stripes and markings indicating his rank as corporal. Once he had tied his military boots’ laces, he stood up and walked out of the barracks door.
     Outside, the base was mainly quiet barring marching soldiers and the occasional hummer jeep that drove along the roads around Fort Bradley. Sheppard began walking towards the command building, saluting a passing general.
     As he walked, he looked over to Hudson Bay, which separated Fort Bradley from the skyscraper-covered Manhattan Island. Amongst the forest of tall concrete buildings, the Empire State Building stood out more than the other skyscrapers. The Empire State Building was the tallest building following that fateful September day a few years ago.
     Sheppard recalled the day he and Jackson came out of the barracks just in time to see the second hijacked airliner crash into the south tower of the World Trade Centre. It was a horrific sight, especially for Jackson, whose brother worked in the top floors of the northern tower. From there, his memories passed through the various scenes of panic and chaos he and his squad saw that day.
     He pushed the thoughts back. It was still too painful to think back of that day. And Jackson knew that better than him or anyone else.
     He came to the brick-walled command building and went inside, saluting senior officers as he went. After a short walk, he came to an office door where Jackson was waiting next to it.
     “A bit slow this morning, Andrew. Did you forget your coffee or splash of very cold water?” he asked sarcastically.
     “Yeah, screw you too,” he replied with a faint hint of a smile.
     Jackson laughed as Sheppard knocked on the glass-paned door of the office. The lettering on the glass showed to whom the office belonged: Major William Caldwell.
     “Come in,” the familiar voice on the other side answered.
     Sheppard turned the door handle, opened the door and stepped inside, followed by Jackson. As he closed the door, Sheppard looked around the office, which he knew well by now. The wooden walls were decorated with photos of previous missions and campaigns, ceremonies, soldiers and officers, along with diplomas and other documents. On the red-carpeted floor stood a modest oak desk along with two chairs for visitors. On it was the usual paperwork along with personal items, a desk lamp a photo that had Sheppard standing along with members of his foster family.
     Standing behind the door by the window and looking at a document inside a folder, was William Caldwell. He turned to the two soldiers and smiled at them.
     “Morning, boys. How are you all this morning?” he asked with a voice of southern accent.
     Sheppard and Jackson stood with their hands behind their backs by the desk and greeted Caldwell.
     “Morn’, Sir,” said Jackson.
     “Morning, Will. We’re fine, though the others are still asleep,” Sheppard greeted his foster father in the usual manner. Caldwell had long told him that he needn’t address him merely as “sir”.
     “Still recovering from last night’s activities?” Caldwell asked them.
     Jackson was somewhat surprised that Caldwell knew what had happened. 
     “Uh... Yeah. They’re in the barracks sleeping off the booze.”
     Caldwell just smiled as he closed the folder and put it down.
     “Let them sleep. What I have to say you two can brief them later on.”
     Sheppard considered Caldwell. He was about the same height as himself, though much older into his late fifties. His greying hair and wrinkled face proved this, though it was only in appearance. Caldwell was still very fit and healthy, thanks to a good diet and regular exercise.
     “Have a seat, boys,” he said, offering them the two chairs by the desk.
     Sheppard and Jackson sat down into the chairs, which were neither too uncomfortable or too comfortable. Caldwell sat down in his own chair behind the desk, which was much the same as the other two. He then tapped on the folder.
     “This just came this morning from Washington. There is going to be an upcoming peace conference at the UN within two or three months, the issue being bringing delegates from Israel and Palestine to the same negotiation table,” he said.
     Sheppard nodded. The Arab-Israeli conflict had gone on for almost four years now, an ever continuing cycle of violent retaliations and retaliations to the retaliations. It was also the source of a major headache for the White House.
     “While this will be the first time in almost two years that the two sides will be at the same table,” Caldwell continued, “it is highly probable that diplomatically it will fail. However, there are also some external factors that would like nothing more than to see the peace conference careen off into a muddy ditch.”
     “Terrorists?” Jackson asked, already knowing the answer.
     “That’s right,” nodded Caldwell. “We are to keep any terrorists away from the UN. Many high-profile figures, including the Secretary of State and the Secretary-General, will be there and those terrorists must not get anywhere near them. That is why I called you here. You will be trained for counter-terrorism operations within the city along with the NYPD.”
     “Which factions are possibly going to be involved in these terrorist attacks?” Sheppard asked.
     “At this point, we are not a hundred percent sure. It could be Hamas, Islamic Jihad, Al-Quada or even some domestic fruitcake. One thing is certain: none of those people will want to see this conference go forth, so we had best not take chances,” Caldwell said.
     “And when do we begin with the training?” Jackson asked.
     “This time two days from now, Jackson. I expect that you two and the others will report for training on that day, understood?”
     “Yes, Will,” Sheppard replied as he nodded.
     “No sweat,” Jackson answered in his own fashion.
     Caldwell smiled and leaned back into his chair.
     “Good. You may go,” he told them.
     The two soldiers stood up and saluted, then turned to leave the office. Once they left the building, Jackson looked over at Sheppard.
     “You do know what this business will mean, eh Andrew?” he asked.
     Sheppard nodded as he thought back about his days spent training in boot camp.

CHAPTER 2: BATTLE OF KOL KART

Battle Fleet, The Great Divide – 3rd of Kolial

     Ugath leaned over the side of the railings, retching rather violently from atop the bridge down onto the deck far below. He was never used to sea travel, and now he was very sea sick.
     “Have you quite finished befouling me ship’s decks, orc?” a voice filled with contempt asked next to him.
     It took a few moments for Ugath to recover from his bout of sickness, then he wiped his mouth off with his arm and turned to the figure next to him.
     “I hates sea travel,” he replied sickly.
     Standing with him was Zez’Katur the gargoyle arch-mage, Xar the undead skeleton and captain Bakus, the minotaur. Zez’Katur was standing next to Ugath, a sneer on his face as he looked at the orcish captain.
     “The mightly Zil demands that we retrieve the gem from his enemies, and we will not stop for a sea sick greenskin,” he said, then looked forward.
     Ugath weakly leaned against the railings, not perturbed by the gargoyle’s coarse language. He was used to the insulting the gargoyles regularly did with him and the other orcs.
     He looked over the fleet to try and take his mind off his sickness. The fleet consisted of troopships, war galleons and one juggernaught, the fleet’s flagship on which Ugath was on at the moment. The troopships were large, flat ships with a single large sail and a canvas covering the ships’ hollowed interiors, since they really didn’t have decks to speak of. A single platform stuck out above the canvas, where the ship’s captain guided his boat through the waters.
     The war galleons were much larger and had many cannons lining the sides as well as at the bow and stern. Three masts with three sails each propelled the ship forward. But due to the weight of the galleon and its many cannons, oars stuck out from the sides at the waterline where minotaur slaves rowed to the sounds of a beating drum and the occasional whip crack.
     The juggernaught was the largest ship in the entire world and blistered with dozens of cannons. The bridge was more of a castle built in the centre of the ship, with three massive cannons built against its front and back. A single large mask stood behind the bridge with huge canvasses of sails while in front stood two shorter masts on each side of the deck, so as not to intrude on the view from the bridge. Down below, minotaur slaves rowed onward, though their numbers were nearly four times that of the war galleons. 
     Captain Bakus was the captain of the juggernaught and his own personal insignia on the sails was proof that this ship was his. He had captained the ship through many battles and through many more storms. His ruthlessness and cunning made him one of the notorious captains in the Lotaro fleet. That wasn’t all that gave him such a fearsome reputation.
     Ugath noted on Bakus’ fingers were several rings, most of them elaborate ones studded with many gems. One of them stood out from the rest: it was a simple gold ring with a small ruby heart in it. It was the wedding ring of Mellisia, Queen of Furcenra and mate of King Talzmir.
     How Bakus managed to gain the ring was probably better known than his battle record as a juggernaught captain. His ship had intercepted the Furcenrian battleship on which the Queen had been travelling and captured her. He had cut off the finger which held the ring, then proceeded to brutally slay the Furcenrian Queen before finally having her body thrown overboard. This action probably made him a favourite among the Gargoyles, but it definitely made him one of the biggest enemies of the Furcenrians.
     Turning his attention away from the captain, Ugath looked at Xar. Xar was just one of many undead skeletons resurrected by the necromancers, in this case being the skeleton of a Canion warrior. The skeleton captain wore rusted chain mail and a rusted horned-helmet.
His long sword and kite shield was in no better condition. Xar’s eye
sockets were filled with red glowing gems common to many of the undead skeletons.
     The juggernaught rolled a bit more as it hit a large wave, and Ugath was instantly sick again.
     Zez’Katur looked away from the seasick orc and at Captain Barkus.
     “How much further until we reach the city? The sight of this sick orc is starting to make me ill.”
     “It is not much further now. The port should be just beyond the horizon. We will catch sight of it within an hour or so.”
     “Good. How long will it take the Furcenrians to prepare their 
defences once we are spotted?”
     “Kol Kart has several catapults and a strong garrison, but if the winds are as good as they are now, we shall be upon those landlubbers before they can even cast a single stone at me ship,” Barkus replied smugly.
     “Try to kill as many as them as you can. Also set fire to any buildings within your range. Remind these Furcenrians who their masters really are,” Zez’Katur added without a hint of emotion.
     “Aye, arch-mage. The seas will turn red with the blood of our enemies,” Barkus said with an evil grin.
     Zez’Katur and the captain looked forward again. Ugath wiped his mouth clean and stood up unsteadily. He was still feeling unwell, despite emptying the contents of his stomach down onto the decks below.
     As he looked forward, he could make out the faint outline of a coast just beyond the horizon. He assumed that it was the coast of the island of Lovenia. His assumption was proven correct.
     “Ar. That be the coast of our destination. In an hour we shall be in full sight of Kol Kart, arch-mage,” Barkus said.
     Zez’Katur did not reply. Instead, he immediately looked at Xar.
     “Prepare your troops for the attack, captain,” he said.
     “As it will be, Master,” Xar spoke in voice that more like wind blowing through a hollow tube. He then turned and walked down one of the stairs towards the lower decks.
     Ugath grunted loudly as Zez’Katur slapped him in the stomach, which nearly made him throw up again.
     “You too, orc! Move!”
     “Ugh... yes, arch-mage,” Ugath replied sickly as he followed Xar to prepare the orcish forces.

Watch Tower, Kol Kart, Island of Lovenia

     Pulnan the Felion guard was bored to the point of falling asleep. Having been assigned the task of standing guard on the watch tower of Kol Kart, he had been standing around staring at the same sight since sunrise.
     He knew that his duty was important. He would keep an eye out for any ships or flyers coming from the Empire and alert the garrison, allowing them time to prepare the city’s defences.
     But even that responsibility was not enough to ward off the tedium of guard duty. All day long he would stare out eastward over the ocean for incoming Lotaro ships. But he would see nothing threatening, as usual, and the alarm bell that hung by his tower remained silent. He spent his time looking at ships coming and going to Kol Kart’s docks.
     The city of Kol Kart was located in a small inlet along the island coastline. Stone docks jutted out into the inlet servicing the ships that came here, usually carrying visitors to the island and the island’s capital city Lovenia. The buildings themselves, unlike most of those back on the continent, were stone and marble constructions with wide spaces between them for the cobblestone streets and well-trimmed gardens. This was thanks to the revenue that the island got from the mainland visitors. And, judging by the number of visitors Pulnan could see amongst the locals, business was good this year.
     He kept staring at the docks, watching ships of all shapes and sizes come and go. He then decided to take a quick glance out towards the ocean, more out of a habit than of duty.
     He noticed a large number of ships far in the distance. Pulnan wondered if this was the fleet of one of the royal families from the mainland. No, the ships were too far out in the ocean, though they appeared to be coming towards Kol Kart.
     He picked up a telescope that hung on a strap against one of the pillars that kept the tower roof up. He peered through it towards the distant fleet.
     Who is sailing this far out? Might be fisher folk, but they rarely go out in such larger numbers...
     He immediately stopped thinking. Through the telescope he spotted the ominously-shaped ships of the Lotaro fleet.
     Lotaro forces! The garrison must be alerted! Pulnan quickly hung the telescope back up and reaches for the bell.

     Bells tolled all across Kol Kart in alarm. At the gates the citizens and visitors were being rushed behind the safety of the walls that surrounded the city. On the wall ramparts and towers members of the Felion garrison in Kol Kart raced to get into position. Young Felion squires carried barrels of arrows and vats of boiling oil onto the walls in preparation for the attack.
     Standing atop the main gate, Captain Volhart watched as his forces
gathered to repel the invading Lotaro forces. Dressed in bright-red armor with golden linings and brandishing a large broadsword, Volhart was a tall and intimidating sight. Years of fighting had left him with very broad shoulders and large muscles, as well as numerous cuts and scars.
     And once again he was to face battle.
     Volhart looked out to the north, where he could see the orcish army marching towards Kol Kart. Not far from them he could see the ships that brought them sitting off shore. Having the enemy disembark from the shore put them well out of range of the harbour trebuchets that could have easily sunk half those ships.
     Smart this time, Volhart thought. Those orcs were clearly being lead by a Gargoyle instead of leaving them to devise their own plans.
They never were really good tacticians.
     Volhart focused more closely on the orcish troops being assembled in haphazard columns along the shore, facing the city. The troops, for the most part, looked like the conscripts that made up the bulk of the orcish hordes. They wore some basic chainmail armor and round helmets and carried a mishmash of weapons, ranging from axes and maces to swords and spears. Among them were the higher-ranking sergeants, who
wore breastplates and horned helmets. Volhart noted with disgust that
some conscripts were picking their noses.
     Behind those conscripts and sergeants Volhart could make out the
figures of an orc and a Gargoyle. Though they were too far away to make out any details, but he could see that the orc wore a captain’s attire,
while the Gargoyle was robed, indicating that it was a mage. He was right: that Gargoyle lead the orcs.
     Volhart then looked to the beach where the enemy fleet was moored just off the shores. Troopships were almost on the beach, where minotaur slaves in dirty linen smocks were busy carrying supplies onto the beach to the army’s supply dumps. Not far from the troopships were the war galleons, keeping a protective perimeter around the troopships.
     Strangly, though, several troopships had dropped anchor a good distance out to sea along with two war galleons and the massive juggernaught ship.
     Probably planning to attack through the harbour while we are distracted, thought Volhart. But that would very foolish. The harbour defences would sink those ships and their crews before they can land. The juggernaught might be a problem, since it had the abilities to not only inflict a great deal of punishment, but its thick hulls and reinforced masts will also allow it to take punishment as well.
     The troopships need only be sunk first, then they can worry about the juggernaught, Volhart finally decided. He turned his attention back to the enemy forces on land.
     After a short time, a Felion soldier ran up to Captain Volhart. He
saluted before making his report. 
     “Captain, Sergeat Natin says that all the defences are manned and ready,” the soldier said.
     “Good,” replied Volhart. “Tell Sergeant Natin that this will be a probe attack and that he and the troops should act accordingly.”
     “At once, Captain!” the soldier agreed, saluting again. He then ran back down the wall to give Sergeant Natin his orders.
     Probe attacks by the Empire were quite routine along the coastal cities. They involved random, weak raids upon ports and other areas along the coasts in order to test the defences of the Kingdoms and to find weak spots.
     The army they were facing was just such a probe attack. From what Volhart could discern, the enemy had no siege weapons like catapults and towers, a dozen orcish conscripts carrying scaling ladders and a single battering ram. They also lacked the numbers needed to mount a serious siege upon the city.
     Clearly, this army had come here to harass and test them. There was not going to be any real challenge.
     They needed only to keep the orcs from getting their ladders
against the walls and destroy the single battering ram. Until they
breach the walls, only their archers would present a threat to the defenders. And he had the soldiers for such defence. Archers wearing green surcoats and breastplates with the emblem of the Kingdoms on
them lined the walls. Behind them stood the pike troops, clad in
chainmail with green surcoats, to push off any ladders. Armoured sword fighters and knights stood ready behind walls to battle any orcs that may get into the city.
     All in all, the city of Kol Kart was ready to repel the invaders,
thought Volhart. Now all they could do was wait for the attack to begin.
     They did not need to wait long. Amid the ranks of the orcs, the sounding of battle horns could clearly be heard from the walls. Immediately after the horns sounded, the orcs began to dash across the field towards the walls, shouting all kinds of war cries. Some of the more clumsy conscripts tripped and fell to the ground, and where immediately trampled upon by the rushing horde.
     Volhart raised his mailed paw into the air, the signal for the archers to ready their bows. The sounds of bow strings being pulled tightly mingled with the noise of the oncoming horde.
     He watched the horde approach, waiting for the moment when they would be in the right range.
     The rushing horde were now so close to the city that one could make out the facial features of the orcs.
     Volhart dropped his paw, the signal for the archers. The air was suddenly alive with the whistling of arrows passing through it. The cloud of arrows fell upon on the attacking orcs.
     The front rows of the orcs melted away as the arrows found their targets. The sudden pile of bodies caused the orcs behind those who have been felled to trip over and fall into confused heaps on the battlefield. Those unfortunate ones were immediately trampled by the ones still charging forward.
     Again the archers let loose another torrent of arrows. The orcs in the front of the horde were again the most unfortunate ones, falling to the ground and getting trampled by their comrades.
     This did not deter the remaining orcs. It took only a few seconds for them to reach the walls. Volhart looked down at the orcs below. They were waving their weapons and shouting abusive words at him and his troops on the walls. Some were even foaming at the mouth as they shouted in an beserk fury.
     Volhart ignored them. The orcs below were not his concern right now. The orcs holding the ladders and operating the battering ram were.
They were the biggest threat to the city walls right now.
     The towering ladders made their way through the hordes towards the walls amid buzzing arrows being fired from the archers. Volhart watched as the first ladder was leaned up against the wall several feet from where he stood. The ladder had barely touched the wall when the first orcs began to climb up them.
     The pike troops then began their work. They waited until the first orcs almost reached the top of the ladders, then held out their pikes
snd hooked them against the ladders’ rungs in pairs. They pushed the ladders away from the walls and into a near vertical position. The orcs tried desperately to keep the ladder from toppling over. But the momentum and their weight made it impossible. One by one the ladders toppled over. Below the orcs scurried out of the way, but some were too slow and got crushed by the ladders and their comrades on them.
     Volhart watched the scene repeat many times as the orcs tried again and again to put the ladders in place. And again his pike troops pushed away the ladders. Confident that the wall would not be breached by ladders, he turned his attention to the other threat.
     He looked around until he found the orcish battering ram. It was a wheeled construct that had the ram hanging from chains. Shields covered with wet hides over the top of the ram provided covered for the orcs who were operating it. The other orcs made way for the ram to get to the main gate of city.
     The ram reached the gate and the orcs inside took hold of the ram. They pulled back on it, then pushed it forward. The steel head of ram smashed against the gate, raising the dust that had been sitting on it. To Volhart this was the signal to act to stop the ram.
     “Brace the gate!” he shouted down to the soldiers who had gathered behind the gate.
     Volhart’s orders were echoed and the soldiers rushed forward to brace the gate with their muscle and some wooden beams. Though Volhart was certain the orc ram would not break through, he did not want to take chances with the safety of the city. He ran over to the gate and climbed the stairs to the top.
     The ram slammed against the door again. The orcs pulled back on the ram again to repeat the process.
     “Release the boulder!” he shouted out.
     “Release the boulder!” a soldier somewhere inside the gatehouse repeated the order.
     The ram again hit the door for a third time. It would also be the last time, for the soldiers inside the gatehouse pushed a massive stone through a special opening right above the ram. The immense weight of the stone crushed the wooden battering ram and some of the orcs underneath it.
     Volhart glanced down over the edge and nodded in approval. The stone and the remains of the ram would prove a good barrier against another rams he might have missed.
     At first, he thought the screams were coming from dying orcs down below him. However, the shouts were much more distant and coming from behind him. It also sounded less like orcs and more like the screams of his own race...
     He quickly turned around to look. His stomach lurched when he saw that, down below at the harbour, undead warriors were crawling out from the ocean onto the docks. Brandishing cruel-looking swords and axes, they cut down sailors and commoners within reach. Panicked Canion and felion citizens of Kol Kart ran in all directions away from the harbour, while several fires had broken out at some of the shops and homes by the wharf and some ships in dock. A few soldiers and some of the more braver citizens tried to fight back, but they were quickly swarmed under by the undead tide.
     He swore and shouted out to the soldiers and knights, who were assembled on the main road just behind the main gate. Some of them were glancing back, the looks on their faces telling Volhart that they also knew what was happening.
     “To the harbour!” he shouted as he ran down the stairs leading to the road below.
     The soldiers and knight wasted no time. Under their commanding officers, they did an about face and began to run down the road, passing by panicking citizens. Volhart quickly joined them, making his way forward.
     He berated himself for not realizing it sooner. Since the undead had no need for their air, they had departed from the troop ships still moored out at sea. Marching along the ocean bottom, they were easily able to sneak into the harbour and attack them from behind. The attacking orcish force was merely a ploy to make Volhart pull away most of his forces from the harbour to the walls.
     Volhart eventually managed to get ahead of his troops and, sword ready, lead them through fleeing residents towards the harbour.



