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      Vorgon coalesced from the nothingness.

      He stood upon an undulating landscape of pale, glassy shale beneath a gray sky. That landscape was barren, save for a tree that grew beside him, almost to his height. That tree had sprouted a spattering of leaves—the only sign of life in an otherwise dead land.

      He turned around ponderously, searching the land around him, wondering what had awakened him from his long, laborious sleep. He spotted his ax abandoned upon the shale. The blade and haft were pure black, no longer surrounded by his characteristic blue flame. His own body lacked said fire—he was made purely of shadow.

      A tiny woman stood next to the ax. She was dressed in a red robe, and held a strange crimson-colored sword in her hand. It seemed to be made of pure crystal. Vorgon resisted the urge to crush her.

      “What do you want?” Vorgon said.

      “I have come to enlist your services,” the woman said.

      Vorgon laughed heartily. “I serve no one, Witch.” Once again, he suppressed the desire to pound her into the shale. Vorgon was too weak to challenge her, not in his current state. Already he could feel his form dissipating. He glanced down, and saw plumes of dark mist rising from his body, confirming this.

      He turned to go.

      “How much time do you think has passed since you lost this realm?” the woman pressed. “Decades? Centuries?”

      Vorgon paused. He was uncertain.

      “It has been only weeks,” the woman said.

      “Impossible,” Vorgon said.

      The Paragon had almost killed him. He would not have had the strength to assume bodily form for centuries. And yet, here he was.

      She had to be lying. And yet, why hadn’t he awakened before now? Even with the damage he had taken, in a few months’ time he would have recovered enough to at least be aware of the passage of time. And yet he remembered nothing after the encounter with the Paragon.

      “Who are you?” Vorgon asked.

      “It does not matter who I am,” the woman replied. “Know only that I am a messenger of Denfidal.”

      “Ah,” Vorgon said. “I sensed another Balor’s hand in this. I will not serve you, Witch, and I definitely will not serve Denfidal.”

      “Not even if it means giving you the realm of men?” the woman asked.

      Vorgon stared at her in confusion. “And what does Denfidal get in return?”

      “The Black Realm,” the woman replied.

      Vorgon stared at her, and then chuckled, a deep, booming sound that reverberated across the shale.

      The woman was unamused. “You find that funny?”

      “The Black Realm cannot be conquered,” Vorgon said. “Twelve Balors rule the land. Twelve Balors who have survived the many purges and wars, and consolidated their power over thousands of years. They cannot be defeated.”

      “Other Balors said that of you, once,” the woman told him.

      Vorgon conceded the point. He had fallen quite far.

      “Denfidal has taken my territory in the Black Realm?” Vorgon asked.

      “Of course,” the woman replied.

      Vorgon had left some of his most powerful units guarding his territory. It would have cost Denfidal dearly to take the land. But it was a price the competing Balor was willing to pay, apparently.

      “I want it back,” Vorgon said.

      The woman hefted the ruby sword, and Vorgon’s disintegration accelerated.

      “The terms are, you may have the realm of men, and no more,” she said.

      Vorgon stared at the woman. “What precisely does Denfidal require of me?”

      And when she explained, Vorgon smiled. “That is all?”

      “That is all,” she said.

      “I agree,” Vorgon said.

      The woman nodded. “I thought you would.” She raised her sword, and the ruby blade glowed a bright red.

      Threads of darkness appeared around Vorgon, and flowed into his body. His form became more substantial with each passing moment.

      Soon he was fully formed once more. Blue flames erupted from his body, covering his form. He knelt, and retrieved his battle ax from where it lay beside him. When he hefted it in hand, the blade lit up with the same blue fire.

      Smiling, he spun, swinging that ax in an arc, hitting the tree at its base. The blade passed right through the trunk, and he watched in satisfaction as the severed wood tumbled over and struck the shale. The branches cracked loudly as they broke away. The destruction filled him with joy.

      He planned to do the same to the realm of men when the time came.

      Oh, but he was looking forward to crushing the Breaker.

      Vorgon would have his vengeance. And then he would have the realm of men itself.

      “Now, come with me,” the woman said. “We must finalize the agreement with Denfidal.”

      She turned around, and began walking away from the ruins of the tree.

      Vorgon considered striking her from behind, but he suspected that would be unwise at the moment. He did not know the extent of her abilities. She was obviously powerful if she could restore a Balor from the state Vorgon had been in. And yet, he wondered if that power was hers, or the sword? Probably the latter. It had to be some kind of stamina transference artifact, something that allowed her to tap into the reserve essence of this realm.

      Maybe. But he didn’t know, and that was the point.

      So, he reluctantly followed.

      He already knew that Denfidal planned to betray him. There was no way the Balor would allow Vorgon the realm of men.

      Vorgon would go along with this woman and Denfidal for the time being. He would bide his time, lurking in the shadows. Perhaps he would even allow Denfidal to destroy the other Balors one by one. In fact, that might even be advantageous, because it meant when Vorgon finally struck out and slew Denfidal, Vorgon would take the entire Black Realm for himself.

      Yes, Vorgon would bide his time.

      In the meantime, he would destroy the Breaker.
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      Malem ate supper with his companions in the common room of the inn.

      “So, how long are we going to be holed up here?” Ziatrice asked. The blue-skinned night-elf was picking at her food, a meal of roast chicken and legumes. “Is the main palace finished yet?” She wore her usual green and purple corset with the skirt of black blades. She sat at the edge of the table, her halberd leaning against the wooden surface beside her, within easy reach.

      She wasn’t the only one armed. Though Malem wasn’t wearing armor, his scabbarded sword rested on the broad table as well, within easy reach, as did the weapons of almost everyone else.

      “Every night you ask the same question,” Gwen said. The green-skinned half-gobling wore a formfitting tunic and riding breeches, with her hair held in a tight pony-tail. “It’s getting old.”

      “That’s because I’m a queen, and deserve a palace!” Ziatrice said.

      “The oraks are working as fast as they can,” Malem said. “I could transfer some of your night elves to help out with the task if you like, diverting them from the construction of your personal residences.”

      “No, no,” Ziatrice said. “Let’s not get hasty.”

      “I don’t know why Ziatrice, Mauritania, Abigail, and Wendolin get ‘personal residences,’” Xaxia said. The bandit wore a magic leather corset that provided the flexibility of a shirt but the strength of plate armor. It also pushed up her bosom and accentuated her figure quite nicely. “From the floor plans I’ve seen, they’re equivalent to private palaces. Meanwhile, the rest of us only have quarters in the main palace. That’s not really fair is it?”

      “It’s completely fair,” Wendolin said. “The four of us are all queens.” The queen of the tree elves looked like she was twenty years old, but her big blue eyes shone with a wisdom many times that. There was also cruelty in those eyes, in equal parts to the intelligence. As a half elf, she had black hair, unlike her peers, and her features were probably the most immaculate, and beautiful of the entire group. She wore a silver-trimmed blue dress today.

      “Abigail isn’t a queen,” Xaxia said.

      “Yes,” Abigail said. “But I’m a princess. Almost the same thing.” The pretty half dragon wore a red gown today, without any gold trimmings. It was her way of marking herself as a fire mage, for those that could recognize such attire. She glanced at Ziatrice. “By the way, have the night elves been able to secure the shipment of Duramite?"

      "No," Ziatrice said. "We're going to have to coat the walls later." Duramite was a substance that was resistant to all types of dragon breath.

      Abigail nodded. “I suppose we don’t really have an urgent need for it at the moment anyway.”

      “Who’s ruling the tree elves in your absence?” Sylfi asked Wendolin. Sylfi was another half dragon. She had a pixieish face, and short-cropped blond hair.

      “My brother has taken over,” Wendolin said.

      “You still haven’t decided if you’re staying with us?” Brita asked. She was Sylfi’s sister. The resemblance was so uncanny, that if it weren’t for the different color of her hair—she was a brunette—Malem would have probably had trouble telling them apart. Brita was fiery and opinionated, Sylfi more quiet and reserved.

      “Not yet, no,” Wendolin told her. “I’m considering a six months per year type of arrangement. Spend six months here, then the next six months with my people. That sort of thing.”

      Mauritania nodded. “I might have to do that too.” The pale queen of the Eldritch was resplendent in a gown of black satin with swathes of blue silk under the ribs and shoulders. Long black locks framed her chiseled face, and fell to her thighs. She had two blunted horns on her head that held up a gold and silver tiara inlaid with emeralds. Her eyes shone with a green that was too deep to be natural, a sign of the Eldritch magic that flowed through her veins. She towered over the others, even while sitting down.

      “My homelands are mostly undefended with my army out here,” Mauritania continued. She glanced at Malem. “And I don’t think they’ll be needed, at least not for a while yet. Once they’ve finished pitching in with the construction of our new city at the heart of the Midweald, I’m going to send half of them home. If that’s all right with you?”

      Malem inclined his head. “That’s reasonable. I’ll still need a force here though, to defend against the monster attacks.”

      Already the monsters of the Midweald had begun assaulting the defensive walls Malem’s army was putting into place. Most of them were giant spiders, hill giants, and ettins, with a few ghrips and rogue gobling tribes. Perhaps it hadn’t been the best idea to build in the heart of monster territory. Malem could Break monsters, but there were only so many he could control at any given time.

      Mauritania nodded. “Understood.” She tapped her lips. “You know, in the past, I would have been looking forward to sending away some of my men—it would have meant less of them trying to kill me. It’s kind of a love hate relationship I’ve always had with them: on the one hand, I need them. But on the other, I could do without the assassination attempts.”

      “You’re weird,” Brita said.

      Mauritania shrugged, and glanced at Malem. “On the plus side, the attacks are way down since you’ve killed Vorgon. In fact, I’ve only had two attempts on my life. The Eldritch respect me more now, I think. I follow a man who can slay a Balor, after all.”

      “I didn’t kill Vorgon,” Malem reminded her. “I damaged the demon badly, but it still lives.”

      Mauritania shrugged. “What you did is the same as killing in the eyes of my people. Vorgon will not return for hundreds of years, if ever.”

      Malem nodded. “I’m going to have to watch out for assassination attempts myself. I’m sure there are a few Black Swords who are resentful of the fact I’ve taken away their power, and demoted them to mere rank and file.”

      “You should just execute them,” Ziatrice said with a shrug. “As I always tell you to do. Like I did with that presumptuous fool Faran.” He was the night elf who had taken her place as Black Sword in Vorgon’s army.

      “You can’t solve all your problems by killing people, Ziatrice,” Malem told her.

      She shrugged. “Can’t you? Worked for me. I haven’t had any problems since.”

      Weyanna stood up and walked to the buffet area to grab some desert. The half dragon was Abigail’s cousin, and wore a white dress whose skirt reached to the ankles. The back portion of her dress was open, revealing her bare back almost to the crack between her buttocks, but she wore her long black hair down to conceal most of the exposed skin so that the remaining visible portions merely tantalized.

      Speaking of tantalizing… Weyanna tilted her hips sensually as she walked, and when she glanced over her shoulders and saw him watching her, she smirked.

      “Try not to drool all over your plate or anything,” Gwen commented.

      Malem looked away. He glanced at the other male members of his party, Solan, Gannet, Timlir, and Goldenthall. The former three had the sense to avert their gaze from Weyanna, knowing full well who that sensual walk was meant for. But Goldenthall on the other hand stared at Weyanna with undisguised lechery.

      “Hey, Goldenthall,” Malem said.

      “Mmm?” the former king asked, not looking away from the woman.

      “Goldenthall!” Malem repeated.

      Goldenthall shot his gaze toward Malem. “Yes, my king?” The man had upgraded his wardrobe since the fall of Vorgon. Gone were the rags and rusty sword, replaced with clean riding clothes and a well-oiled blade. The former was composed of leggings, a shirt and tunic, and a long flowing cape. He also wore a small cap to hide his growing bald spot. He’d cut his hair, so that it no longer hung to the shoulders, and his beard was well-trimmed, and combed. He looked more the king he once was, than the possessed mendicant he had become thereafter.

      “Eyes to yourself,” Malem told him.

      “Ah yes,” Goldenthall said. “I sometimes forget myself. It happens. This can be expected of one who is possessed by a Balor.”

      “That’s right, blame the Balor for your lechery!” Timlir said. The dwarf had forsaken his chainmail armor today, and instead wore a simple brown shirt and pants. “Since when does a Balor lust for a mortal?” He tore into a thick chicken leg.

      “It happened to me,” Wendolin said. “Vorgon wanted to make me his bride, if you recall.”

      “Yes,” Timlir said. “But that was only a marriage of convenience. Vorgon wanted you because of the power you would grant him over this world. He cared nothing for your body. Honestly, and don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re ugly compared to a dwarf woman. You all are, except Xaxia maybe.”

      “Hm,” Xaxia said. “I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or an insult. I’m leaning toward the latter, because dwarf women are known for being notoriously ugly. And you just compared me to one.”

      Timlir shrugged. “Take it however you want to take it, lassy. I always intended it as a compliment.”

      Weyanna sat back down with a plate containing a long, cylindrical cream pastry topped with icing, called a Log, appropriately enough.

      “Dwarven women?” Gannet said. The half dragon had an aristocratic mien: with that handsome face and muscular build, and the way he clothed himself in rich silks, one might have mistaken him for a prince or king himself. He was the kind of man Malem always imagined women would be throwing themselves at. If Malem was less secure in his position, he would have been jealous. In fact, in his youth, he almost certainly would have been.

      But Malem had discovered that looks weren’t all that mattered when it came to attracting the opposite sex. Personality, confidence, and charisma went a long way. It also helped if one bathed occasionally—something that had taken him a while to learn in his youth, considering most of his friends back then were animals of the most stinky variety.

      “Some dwarven women are ugly, this is true,” Gannet continued. “Especially the bearded ones. But other dwarven women are beautiful. I’ve slept with my fair share—the mountain dwarves used to have a tribe in the Harken mountain, not far from Metal territory. And let me tell you, the smaller they are, the more vigorous they behave in bed.” He gave Malem a sly look. “Try having a dwarven woman ride you sometime, and you’ll see what I mean.”

      “Something about a woman having to shave her face just seems wrong,” Abigail commented.

      “Oh, they don’t shave,” Timlir said. “They wax their faces, mostly. As well as their pussies.” He glanced at Malem and raised his eyebrows twice.

      “I love women who shave their nether regions,” Goldenthall stated. “In fact, I often ordered my wives and mistresses to do just that. There’s nothing that turns me off more than a woman whose lips I can’t see.”

      “What about you, Breaker?” Gwen asked. “What do you like, when it comes to the shaving department?”

      Malem shrugged. “It has never mattered to me. I can’t see a woman’s nether regions when I’m pounding her senseless anyway.”

      Malem heard a commotion outside and switched to the viewpoint of one of the oraks he had Broken, a creature that stood guard just outside the main entrance to the inn. The lead wagon in a passing merchant caravan had broken down, and a robed man who looked like the trader was trying to prop up the vehicle with a long stick; two of the hired swords in the caravan were helping him. The horses at the front of the wagon meanwhile were rearing, and the driver was on his feet beside them, reins in hand, trying to calm the animals.

      Other than that, everything seemed relatively normal out there.

      Malem considered sending in some of the oraks to help, but decided against it, worried that this might be some elaborate trap.

      Malem had rented out the entire inn and its common room for the month while his army worked a few days away to the west. When the mayor of Redbridge had heard he was in town, he had personally paid the inn’s proprietor, effectively giving Malem free rent for the next month. Word had spread across the land about the rogue Breaker who had defeated Vorgon, and the mysterious half monster women who joined him, so such welcoming behavior wasn’t entirely unexpected. In all the towns and villages on the way here, Malem hadn’t had to spend a drachma on food and lodging for example. Of course, it helped that most of the towns knew he had a dark army camped somewhere in the forest beyond.

      Mayor Townshed had also given Malem the key to the city, and allowed him full authority to station his own security personnel outside the inn. This was good, because Townshed didn’t have men to spare, not after the loses taken in the recent war.

      Not that Malem had to worry too much about security. The townspeople kept clear of the inn for the most part, probably because most of the guards Malem had assigned belonged to the darker races: oraks, goblings, night elves, and Eldritch. Currently, the oraks and Eldritch were on duty, with the former watching the immediate vicinity around the inn along with the nearby streets and byways, while the latter perched on the rooftop, ready to offer magical assistance from above. There were a few orak mages on the rooftops as well. When dusk came, the night elves and goblings would take over, as their night vision was slightly better than the former races.

      Solan stretched, rising. “Well, I think I’m going to pack it in early tonight.” The half dragon looked similar to Gannet when it came to the looks and dress department. He was definitely stronger than Malem, at least physically. And like Gannet, he was also bound to Malem. The only one’s not bound to him were Timlir, Xaxia, and Goldenthall.

      “Come on, you’re a dragon!” Timlir said. “You can’t go to sleep now. We haven’t even begun the drinking yet!”

      “I’ll be skipping the drinking games tonight,” Solan said. “I want to get up early to hunt.”

      “I think I’ll join you,” Brita said, standing. She glanced at Malem. “I mean, going to sleep early. I’m not going to his bed.”

      “Sure you’re not,” Xaxia joked.

      Brita shot her a withering look. Malem could feel the ire pouring from the half dragon’s energy bundle. Solan’s bundle meanwhile only exhibited amusement.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” Malem told her quickly, hoping to diffuse the situation.

      Brita glanced at him, and forced a nod. She glowered one last time at Xaxia and left.

      Abigail glanced at Weyanna, and nodded at the pastry in her plate. “You’ve barely touched it. I see two bite marks and that’s it.”

      “I know,” Weyanna said. “They’ve been sitting there all day. They’re hard.”

      “Don’t worry, she likes them hard,” Ziatrice commented with a wink.

      Goldenthall lit up, and told Weyanna: “I got something you might like then. Up in my room. How about me and you—”

      “Goldenthall!” Malem said warningly.

      The former king raised his hands in surrender.

      Malem heard shouts coming from outside, followed by the clang of swords. He switched to the viewpoint of the external orak.

      What he saw shocked him.
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      Malem stared aghast as oraks overflowed from the canopied wagons of the stalled caravan. The merchant who had been attempting to prop up the lead wagon had turned toward the inn, and was launching huge balls of flame at the surrounding oraks. Not a merchant then, but a fire mage. Some of those flames hit the inn itself, lighting it on fire.

      Malem’s attention was drawn to the emerging oraks, which were running toward the inn’s entrance. They weren’t his. No, these oraks were bigger than those in Malem’s army. And they wore a strange, multicolored armor. Stamped onto their chest pieces were two bronze horns.

      They carried two handed-swords, which they used to good effect against the pikes of Malem’s own guard. The Eldritch on the rooftop launched attacks of their particular deadly magic, but the impacts seemed to be absorbed by that multicolored armor. One of the Eldritch fired the tendrils of Green Rot at the fire mage, and it melted through his robes to reveal similar armor underneath.

      The fire mage raised both hands; beneath the rooftop Eldritch, a wall of flame arose, engulfing several of them.

      Malem’s view went black as the orak he was using to observe the scene was stabbed through the heart.

      He felt the boomerang effect as his connection was severed, and he hunched over, squeezing his fists.

      “You all right?” Gwen asked in concern beside him.

      Abigail was also leaning into him, and had placed a worried hand on his shoulder.

      “I’m fine,” he said.

      Weyanna was gazing nervously at the entrance, as if expecting someone to burst inside at any moment. The shouts and the sounds of clashing swords continued from without.

      “We’re under attack,” Weyanna announced calmly.

      “Yes.” Malem took some stamina from the remaining oraks bound to him, and straightened.

      Weyanna straightened suddenly.

      “I can’t transform,” she said urgently.

      “Probably a good thing!” Timlir said. “You would have destroyed the inn! And probably killed us all in the process!”

      “Apparently someone has laid an anti-dragon debuff on the building,” Malem commented.

      “Who do we know that can do that?” Mauritania asked.

      “No one,” Malem told her.

      Ziatrice smelled the air twice in concern. “I think the inn is on fire.”

      “It is,” Malem said. “Grab your most important belongings, and come back down here. Grab Solan and Brita on your way out. We’ll evacuate the building together.”

      Abigail, Mauritania, Gannet, Sylfi, Wendolin, and Weyanna hurried up the stairs.

      The others meanwhile stayed with Malem.

      “What about you guys?” Mauritania asked from the stairs.

      “We already have our most important belongings,” Malem said, with a purposeful glance at his companions.

      “What about your dragonscale armor?” Mauritania said. “And Gwen’s?”

      “Okay fine,” Malem said. “Grab our armor if you have time. We’ll wait for you here. Hurry.”

      “And my chain mail!” Timlir said.

      “Notice how most who went were dragons?” Xaxia commented, retrieving Biter.

      “Dragons and their hoards,” Timlir muttered, grabbing his ax from where it rested on the table.

      “I’m not a dragon, and I’m fetching your gear like a little errand boy!” Mauritania shouted down from the top of the stairs.

      “Yes, yes,” Timlir told her. He glanced at Xaxia. “Sensitive ears, that one!”

      Malem fetched his scabbard and stood. He secured the sheath to his hips, and drew Balethorn as he turned toward the door. He reached out, trying to Break those monsters he could sense beyond the walls of the inn, but these particular oraks were all strong-willed unlike their smaller counterparts, who usually had a few weak fellows in their midst.

      To his left, Ziatrice hefted her halberd, Wither. To his right, Gwen had her bow Wasp in hand.

      The clangor of swords hitting pikes grew in volume, as did the shouts and screams of dying oraks.

      Malem had six more oraks under his command out there, and decided to crush their wills entirely, killing them for their stamina rather than risk losing more strength when they fell. That left at least another twenty defenders that weren’t Broken, plus the Eldritch on the rooftop, none of which were his—Mauritania didn’t like him controlling her men. Not that he could Break them now if he wanted to: they were as strong-willed as these latest oraks.

      A bracelet of black mist appeared around Ziatrice’s wrist, her dark magic swirling about in anticipation of the coming fight. She licked her lips, her tongue passing beneath her sharp teeth.

      Nemertes, we need you, Malem sent.

      He kept the huge blue permanently bound to him, using up fifteen of his seventy slots, mostly so that he could maintain telepathic communication with it.

      He stared at the door, listening to the fighting outside, and waiting for a response from the dragon. He continued searching the external monsters with his beast sense and did find a weaker-willed one among them, an injured individual. He was able to touch that one’s mind, but from the way its will was rapidly fading, he knew the creature wouldn’t last long—wasn’t worth breaking.

      Nemertes…

      Yes, yes, the blue dragon replied. I’m coming.

      Bring a few Blacks with you.

      Nemertes had made a camp for herself outside the city he was constructing in the forest, but she usually ranged far and wide—according to the weak perception of the dragon he had on his beast sense, Nemertes was located roughly ten miles away at the moment. Not far enough to be completely out of his influence, but not close, either. It would take her some time to arrive.

      And it might be too late by then.

      I might have to order her to remain closer, going forward.

      Malem sent out a mental call to Frank and Garter, the orak couriers he had left stationed on the western outskirts of the city.

      Fetch reinforcements!

      Yes, master! came the reply.

      But then Malem felt the boomerang as his connections to Frank and Garter severed. He slumped slightly, and was forced to draw stamina from the other oraks bound to him.

      So, no reinforcements, then.

      And then the doors broke in. Two of the large oraks rushed inside.

      “Aim for their faces!” Malem shouted. “Magic does not penetrate their armor!”

      Ziatrice threw out her arm, and the mist that wrapped her wrist extended, whirling malevolently toward the two oraks in the lead. The mist formed dark chains that wrapped around those oraks, and she yanked her hand backward, and the pair flew through the air toward her.

      She sidestepped out of the way and swung Wither as they arrived, severing the heads of the two oraks before they hit the ground.

      “Chopping off their heads works too!” Ziatrice quipped

      Gwen released arrows from her Infitas Quiver in rapid succession. She turned the throats and faces of the targeted oraks into pincushions.

      Xaxia rushed forward, swinging Biter. Her blade glowed purple as it ate through the orak ranks, giving her stamina that she used to further her offensive. She moved in a blur, an artist at work, the blood of the oraks her paint, the walls her canvas.

      Timlir fought at her side, swinging his ax, Hamstringer, at the taller creatures. It lived up to its name.

      A group of oraks broke past Xaxia and Timlir, but they were struck by smears of dark magic. The black tendrils hit their bare faces and necks above their armor, and the creatures screamed, falling to their knees as dark veins spread across their faces.

      The source of that magic didn’t come from Malem’s left, where Ziatrice stood, but his right. He glanced that way and spotted Goldenthall: the man’s eyes were pure black, and dark mist curled around them in evil plumes. As Malem watched, puffs of dark magic erupted on the floor behind the man and four oraks appeared. They rushed forward with pikes in hand to form a defensive position around Malem and the others.

      The larger oraks continued flowing into the expansive room, and they forced Xaxia and Timlir back. Some also broke in through the windows to form a larger front as they entered.

      “Where are they coming from?” Gwen complained as she continued to fire Wasp. She was drawing and firing faster than any human ever could have, thanks to her monster half.

      “The wagons of the merchant caravan,” Malem said. “But I didn’t think there were that many of them.”

      “He’s created portals,” Goldenthall said in Banvil’s voice. “Inside those wagons.”

      “Who has?” Malem said.

      But Goldenthall didn’t answer.

      Ziatrice had waded into the battle now as well, and was moving her halberd in wide arcs, doffing heads with each swing.

      “If we destroy those wagons, will the portals be gone?” Malem asked.

      “Most likely,” Goldenthall replied in the demon’s voice. “The portals require a physical framework to anchor them. If that framework changes, or caves, then the portals themselves will fall.”

      The summoned oraks were fully engaged against their larger counterparts by then; one of the opponents stepped past and lunged for Gwen.

      Malem stepped forward to protect her. He swung Balethorn, but his opponent blocked it with a surprisingly strong parry that forced Malem’s magic sword backward.

      I shouldn’t have been so surprised. They are bigger than normal oraks.

      It lifted its blade faster than he would have expected, and Malem was forced to physically dodge.

      Before he could strike again, an arrow ripped through the orak’s left eye, and the creature went down.

      Another orak rushed past and Malem once again intercepted. He blocked the heavy blade and felt the vibrations as they traveled down into the hilt. He gritted his teeth and fought back. He refused to let Timlir, Xaxia, and Ziatrice make him look bad. He would kill these creatures with the same ease.

      He stabbed, hitting the armor of his foe, and remembered too late that those multicolored plates were impervious to magical attacks, which apparently extended to weapons: the tip bounced away.

      He sidestepped the next attack and parried, letting his blade cede beneath the momentum of the impact, arcing it downward; at the bottom of the motion he separated his weapon from his opponent’s and swirled it upward in an uppercut swing that caught the orak beneath the neck. It fell.

      But another orak was already on him. This one stood a head taller than the previous, and its armor—obviously customized to its body type—bulged in the shoulder and bicep regions, much bigger than any strongman Malem had ever seen at the traveling menageries.

      “Get out of the way!” Gwen said. “I can’t target it!”

      But Malem couldn’t. He was too busy blocking that blade, which moved with incredible speed. Every time Malem tried to sidestep to the left or right, the orak flowed with him, and was there with its blade to meet him.

      Smoke began to collect on the ceiling as the walls lit up, thanks to the flames still burning outside.

      Dark tendrils from Goldenthall curled onto the creature’s face, but the orak merely clenched its jaw through the evil magic and fought on. Malem suspected Goldenthall was growing weaker.

      Malem tried to Break the creature, but was unable to wrap his will around the beast. He detected other creatures around him that might be appropriate candidates, but the sense was a distraction, and he almost took a full hit to the chest. He leaped back, and instead took a nick.

      Focus.

      One of Goldenthall’s oraks attacked the monster from the right flank, forcing it to divert its blade.

      Malem used the opportunity to cut off its head.

      His next opponent proved easier, and soon Malem found himself getting into the flow of battle. He seldom had to parry more than one or two blows before downing his opponents. It was all about the mental perception. He had believed these creatures to be far more powerful than he was, and that had allowed them to gain the upper hand. But now he fought like he was meant to fight, as a king among paupers, so that soon he was surrounded by bodies. He kept the monsters away from Gwen and Goldenthall—the latter used his own blade to protect Gwen from any oraks that got past him.

      Just when Malem thought things were going well, a man appeared at the entrance, beneath the burning wall. He was clad in a dark robe. He pointed a hand at Malem, and dark magic erupted from his fingers. It swerved between the intervening combatants, and headed directly for Malem.

      Goldenthall planted himself in front of Malem, and absorbed the magic. Dark veins spread across his face, but the former king merely laughed with a Balor’s voice.

      Those veins disappeared beneath Goldenthall’s skin, and the darkness surrounding those eyes became greater. Smears of black magic erupted from Goldenthall and swept past the fighters, striking the dark mage in the face. The stricken man screamed as he fell.

      The floorboards spread apart as an earth elemental thrust from the planks. It arose, this big, hulking humanoid made of dirt, and towered over Malem and the others.

      Timlir was there with Hamstringer, and cut deep gashes into the big thing’s feet, but the earth elemental swatted the dwarf aside. Timlir crashed into Malem, and sent him flailing into the floor.

      “Oof!” Malem said. “Get off me!”

      “Sorry,” Timlir said, rolling away. He offered a hand to help Malem up. He took it.

      Balls of fire erupted from the staircase. Abigail had returned.

      “Took you long enough!” Malem said.

      “Sorry,” Abigail said. “We had to deal with a few oraks that tried to climb through the windows! We don’t have to worry about attacks from that direction anymore, though—the rooms collapsed, thanks to the fire.”

      A green blur came from the stairs, forming a long, thick line that connected the steps to the center of the room, amid the attackers. Mauritania appeared there, in the middle of the room, her blades Tiercel and Peregrine drawn. She launched green magic as she attacked.

      Branches suddenly thrust from the wooden chairs of the nearby tables, and wrapped around the attackers. Wendolin’s handiwork.

      Gannet and Solan also waded into the fray, their swords aflame.

      Brita and Sylfi launched arrows from the stairs, using their huge longbows.

      Weyanna unleashed ice spears at her enemies, impaling oraks in eyes, nose, mouth or ears—basically whatever unarmored orifice availed itself.

      Other Eldritch scattered across the steps, having arriving from the rooftop, and unleashed their own magical attacks at the oraks. They targeted the exposed faces above the armor.

      Malem’s companions were beginning to tire, so he fed them stamina, as much as he could spare.

      Xaxia came to his side, and traded him Biter for Balethorn.

      “Thank you!” Malem said.

      He led the attack outside, Biter glowing brightly in his grasp. He achieved a big boost in stamina for each strike, which only spurred him on to fight all the harder. These oraks seemed so much easier than those he had faced at the beginning of the battle. He suspected the enemy had sent in their most elite units first, with specific orders to target him. Either that, or Biter was helping him out a whole lot more than Balethorn had.

      He shared some of the stamina he gained from the magic blade with the others to keep them going. He reached out and Broke some of the injured monsters as well, and commanded them to sow chaos.

      He ducked beneath the burning doorway, and emerged outside, where more enemy oraks crowded around.

      “We’re no longer constrained!” Solan said as he emerged with his flaming sword. He dropped the weapon and transformed into the big bronze dragon that he was. He breathed an arc of fire across the oraks; they all lifted their armored hands to protect their faces. The fire continued to burn on the armor where it touched, though the oraks seemed unaffected by the internal heat that those flames must have been generating—again, it must have been part of the anti-magic properties of that armor.

      “Target the wagons!” Malem said.

      Solan breathed flames at the wagons next, and ignited their canvases.

      The other five dragons emerged, and they too transformed; there wasn’t enough room in the street to hold them all, so they leapt onto the rooftops of the different buildings nearby, and breathed flames down as the oraks emerged from the wagons. They also repeatedly launched flame at the wagons themselves, adding to the fires that already consumed them.

      Oraks continued to emerge, mostly protected by their armor, giving Malem and the others something to target.

      But then the wagons began to collapse, and the monsters stopped coming.

      In moments, the wagons were reduced to burning rubble on the ground, and the bodies of dead oraks, their armor still aflame, littered the cobblestone.

      Malem stepped forward, into that ruin.

      And then a dark portal formed in front of him. He heard a buzzing with his ears. Or rather, his mind.

      “No,” Malem said. “It can’t be.”

      But it was.

      Darkness erupted from that portal, and its black hands reached for him.
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      Malem turned and fled the Darkness. He ran across the street. Ran and ran. That was all he could do.

      He stepped over the bodies at a sprint, and glanced over his shoulder when he cleared the last of them: the Darkness was right behind him. It seemed to move faster than the Darkness that had assailed him in earlier times.

      “I got you!” Abigail roared.

      She reached down with a giant claw and scooped him up. Then she launched into the air from the rooftop she stood upon, and rapidly flew away above the buildings. She headed toward the Midweald.

      The other dragons leapt into the air to trail him.

      He sensed a sudden terror from Gwen’s energy bundle. Gwen, what is it?

      A couple of ghrips snuck into the city! We could use a hand!

      Below him, in the failing evening light, he could see the Darkness pursuing, but it was fast receding, unable to keep up with Abigail’s flight. The droning in his head subsided.

      Metals, I think we’re good here, Malem sent. The Darkness won’t reach me. Help defend against the ghrips.

      The five pursuing dragons immediately turned around, and took care to give the Darkness a wide berth as they returned to the attack site, which the flames readily marked upon the vista of sprawling buildings.

      The town dropped away below, and Abigail flew across the river that separated Northern Redbridge from the island portion of the city, and then over the wide, arcing red bridge of its namesake.

      The river, and the bridge crossing it, were soon replaced by the canopy of the Midweald. The Darkness continued to follow, but it seemed to be growing thinner, less substantial.

      And then a huge form burst from the canopy below him. Jaws wrapped around Abigail’s throat, and wrenched her from the sky.

      She released him as she crashed into the trees below. Malem continued forward, carried by momentum, and plowed through several branches; they whacked his face and body, tearing his clothes and cut his skin. He was really starting to wish he was wearing dragonscale.

      Finally, he crashed into a small shrub and rolled to the mossy ground. The spongy surface sank beneath him, and cushioned his fall. He scrambled to his feet. Though it was late evening, and the canopy partially screened the area, his night vision compensated so that it may as well have been midday.

      He homed in on Abigail before him: she was facing down her larger opponent.

      A red dragon.

      Abigail had broken a few of the nearby trees with her impact, forming a clearing of sorts. Her mouth was open, and she hissed loudly as she circled the bigger dragon. Blood pulsed from a gaping wound in her neck, a sickly red marring the iridescent beauty of her silver scales.

      The distant buzzing was still in his head, very slowly growing in volume, letting him know that the Darkness hadn’t yet given up.

      The red dragon rotated in front of her, crushing the foliage as the monster kept her in view, its neck curled back as if poised to strike at any moment, like a viper.

      Sylfi, I was wrong! Malem sent urgently. Come with your sister! Quickly!

      Malem tried to Break the Red.

      He couldn’t touch its mind.

      He sensed Abigail flagging from the blood loss, and fed her stamina from the others.

      The red dragon struck out, unleashing its stored energy, and its head slammed forth; Abigail twisted to the side, avoiding the blow.

      As the Red withdrew its neck, it unleashed a stream of purple flame. The fire scored a hit on Abigail’s neck wound, and she rapidly spun to present her uninjured scales to the blow.

      Malem reached out, searching for any nearby animals or monsters that might help, and sensed three more large creatures in the immediate vicinity.

      As in, a few steps away.

      He heard the snap of breaking branches, and then two more red dragons shoved through the trees.

      Run, Malem! Abigail sent.

      I’m not leaving you, he replied.

      He withdrew Balethorn, and the blade sung hungrily for dragon blood.

      The noise drew the attention of the closest Red, which turned toward Malem and grinned.

      The buzzing in his head rose in volume…

      Not yet, I need more time! he thought.

      Abigail summoned three fire elementals and sent them at the first Red, but the fiery creatures vanished, apparently dispelled.

      The Red grinned toothily. “You want to play with magic, Little Girl?”

      Four wind elementals appeared around Abigail. They swirled around her like mini tornados, drawing her this way and that. A ghostly pair of eyes stared out from the heart of those dust devils, and muscular arms were outlined along their perimeters, the shapes visible only because of the debris that delineated them: the broken branches and leaves lifted from the forest.

      Each wind elemental planted itself along the four points of an imaginary square around her, and directed their powerful gusts toward Abigail. The Red continued to circle her beyond them, joined by one of its companions, and they grinning while the elementals trapped Abigail with their winds. The wind entities sucked the air away from her so that she couldn’t breathe, judging from her panting, nor fly.

      Meanwhile, the third Red came at Malem. It opened its mouth to breath that purple flame.

      He dove behind a thick bole, and the flames torched the foliage around him, but the tree otherwise saved him.

      Malem kept glancing between either side, unsure where the head of the Red would emerge.

      But then a drop of slime fell upon his head from above.

      He immediately dove to the burned ground and rolled away. Behind him, the forest floor lit up as the dragon breathed purple flame from above. The stream of fire followed him; he scrambled to his feet and dove behind another bole. Then he sheathed his sword, and began climbing it. The tree had branches within easy reach, and he made good progress. When he spotted the dragon, he was about three yards from the ground. This time it slinked its head around the righthand side of the tree, just below him.

      Malem smiled.

      He let go of one handhold and drew his sword, leaping off the tree at the same time.

      He landed on the dragon’s neck and plunged the blade deep.

      The Red’s scream muted Balethorn’s cry of victory.

      Stamina flowed into Malem in a great wave that nearly bowled him over. He slid the humming Balethorn free, and leaped off the dragon as the Red collapsed. He considered attempting to Break the monster, but there was no point—the Red was clearly about to die.

      The buzzing reached a fever pitch in his head. From the trees beside him, tendrils of Darkness emerged, reaching for him. The Darkness was weak, having traveled all that distance, its strands thin and faded. It moved slower than before, but still fast enough to catch him if he wasn’t careful.

      He fed much of the stamina to Abigail, who was rapidly flagging. He raced into the burning trees toward her, through the path carved by the Red in its pursuit of him. He leaped onto fallen trunks, and squeezed between trampled shrubs.

      Behind him, the shrubs and trees that the pursuing Darkness touched withered and splintered, drained of life. Some trunks sundered entirely, breaking away to join the logs strewing the forest floor.

      One of the other Reds approached him from the makeshift clearing ahead, drawn by the death shriek of the fallen dragon. Its lips turned up in a rictus when it saw him, revealing a row of sharp teeth that glinted in the flames that yet burned.

      “You killed my brother,” the dragon said.

      It opened his mouth to breath fire, and Malem was about to dodge when a beautiful chromium came out of the skies and raked claws across its back. Sylfi.

      Malem raced forward as the two dragons wrestled, their bodies rolling into the trees, and breaking some of the smaller boles clean off.

      Brita arrived a moment later, and tore into the original Red that waited near Abigail. The silver dragon was still pinned by the wind elementals.

      Malem dashed in the general direction of Sylfi and her opponent. As the pair wrestled, the red dragon’s tail flung through the air in front of Malem, and he dove to the ground, rolling as it passed over him. The Red got the upper hand, and righted itself, mounting Sylfi. It pressed down from above, worrying its teeth into her chest.

      Malem swerved toward its rear, and struck out at one of its hind legs with Balethorn as he passed. The sword sung with pleasure, and Malem drank of its stamina.

      The dragon shrieked, withdrawing its leg, and whacking the general area repeatedly with its tail.

      But Malem was already well past; he entered the clearing ahead, the Darkness in hot pursuit. He made a beeline for Brita and the original Red, who battled just ahead.

      He shared some of the fresh stamina with the three dragons bound to him. Abigail was having trouble holding her head up, thanks to the neck wound.

      Weyanna, we’re going to need your healing!

      Figured as much, she sent. Already on the way. The situation seems mostly under control here outside the inn. Or what’s left of it.

      Malem headed toward the original Red, which had its back toward him as it grappled with Brita. She was raking her claws along its back, and the Red returned the favor to her. It kept trying to get a grip on her neck, but she kept bashing its head away with her own.

      Malem raced underneath its tale, toward the two hind-legs that remained on the ground. As he passed each of those tree-trunk sized legs, he swung his sword, scoring two quick hits.

      The creature squealed in pain, and stamped its feet backward, trying to crush him, but he was already gone, heading toward Abigail.

      Once more he shared the freshly acquired stamina with the women, giving most to Abigail.

      The Darkness followed him.

      Good.

      When he reached Abigail, he positioned himself next to one of the wind elementals so that the whirling creature stood between him and the Darkness. All of the gusts it produced were directed toward Abigail—it sucked air away from her, and funneled it up so as to press down from above. Whenever she tried to shift positions, it redirected that airflow, driving it toward her as appropriate to keep her imprisoned. The other elementals did the same.

      Abigail used their behavior to breathe: by lunging forward occasionally, she forced the elementals to throw air at her face, which she gulped voraciously.

      The Darkness arrived behind Malem. It struck the elemental, and swirled within its depths.

      The wind elemental shrieked as it turned completely black. And then it dissipated, leaving only the Darkness.

      The original Red glanced at Malem when it heard this shriek, but was forced to turn its attention back to Brita.

      The Darkness continued toward Malem.

      He proceeded to each of the remaining elementals, positioning the creatures between them and the Darkness, being careful to lead it around Abigail as he did so. And so the Darkness took the elementals in turn. With each creature it swallowed, the Darkness strengthened, and came at him all the faster.

      Finally, the last of the elementals was killed, and Abigail slumped to the ground in relief.

      You all right? he asked her as he led the Darkness away from her.

      Uh huh, she replied. Sort of. Just need a minute.

      Malem headed toward Brita and the other dragon then, intending to steal more stamina.

      But then Weyanna arrived; she landed on the original Red. While it struggled to shrug her off its back, Brita pressed the attack, and tore a huge chunk out of its chest. She released flames into that wound, cauterizing and roasting it at the same time. Meanwhile Weyanna repeatedly ripped chunks from its neck.

      Malem tried to Break it. He was able to wrap his mind around the creature, and he squeezed.

      But the Red couldn’t take the combined attacks, and overwhelmed, the creature collapsed.

      He was about to tell Weyanna and Brita to stop harrying the creature when it died.

      He turned toward Sylfi, but the chromium had the neck of her own foe pinned to the ground beneath her jaws.

      Wait! he told her. Let me Break it.

      Sylfi released the Red, but it had already stopped squirming. Malem wrapped his will around it, but before he could Break it, all life left the monster.

      Sylfi stood to her full height. She looked ghastly with all that blood dripping from her jaws. Malem was just glad she was under his control.

      Or was she?

      Her eyes were wild, and full of bloodlust. Before he could stop her, she lunged at him with her open mouth.

      Sylfi, wait—

      She wrapped her jaws around him, but the hold was gentle. His head and shoulders protruded from the left side of her mouth so that he could still see the forest. But not what was pursuing him…

      Sylfi, The Darkness—

      Got ya covered. She took to the air and turned west.

      He glanced behind him, and saw the Darkness pursuing, its threads arcing over the forest. They were quickly weakening; the stamina boost from taking the wind elementals already fading. The droning in his head grew softer.

      Weyanna, help Abigail!

      But Weyanna was already in the middle of the clearing, next to Abigail. Streams of white healing magic curled from her body, toward the injured Silver.

      Brita took to the air as well, and slowly caught up with him and Sylfi. She stayed well away from the Darkness.

      Sylfi kept increasing her altitude, putting distance between herself and the forest below, wanting to avoid repeating the mistake Abigail had made.

      The pursuing Darkness didn’t last for much longer. It finally dissipated, a little prematurely Malem thought, given how substantial the strands yet seemed. Perhaps it had realized the fight was lost.

      The buzzing sound faded from Malem’s mind.

      He slumped in Sylfi’s hold.

      The Darkness, he sent her. I escaped it. This can’t be possible.

      Banvil is on your side now, isn’t he? Sylfi asked. You’ve Broken him.

      I thought I did, Malem said.

      What if it’s not Banvil? she asked.

      He didn’t have an answer for that.

      Nemertes appeared ahead, along with four Black dragons. The huge blue sent him a mental message. So, what did I miss?
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      Malem stood amid the smoldering wreckage of the inn. It was late evening, and the night elves and goblings had arrived to take their expected shift. They carried torches to light the night.

      Weyanna and Mauritania’s royal healer had used magic to mend the injuries Malem and his main companions had suffered during the fighting. Malem had summoned other healers to the city from his dark army that camped in the Midweald to the west. These healers, mostly night elves and oraks, had used their magic to tend to the critically wounded Eldritch and orak fighters. There weren’t enough healers to go around, however, and those with less serious injuries had been transferred to a nearby inn, where night elf nurses bandaged and treated them with unguent. They would remain there at least overnight, until the healers had recovered enough to help them with magic.

      Malem was dressed in his dragonscale armor, as was Gwen. Timlir wore his chain mail. Mauritania had collected the different armor sets, tossing them into separate sacks when she escaped the burning inn.

      In front of him, Sylfi, in dragon form, stood next to the ruins of the building; she used her jaws to remove beams and other heavy objects for the oraks, who sifted through the rubble.

      Malem glanced at the long line of bodies that rested on the side of the road. The larger oraks looked formidable even in death, clad as they were in that multicolored armor with the bronze horns stamped into the chest pieces.

      He turned to Mauritania. “You say their armor is no longer magic resistant?”

      She turned toward the closest body, and launched darts of green magic. The darts struck the armor, and melted right through the chest area and into the dead flesh underneath.

      “Too bad,” Malem said. “I was looking forward to taking that armor for myself.”

      Gwen wrinkled her nose. “Donning armor worn by an orak? Gross. I can smell them from here.”

      “Any theories as to how the magic resistant properties of that armor work?” he asked Mauritania.

      “The oraks probably received some kind of resistance buff before they entered the portal to our realm,” Mauritania said. “I’ve received reports from my Eldritch that the buff began to wear off shortly after the wagon portals closed.”

      “Well, at least no further attacks came after that,” Abigail commented. In human form again, she had donned a dress from the belongings she’d saved.

      Malem nodded. He had been expecting more attacks, given the loss of his couriers—Frank and Garter—but no further attacks came from the forest. For all Malem knew, the killing of the two oraks might not have been related to the ambush in the city at all. It could have been bandits, rogue goblings, or even citizens of Redbridge—there were many who hated oraks and would slay them. Then again, the most likely culprits were the red dragons.

      The Reds… Abigail still seemed a little shaken from the attack, more-so than the rest of them. She had almost died out there in the forest after all, pinned by wind elementals.

      I should have warned her that Frank and Garter were gone. That there might be trouble in the forest. To fly higher. But in the midst of battle, with the Darkness chasing me…

      Yes, it had been his fault. And if Abigail had died, he would have never been able to forgive himself.

      Then again, maybe he was being too hard on himself.

      “Found something,” Ziatrice announced.

      She approached from further down the street, where she had been supervising the night elves responsible for sorting through the bodies of the oraks that had fallen next to the wagons.

      “This was discovered in the grip of an orak,” she said. “Probably a mage, though he was garbed like the others.”

      She offered the item to Malem.

      He accepted. It was a scepter of some kind—cylindrical in shape, and made of silver, with strange glyphs engraved on its side. The tip formed four claws that gripped a small ball of dark crystal—currently cracked open.

      Brita came forward. She had returned to human form like Abigail and was dressed in a tight green top and leggings. She extended a hand.

      “I have some skill in reading items…” she said.

      Malem gave the scepter to her.

      She frowned. “It was definitely enchanted before it was destroyed. Useless now, though.” She stared at it intently. “If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say it was responsible for the anti-dragon debuff. It seems to have a range ability… the mage could probably designate an area remotely, such as our inn, and create a no-transform zone around it.”

      “You got all that from a touch?” Gwen said. “Nice.”

      “That’s great, but what I’d like to know is: who gave it to the orak?” Malem asked.

      “That’s a good question,” Sylfi replied.

      “Could one of the former Black Swords be behind this attack?” Ziatrice asked. “Maybe now you’ll listen to me, when I tell you to execute them.”

      “If it was, then how do you explain the Darkness?” Malem said. “No Black Sword could summon that, even when they had the full power of Vorgon behind them.”

      “Before the battle, one of you asked if we knew anyone who could create anti-dragon debuffs,” Timlir commented. “You said ‘nobody,’ but that isn’t entirely true. We have in fact met such an individual. In the Black Realm.”

      Malem nodded. “Denfidal.” He glanced at Goldenthall, who stood with a dazed expression nearby. “Goldenthall. Is Banvil ready to talk yet?”

      When Malem had returned, the first person he had sought out was Goldenthall, but the man had refused to answer him. The former king merely stared at the bodies, muttering quietly to himself. Malem had reached out to the Darkness inside of him and sent a message to Banvil, imploring the demon to answer through the vessel of the former king, but it hadn’t helped.

      But this time, Goldenthall glanced up. “Banvil?”

      “Yes,” Malem said. “Is the demon ready to talk?”

      The former king’s eyes glazed over and darkened. Black mist flowed from them.

      “Who was responsible for this?” Malem said.

      “The attacker was not Denfidal,” Goldenthall said with the deep voice of a Balor.

      “Then who?” Malem asked.

      The former king didn’t answer.

      “Was the Darkness yours?” Malem pressed.

      Goldenthall’s head slowly turned toward him. “Not mine.” He smiled. “It was Vorgon.”

      “Vorgon?” Malem said. “Impossible!”

      “Vorgon has returned,” Banvil, speaking through Goldenthall, insisted. “It was his Darkness that pursued you. I sensed his malevolent intellect in its making.”

      “I always thought it would be centuries before Vorgon would even be able to take form,” Malem said. “Let alone create a Darkness capable of leaving the nether realm. The Paragon told me the demon was trapped there.”

      “Apparently, Vorgon has found a way out,” Banvil said.

      “That buzzing I heard in my head…” Malem said. “It was exactly the same as the droning that once accompanied your Darkness.”

      “Yes,” Banvil agreed.

      Malem frowned. “How can Vorgon hunt me with the same Darkness, if the two of us are not linked, as you and I?”

      “Vorgon has marked you, as I once did,” Banvil said. “All it takes is a touch, and the Balor will be able to sense wherever you are in this world. Did Vorgon touch you before you banished him?”

      Malem nodded. “He hoisted me into the air, intending to devour me.”

      “Then you can expect the Darkness to return whenever Vorgon recovers from the current sending,” Banvil said.

      “Great,” Gwen said sarcastically. “You escaped one demon, only to be trapped by the next.”

      Malem rubbed his chin. “If I let the Darkness take me, maybe I can beat Vorgon. Maybe I can Break the demon, just as I did you.” He glanced at the former king.

      “No,” Banvil said. “Not this time. You can only have one Balor in your mind at once. Vorgon has touched you, so he can hunt you, but you have no sway over him, because I am the one who is in your mind at the moment, giving you your powers. Not Vorgon.”

      “Too bad,” Malem said. “Though I do have one question: why didn’t Vorgon use the Darkness right away? Why wait until so late in the fight? If the demon had sent the Darkness while I was holed up in the inn, it would have been a hell of lot harder to escape.”

      “I cannot say what the Balor was thinking,” Banvil said. “Though I can tell you it would have been draining to hold so many portals open at once. Perhaps Vorgon assumed the oraks would not fail; when they did, he opened the final portal for the Darkness, driving you to his dragon allies.”

      “Maybe Vorgon wanted to capture you alive,” Gwen suggested.

      “From the way those dragons fought, I doubt it,” Malem said. “Plus, if the Darkness ever touched me, given that I’m not linked to Vorgon anymore, it’s highly unlikely I’d survive the experience.”

      Banvil nodded. “While the dark tendrils might very well convey you to the Black Realm still living, what arrived on the other side wouldn’t last for very long.”

      “So Vorgon has returned to the Black Realm then?” Malem asked.

      “That’s the only place where you would find oraks like these,” Banvil replied, nodding toward the large orak bodies lined up in a neat row on the street. “Uraks, Vorgon’s particular brand of the species. Bred from special stock only Vorgon has. Or used to have, before he fell.”

      Malem stared at those urak bodies. “There has to be a way to beat him.”

      “Get our hands on another Light Pearl,” Wendolin said, coming to his side. “That’ll do the trick quite nicely.”

      “You wouldn’t happen to know where I can find another one?” he asked.

      “There are only a few left in this realm,” she replied. “I only know of two. I had one, and the Metals had the other.”

      Malem glanced at Abigail, who shook her head.

      “This is the first I’ve heard of it,” she said.

      “If your father the king knew of such a pearl, I’m sure he would have used it during the war,” Malem said. “But the fact he didn’t tells me everything I need to know.”

      “Maybe the Metals didn’t know what it was capable of,” Xaxia suggested.

      Once more Malem glanced at Abigail.

      “We dragons have heard of Light Pearls before, so if we had one, we’d know what it did,” she said. “More likely it was lost somewhere through the ages. Although I suppose it’s possible it was buried somewhere deep in the castle, maybe at the bottom of the treasury.”

      “The dark army looted everything of value from the Metals,” Malem said. “We’re going to have to interview the soldiers one by one, and search their belongings. Find out if any remember spotting such a pearl.”

      “I’ll arrange it,” Ziatrice said.

      Malem nodded. “Even if we do find a Light Pearl, and use it, what’s to stop Vorgon from coming back? Someone is obviously helping the creature.” He glanced at Goldenthall.

      The possessed king nodded. “The evidence would seem to point that way.”

      “Denfidal?” Malem asked.

      “Potentially,” Banvil replied. “Given the nature of the attacks, and the anti-dragon magic you have discovered—Denfidal is naturally gifted in debuff assaults and enchantments. And as Vorgon’s neighbor, Denfidal would have taken the demon’s territory and belongings when Vorgon fell. Including his uraks. Still, it is highly unusual for a Balor to aid another demon. Denfidal wouldn’t help Vorgon unless there was great benefit to himself.”

      “All right then,” Malem said. “Denfidal is also a target. So then… to take them both out, we’re going to need Light Pearls. Unless you know of anything more powerful?”

      Banvil shook the king’s possessed head. “A Light Pearl is the most effective weapon a mortal can use against a Balor. It is the weapon of choice for most immortals as well.”

      “Yeah, but as you already alluded to, you used a Light Pearl on Vorgon…” Ziatrice told Malem. “It doesn’t kill the demons fully. Eventually, they’ll come back.”

      Malem nodded. “I probably should have asked the Paragon to hunt down the Balor and eradicate its essence.”

      “She wouldn’t have done it,” Wendolin said. “The Paragons are happy with the current balance of power between Balors. They don’t want to see the demon numbers reduced any further, which would have the effect of making the surviving Balors that much stronger.”

      “Then we don’t use the Light Pearl right away,” Malem said. “First, we defeat the creature physically, just as Vorgon did Banvil by chopping off the latter’s head. When I discovered Banvil in the cave of the Black Realm, if I had used the Light Pearl then, it would have destroyed him, I’m certain of this.” He glanced at Goldenthall. “Right?”

      Banvil, as Goldenthall, nodded. “In that state, the pearl would have destroyed me utterly. There would now be eleven Balors in the Black Realm, not twelve.”

      “But I thought you just said the Paragons are happy with the current balance of power,” Xaxia told Wendolin. “What if the Paragon decided not to appear when the Light Pearl was thrown?”

      “It would have no choice,” Wendolin said. “It would form fully, and its presence would burn away the remnants of the Balor. However, the Paragon might be a little pissed after finding out.”

      “We’d have to fight the Paragon?” Malem asked her.

      “Potentially,” Wendolin replied. “At least until its anger cooled”

      Malem nodded. “So we have a plan. Physically destroy Vorgon, and perhaps Denfidal as well, and then use the Light Pearl to destroy their remnants in the Black Realm.”

      “If you can find those remnants,” Wendolin said.

      Malem glanced at Goldenthall.

      “Defeated Balors will usually retreat to a cave or other underground location within their territory,” Banvil said. “As I did. We will find them eventually.”

      “It’s too bad you’re not strong enough to fight for us,” Malem said. “We could retrieve your sword, and then you could be the one to physically defeat Vorgon and Denfidal.”

      “As much as I’d love to do that, it’s not possible,” Banvil said. “Even if I were strong enough to assume my Balor form, while I have a chance against Vorgon, I have none at all against Denfidal.”

      “Then how do we have a chance?” Xaxia said. “If a Balor does not?”

      “Maybe we’ll concentrate on destroying Vorgon alone for now,” Malem said. “And leave the other Balor be.”

      “Remember, by destroying Vorgon, you only make Denfidal stronger in the long run,” Wendolin said.

      “I haven’t forgotten,” Malem said. “But if Vorgon’s going to insist on coming back to this world and hunting me and those I love, I don’t see that we have a choice. Besides, I suspect Denfidal already had a chance to destroy Vorgon to increase its power, but the demon chose not to. This tells me that keeping Vorgon alive is even more advantageous to Denfidal, which is all the more reason for us to wipe Vorgon off the map entirely. So then, we need a Light Pearl.” He glanced at Wendolin. “You’re sure you don’t know where any other pearls are?”

      “No,” Wendolin said. “The tree elves had one. The Metals the other.”

      Malem glanced at the group that had gathered around him. “If Ziatrice isn’t able to find the pearl among our ranks, then we’re going to be paying a visit to the Metal dragons.”
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      Malem and his entourage rented out the next closest available inn for the night. The mayor didn’t offer to pay this time. Malem suspected the man was pissed about the damage to his city. He didn’t blame him, and in fact expected to receive a bill for all damages in the morning.

      Good thing we’ll all be gone before first light.

      He invited Abigail to his room that night.

      When she arrived, he was seated next to the fireplace on a bench, warming his hands.

      “Your room has a fireplace,” Abigail stated.

      “Oh yes,” Malem said. “You sound jealous.”

      “Of course I’m jealous,” she said, scooting down beside him so that their thighs touched. “I was a princess, once. Used to having the best of the best. I was my father’s favorite. No one had a room better than me.”

      “Well, just because I have a fireplace, doesn’t mean my room is the better than yours,” Malem said. He had changed out of his armor, and was wearing only a thin tunic and breeches. He readily felt the press of her warm leg through the thin fabric of her crimson dress. “You always wear red.”

      “The color of passion,” she said, gazing into his eyes, her voice becoming raspy. “The color of love.” She paused, and titled her head mischievously. She pulled her shoulders back, straightened, and puffed out her chest—the overall effect was to accentuate her breasts, which looked very nice indeed beneath that lace-fringed bosom. “Tell me… who do you love best among us?”

      He pressed his lips together when he heard that word, “love,” and looked away, his mood suddenly spoiling.

      She posed that question every time they were alone and about to make love. He always told her she was the one he loved best.

      But today, he found himself unable to do so.

      “What is it?” she said.

      He looked down, and gazed at his hands, which rested between his thighs. “Nothing.”

      She slid a hand onto his knee. “Tell me.”

      He sighed. “The Darkness. I thought I’d escaped it. I thought I’d finally defeated it. And then, this had to happen. I nearly lost you out there today. If something had happened to you, I’d never forgive myself.”

      “Nothing would have happened,” she said with a confidence that seemed feigned, to him. “I’m a dragon, remember?”

      “Half dragon," he corrected.

      “Still strong,” she said. “Stronger than you.”

      “On a physical level, maybe,” Malem said. “But on a mental level? Never.”

      She lowered her gaze and nodded. “Probably.”

      He smiled at her stubbornness, and then looked into the flames. “You know, I’m almost considering heading north on my own. Through the Midweald roads to Fallow Gate, and then north into Metal territory. Alone. Assuming Ziatrice doesn’t find the pearl among the dark army.”

      “Alone?” she said. “We’d never allow you. You’re ours, just as much as we are yours. We could track you down, based on our sense of you in our heads.”

      “I know,” he said. “But I could order you all to stay behind. And drain your stamina if you tried to follow. For your own protection.”

      She laughed. “Good luck. Some of us wouldn’t give a damn what you did. I for one would hire a traveling merchant, with orders to bring me to you regardless of how weak I became. You’d have to drain me to death before I gave up.”

      He smiled sadly. “Something I’d never do.”

      She nodded and gazed into the flames. “You don’t have to tell me you love me best. You don’t have to pretend anymore. It was a nice fantasy we’d engage in before sex, nothing more. I know it’s not true. I’ve been living a lie these past few months. Of course I have. Feeling the pleasure through our connection, as you mated with the other women… feeling how passionately you fucked them. Oh, I know you don’t love me best.”

      He sighed. “Yes. That’s correct.”

      She nodded stiffly, and then stood. “I’ll let you fuck someone else tonight. Your favorite, whoever that might be. I suppose I’ll find out soon enough.”

      He wrapped his hand around her wrist before she could walk away. “Not so fast, Abigail.”

      She gazed at him, then her eyes dropped to his wrist, which gripped her rather roughly. He released his hold.

      “Look,” he said. “I don’t love you best, you’re right. See, I love you all equally. I can’t choose among you. Even when Vorgon gave me the choice of who would live and who would die, I couldn’t pick. Because I want you all. You, Weyanna, Gwen, Xaxia… all of you. It’s because of you I was able to break free of the Darkness in the first place. And it’s because of you I will defeat it yet. I can’t do this without you. Or without the others.”

      “And yet, you just told me you were contemplating traveling north alone,” she said.

      “Only because I care about you all,” he said. “And besides, contemplating is not doing. While I might want to protect you all from the dark days to come, I know I could never do this alone. I need you all.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her back down so that she was seated beside him. He stared into her eyes. “I need you.”

      He leaned forward, and pressed his lips against hers. She closed her eyes and returned the kiss fervently. So tender, her lips felt, yet owned of such fierce passion. He could truly believe her a dragon from the way she kissed.

      She nibbled his lower lip, then thrust her tongue into his mouth. Feeling violated, he pulled away.

      “Slow down, sailor,” he told her. “If it’s tongue you want, then it’s tongue you’ll get. But I’m the initiator.”

      She nodded, looking down submissively. “Sorry.”

      He lifted her chin with one finger, and gazed into her eyes. Then he kissed her again. She matched him, synchronizing her lip movements with his own. Her tongue remained in her mouth, as requested. He let his own slide between his teeth, across the moist surface of his lips, and through hers. He ran it across her lower teeth, and then underneath her tongue. The surface was spongy, wet. Sensual.

      He slid one hand onto the smooth skin above her heart, and around the breast, sliding his fingers beneath the fabric of her dress, so that he could cup the sexy mass. So heavy, yet buoyant. While his tongue explored her mouth, he squeezed her nipple between his middle and third fingers. Then he moved his hand down, sliding the fabric off so that her breast bounced free. He plucked the nipple between his thumb and forefinger, teasing it until it grew hard. Then he outlined the areola with one finger, caressing her.

      He pulled away from her lips, and a stream of drool followed as his tongue emerged. It trickled onto her bare chest, and he slid his hand over it, smearing it around her breast. He kissed her again, more passionately, rubbing his crotch against her thigh. Meanwhile, he slid his free hand between her legs. She pressed against him eagerly, as if hoping his touch would penetrate the fabrics of her dress and underclothes.

      He planted a series of kisses down to her chin, then licked her neck, sliding downward, across her chest, until he reached her breast. Then he suckled the teat like a newborn, squeezing and fondling. She moaned, pressing against the hand between her legs all the harder.

      He could feel her pleasure thanks to the bond they shared, and it echoed between them, growing with each time it passed back and forth. That same pleasure was also shared with the other men and women who were bound to him, and they each contributed to the rapidly rising intensity of it.

      Panting, Abigail paused a moment to hike up her dress. “Fuck me!”

      “Not yet,” he said.

      He inserted his middle finger into her moist mound, and plucked her, making a come hither motion. She closed her eyes, and arched her back. Her toes curled up in her sandals.

      He suckled her breast more, sharing her rising pleasure. She was close to climaxing, and because of that, he was near as well.

      He withdrew his hand.

      Her eyes shot open and she spun on him. “Don’t stop!”

      He shrugged. “I’m going to do this all night, until you’re begging me for release. And I still won’t give it to you.”

      “You’re only punishing yourself,” she said, knowing that he shared her pleasure.

      “Maybe I like the punishment,” he said.

      “You just like drawing it out,” she said.

      “That, too,” he told her.

      He slid down her underclothes, until they bound her knees together. Then he lifted her dress, sliding it up over her head, so that she was completely naked, save for the panties binding her legs.

      He paused to admire her. Such a hard, toned body, yet soft in all the right places. Her breasts shouldn’t have been that big, given how little fat was on the rest of her body, but some women were genetically gifted. It helped that she was a half dragon, he supposed.

      He kissed her again, and she returned it passionately, wanting release. This time he slid two fingers inside her, and repeated the comb hither gesture, while at the same time gently caressing her nub with his thumb. She squirmed underneath him. As she became desensitized to his touch, he rubbed her more vigorously with his thumb, moving it in a circular motion.

      Her eyes rolled up in her head as the pleasure became too much to endure, and Malem felt himself losing it in his pants at the same time. His body shuddered from their shared pleasure, and he released her.

      So much for denying her release all night. He was losing his touch.

      The two slumped against each other on the bench.

      He took stamina from the others so that only a moment later he was ready to go again. He kicked away his sandals and stripped off his own clothes and her panties. Then he pulled her down onto the carpet in front of the fireplace and slid his hot member inside her. She wrapped her ankles around his buttocks and squeezed, as if wanting to bring him as deep inside of her as possible, and keep him there.

      “You’re so big,” she moaned.

      He fought against her ankle hold, pulling back, and thrust inside her again. As hard as he could. When their pubic bones were touching, he gyrated ever so slightly to pleasure her nub, and he felt the shared ecstasy pass through their bond. It became magnified as it echoed between the others he had Broken. At that very moment, they would be squirming and panting in their own beds, feeling all of this with him and Abigail.

      “Where did you learn to fuck like this?” she said in raspy-voiced disbelief.

      He continued the hard, fast strokes, but forced himself to withdraw as he neared the brink.

      “Oh no you don’t!” Abigail said. She tightened her legs like a vise, and hauled him back in. She tightened her inner muscles at the same time so that, even if he wanted to withdraw, he was trapped.

      “You’ve been practicing that, have ya?” he said.

      “Oh yeah,” she said. “In anticipation of your teasing bullshit.”

      He smiled. “Oh, I see how it is. You want to get fucked, do you?”

      “Yes!” she said.

      “I’ll fuck you, then, bitch.” He slammed his hands down against her ankles, forcing them free. Then he fought the force of her inner squeeze, breaking free, and then slammed inside her again. She loosened up, letting him work, and balling up the carpet on either side of her with her hands. Her back arched once more, lifting the two of them off the ground.

      Malem slammed his lips against hers, and their teeth bumped painfully. He hardly noticed, too absorbed in the moment, and kissed her. She returned it frantically, desperately. Her hips rose in sync to his thrusts, matching him stroke for stroke.

      He was so close to release. So close… only a few moments more.

      And then he withdrew.

      “No!” she said. Her hips were still thrusting against the empty air, spasming in anticipation of the coming explosion. “No,” she repeated at a whimper.

      He sat on her thighs, his hot member throbbing near her entrance. “Beg,” he said.

      “Please,” she said. “Take me. I’ll do anything.”

      “Oh?” he said. He pointed between his legs.

      She smiled evilly, and then slid forward, wrapping her lips around his mass. She moved up and down, concentrating on the upper portion first, but was too gentle. Obviously she meant to tease him, too.

      She slowly worked her way lower as she moved up and down, and when she got halfway down, he grabbed the back of her head and shoved her all the way until he was completely inside.

      She slapped at his thigh, twice, indicating he had gone too far. But he held her there anyway for a few seconds, and then withdrew.

      She gasped for air. “Not nice.”

      “I might have gotten carried away a bit there,” he said.

      “You and your dominance games,” she said.

      He smiled, and then came around behind her.

      “Doggy-style, too?” she said. “We’re doing everything tonight!”

      He entered her from behind, and began slapping his hips into her thick buttocks. He watched the way they jiggled, and then reached forward, grabbing her hair, and pulling back her head.

      He continued thrusting, and he climaxed far faster than he expected, thanks to the exponential rise in pleasure that came from the echo effect of the bond. When he had filled her up, he collapsed on the carpet.

      She slumped beside him, and cuddled against him. She gazed down abruptly, between her legs.

      “Who’s going to clean that up?” she said.

      His seed was oozing out onto the rug.

      Malem shrugged. “Let the inn charge us.”

      “Maybe they won’t notice,” she said.

      He nodded. “Kinda makes you wonder, how many other couples have done this very thing, on this very rug? And have the inn’s staff cleaned it up?”

      “Eww,” she said. “I hope so.”

      “Maybe the rug is covered in those tiny little bugs that seem to love inns so much,” he said.

      “Stop it,” she said. “You’re grossing me out.”

      He chuckled. “I’m grossing myself out. This whole inn suddenly seems dirty.” He turned to lean on his side, and stared into the fire.

      She wrapped an arm over his side and around his, and he felt her breasts squeeze against his back. No doubt she had assumed the same posture as he. He felt her hot breath on his neck, and heard her content breathing in his ear.

      “Flames,” she said softly. “I could look into them for hours. The source of my power.”

      “Could you turn these into a fire elemental?” he asked.

      “Only in dragon form,” she responded.

      “Too bad,” he said.

      “Why, you were looking forward to a puppet show?” she asked. “Of fire sprites?”

      “It would have been… amusing…” he agreed.

      She remained quiet for several moments, no doubt observing the flames, and then sighed. “I told you before that nothing would have happened to me when we were fighting the Reds. But to be honest… those wind elementals. I’ve never faced anything like that. I didn’t know what to do.”

      “It’s not something to be ashamed of,” Malem said. “When faced with unusual situations in combat, it can be hard to think on your feet. We try to act as quickly, and as logically as we can, but sometimes nothing seems to help. Sometimes emotions take over and we panic, and don’t know what to do.”

      “I could have died,” she told him. “Just like you said. You could have lost me. How terrible would that have been?”

      “More than you could ever imagine,” he said. “I’d be devastated. Destroyed. I might become the Defiler again.”

      She stiffened behind him. “Don’t say that. Never say that. The Defiler is dead, and he won’t be coming back.”

      “But what if Vorgon Breaks me again?” he asked.

      “The demon can’t,” she told him. “Not while Banvil has you.”

      He nodded. “I suppose you’re right.” The flames jumped and crackled in front of him. “But that brings up another point. I haven’t told this to anyone else, but Banvil promised me he would grow in strength as the years passed, and that one day, he would take me, just as he has taken Goldenthall. So, you see, the Defiler will return. It is inevitable.”

      “We’ll stop Banvil,” she said. “We’ll find a way.”

      “I hope you’re right,” he told her. “Because the truth is, I dread that day more than death. If I ever turn again, you must promise me you’ll take my blade and strike me down.”

      “Let’s not get melodramatic or anything,” she said, sounding vaguely amused, as if forcing the cheerfulness into her voice.

      He slid forward, and turned over so that he was facing her naked body. He gazed searchingly into her eyes.

      “No wait, you’re serious?” She shook her head. “You can’t burden me with a promise like that. You can’t!”

      He smiled sadly. “Abigail, you don’t understand. You’d be setting me free. Promise you will kill me, if ever the Defiler returns.”

      She shook her head, weeping softly. “I can’t.”

      “You must,” he said. “Not just for me, but for the world.”

      “No,” she said. “I don’t care about the world. Let it be doomed, as long as it means you live.”

      “You would still love me as the Defiler?”

      “You already know the answer to that,” she said. “There were times I hated you, yes, but they were rare and passed quickly.”

      He rested a hand on her wet cheek. “If you will not do it, I will ask someone else. Gwen, perhaps. I thought to honor you, by giving you this chance. But if you refuse to honor me in turn, then so be it.”

      She closed her eyes, and sighed. She rested a hand on her cheek, above his own.

      “I will do it,” she said. She opened her eyes. Fresh tears flowed. “I will… end you, if ever a Balor possesses you fully again.”

      Malem nodded slowly. “Thank you.”

      He kissed her on the forehead, and shut his own eyes.

      I hope I haven’t destroyed her with this promise.

      He also hoped he wouldn’t live to regret it when the day of reckoning finally arrived. Because while it might seem a good idea now, when the time came, he doubted very much he would want to die.
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      Malem rode Nemertes during the trip north. Ziatrice hadn’t been able to find a Light Pearl among the ranks of the dark soldiers, of course, nor could any of the members recall ever seeing such an object. Hence, a visit to the Metals was in order.

      He and his companions flew well above the Midweald to avoid any ambush attempts. The forest was a darker shade of green below, set amidst the emerald grass of the plains beyond.

      Nemertes was equipped with a saddle specifically designed for dragon riding, and Malem sat in it, strapped in. The other six dragons he had Broken accompanied him, three per side. Gwen, Timlir, Xaxia, Goldenthall, Mauritania, and Ziatrice rode one dragon each. Wendolin sat directly behind him: Nemertes was strong enough to carry a saddle designed for two people.

      Behind him, Wendolin shifted to lean against his back, and wrapped her arms around him, her hands resting upon the lower half of his chest, just below his pecs. Because he had stowed his backpack in the saddlebags, he could feel the press of her small breasts against his back, and her warm breath on his ear. He sensed contentment from her.

      He hadn’t yet slept with the woman, though not for want of trying. Though she was obviously attracted to him, she continually brushed off his advances. That was fine. He wasn’t going to force things. He would wait until she came around on her own. That was the best way to deal with such situations.

      Wendolin had experienced the shared group pleasure only once, when he had taken Gwen to his bed the night of his victory against Vorgon. The morning after, Wendolin had approached him, and asked if he could mute her pleasure sense going forward so that she wouldn’t partake in the amplified ecstasy that came when he slept with one of those bound to him. She never explained why, but Malem had obliged her.

      I’ll never get used to flying, she sent him as the forest ceded to the plains north of the Midweald. The wind produced by their flight would make it difficult to talk, so mental communications were best while on dragon back.

      You don’t seem afraid, he sent. So I assume you mean that in a good way.

      Oh yes, a very good way, she told him. My people ride griffins, remember?

      I haven’t forgotten, he sent.

      As a child, she continued. I always dreamed of joining the robins and songbirds as they flitted between the trees, or darted up and up into the air, swooping and frolicking across the skies. I imagined how free I would feel as I soared above the trees and clouds. How unencumbered by everything worldly. Because of that dream, I begged my parents to let me fly the griffins sooner, but they refused. So one night, I snuck out into the dark and took my father’s favorite griffin for a joyride. Needless to say, it didn’t end well, and father had to forcibly subdue the griffin, which I had no idea how to control.

      Was it everything you imagined? he asked.

      That and more, my Breaker. She sighed mentally. Though I was afraid, because I couldn’t control the griffin, it was also exhilarating. They didn’t let me fly again, not until I was of age. And then I took to the skies almost daily. You know, when I first learned of dragons, I told my mother that one day I would own one, and fly across the sky with it wherever I went. But my mother laughed and told me, ‘dragons cannot be owned. Stick to griffins.’ I guess she was wrong.

      Everything can be owned, Malem said. For a price.

      And what did you pay to own this particular dragon? she asked. Nemertes, ancient and terrible, dragon among dragons.

      Malem considered for a moment. She followed Mauritania. When I took Mauritania, she followed me. I’m not quite sure why. I’ve Broken her a few times since then to ensure her loyalty. In fact, I have her Broken at this moment, though these days the Breaking is mostly to maintain communications. Whenever I release her from our link, always she returns. I guess what we have now is more akin to friendship. So, I suppose the honest answer to your question is, she stays of her own free will—I don’t own her. But some could argue that even friendship comes with a price tag, in terms of time and attention.

      Interesting, she sent. After a moment: And what is your price, Breaker?

      He laughed, though thanks to the wind, she would have only realized it by the rumble in his chest. I’m easy to please, Woman. Cook me a decent meal once a day to keep my belly happy, keep my house and clothes clean so that I don’t roll around in dirt, and pleasure me in bed each and every night with the energy of a rabbit.

      He felt her breasts vibrating behind him, and he knew it was her turn to laugh.

      And you say you are easy to please, she sent.

      He shrugged. Depends on your point of view, I suppose.

      My point of view is that of a queen, she said, her voice becoming slightly snooty in his head.

      Oh, of course, your majesty, he sent. I’ll throw myself face down into any puddles we come across while going for our daily walks, so that you might tread across my back and keep your royal feet from getting dirty.

      That’s more like it, she said. She snuggled against his back, pressing her head close to him. He sensed jealousy from the energy bundles of Gwen and Ziatrice on either side of him, and he knew they were watching.

      He didn’t care too much. Jealousy was something he had learned to cope with, given his situation. It usually simmered in the background, and rarely boiled over. In fact, it made the women try all that harder to please him in bed. He doubted Gwen would have been so feisty, for example, without the knowledge that she was competing against eight other women for his affections.

      Malem watched the land roll past below. Ahead, he could see Fallow Gate. The city had recovered well from the attack Ziatrice had led against it. The bricklayers and cobblers had been keeping busy the past six months, it seemed: the city almost looked like it had never been assaulted. There were only a few remaining signs of the siege—a collapsed building, a broken fountain—but he was sure eventually those would be repaired, too. Unless the citizenry decided to declare them as monuments to the siege.

      I sought to escape my fate for so long, Wendolin said suddenly. A princess, groomed to become queen. And now that I’ve finally done it, all I can think about is returning.

      You can go back to the Tree Elves at any time, you know that, right? he said.

      I know, she said. I haven’t decided yet. It suits me to stay, for now.

      Okay, he said. Just know that you’ll still be bound to me if you go, and that binding will give me slots for breaking monsters, but we won’t be able to communicate after twenty miles separates us. Which is probably for the best, if you decide to leave.

      Makes sense, she sent, and had no further comment on the matter.

      Soon Fallow Gate was well behind them, and he could see the distant mountains of the Harken range, where the Metals resided. Malem had received reports that the half dragons had returned to Khaledonius to begin rebuilding. Evidently word had spread to them of Vorgon’s banishment. Malem wasn’t sure what his reception would be among the Metals, considering he had led the assault on their city.

      But he had let the king go when he had a chance to capture him. That had to count for something.

      If these Metal fuckers attack me, I’m going to tear them from the skies, Nemertes announced.

      Relax, Malem told her. We have their princess with us. I’m sure everything will be fine.

      We’ll see, Nemertes said. Something tells me they’re going to hold a grudge, considering what we did. Is it wrong for me to feel no regrets? Because damn, I had fun destroying that city.

      And you’re supposed to be good now, he sent. Your evil ways are behind you.

      Ha! the dragon said. Just because I’m ‘good’ doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy a little death and destruction now and then. I’m a blue dragon!

      Do you still want to slay me? he asked Nemertes.

      Nah, the dragon said. Haven’t wanted that for a long time. Okay fine, maybe it’s only been a few days. Back when you were still in bed with Vorgon. But hey, now that you've come back to the light, I'm good with you.

      I still haven’t figured out what changed your attitude toward men, Malem said. I thought you hated us, for what we did to your mate.

      She was silent for a time.

      Finally:

      Let’s just say, I wasn’t too happy Mauritania was obeying your orders, at first. She had Broken me, with Vorgon’s power, and with her liberal use of the Green Rot as a means of discipline. Over time, strangely, we became friends. I respected her, and became loyal to her, so that soon she no longer needed to bind me, nor discipline me. She satisfied my thirst for death and destruction, and she had my same wicked sense of humor. When you Broke her, and she ordered me not to kill you, I almost defied that order out of my loyalty to her. But something held back my talons. Maybe a remnant of my former conscience, which I had thought lost long ago.

      Whatever the case, when you showed me I didn’t have to kill everything that moved to feel good about myself, and that I didn’t have to constantly destroy to feel complete, that was a turning point for me. Besides, ‘evil’ and vague terms like ‘morality’ are merely points of view put forth by those in power to maintain that power. I’m sure you’ve figured that out by now.

      That might be true to a degree, Malem said. Especially when it comes to many man-made laws. But some things are obviously evil. Killing a newborn, for example.

      Really? the blue dragon said. There are several animal species that kill their own young, for various reasons. Does that make those animals evil?

      That’s what differentiates man from beast, Malem said. Our moral compass. Anyway, I’d love to debate the intricacies of good and evil with you sometime, but for now, I think I’d prefer to sit back and enjoy the flight. I have to mentally prepare myself for dealing with King Agantas.

      Coward, Nemertes sent.

      The peaks of the Harken range filled the skyline, and it wasn’t long before Mount Ademan appeared, thrusting above all the others. Malem steered Nemertes directly toward it. He could discern the broken walls of Khaledonius near the upper peaks.

      The glint of the sun upon scales alerted him to a score of Metal dragons launching from the distant parapets. The creatures headed straight toward Malem and his airborne companions.

      It looks like the Metals have returned after all, he sent Abigail. You know what to do.

      Abigail and Weyanna pulled ahead of the others. Solan, Gannet, Sylfi, and Brita followed in a V shape behind her, while Nemertes brought up the rear.

      As the two opposing parties grew near, Malem slowed, as did the other four that trailed, allowing Abigail and Weyanna to pull ahead.

      As Abigail and Weyanna approached the dragons, Malem directed Nemertes into a circular holding pattern, matching the flights of the other four that stayed behind.

      I hate all this circling, Nemertes said. I feel like a vulture.

      What’s wrong with being a vulture? Malem asked.

      Vultures dine on the kills of others, Nemertes replied. They’re bottom feeders. I dine on my own kills.

      Abigail and Weyanna circled the Metal dragons, too, the whole group of which had also assumed a holding pattern.

      He heard shouts above the wind as Abigail addressed someone among them, but he couldn’t make out what was transpiring.

      Finally, after several minutes:

      They’re going to let us land with our riders, Abigail sent. She spoke over the general mental connection he shared with the others, so that Wendolin and the other riders would know what was going on. But not you, Breaker. The king wants to speak to me first. You and Nemertes are to wait here until we summon you. Just keep circling the area until then.

      That’s fine, he told her.

      The Metals also plan to leave five dragons here to watch you, she sent.

      Also fine, he said.

      I’ll stay with the Breaker, Sylfi said.

      There’s no need, Malem said. Nemertes can easily handle five dragons.

      Even so, I’d feel better knowing the two of you weren’t alone, she said.

      I can certainly vouch for that, Ziatrice said. She was Sylfi’s rider.

      So, while Sylfi remained, the others flew forward to join Abigail. Meanwhile, five Metals broke away from the group, and headed toward Nemertes and Sylfi.

      Abigail and the others were soon well on their way to Khaledonius. The five Metal dragons sent to watch Malem soon flew alongside, circling with Nemertes and Sylfi. Those dragons gave Malem and his mount angry looks, but said nothing.

      Like I told you, Nemertes sent, if these fuckers attack…

      They won’t attack, Malem assured her. He tried to send soothing vibes through his bond to her, but it didn’t help.

      I hate this already, Nemertes said. Can I bite off one of their heads? Pretty please?

      Behave, Malem sent.

      “You are a traitor,” one of the dragons finally boomed, speaking to Sylfi. It was a platinum.

      “I betrayed no one,” she said. “By joining the Breaker, I helped save the world. Vorgon is gone now.”

      It was only a half truth, considering the earlier attack pointed to Vorgon’s return, but still a valid point as far as Malem was concerned. She had helped save the world.

      “Yes, but at what cost?” the platinum dragon said. “We lost our city!”

      “A city can be rebuilt,” Sylfi said. “A destroyed world, not so much.”

      “Does it please you to bed the man who killed my brother?” another dragon said. A bronze female.

      Yes, perhaps it had been a bad idea to come here.

      Sylfi didn’t answer.

      “Does it make you happy, knowing that I cry myself to sleep every night, and mourn his loss, and the loss of our hoard?” the dragon pressed.

      Again, no answer.

      “Does it—” The bronze began.

      “Shut the fuck up!” Nemertes boomed, so loud that Malem started in his saddle. “Before I rip out your guts and wrap them around your neck to choke your sorry ass!”

      Damn, Wendolin said. This is one dragon you don’t want to piss off.

      The other dragons remained quiet after that.

      Malem felt the tension ebbing from Sylfi. But it stayed inside Nemertes. The blue dragon was all wound up, and ready to strike out. When Malem saw a herd of mountain goats rushing past below, harried by wolves, he steered her toward the pack so she could get some of that tension loose.

      Nemertes swooped down, and three of the Metals dragons followed in alarm. They kept their distance, however. Two stayed back to watch Sylfi, who continued to circle overhead.

      Nemertes ripped into the goats, just tearing them apart. She scooped up some of them in her jaws and swallowed them whole. The wolves weren’t immune from her wrath. They turned around and hightailed it from the scene, but Nemertes followed, merciless. She sent ribbons of light magic into them, imploding the animals as they ran.

      When she was done, she had killed nearly the entire herd of goats, and the wolves that pursued them. None of the kills had gone to waste: she’d gone back to eat any she’d left lying dismembered or imploded on the shoulders of the mountain.

      Malem felt some pity for the animals, but he knew this was the natural order of things. Herds of animals died to dragons all the time in nature. Not to mention the perhaps millions of creatures that died daily in predator and prey relationships across the world. One could not pity natural law.

      Shit, Nemertes said as she slowly flapped her wings to regain her former height. Ate too much. Now I feel like going to sleep.

      “Someone’s going to be shitting bones tonight,” Sylfi commented when she returned.

      “Shut your chromium hinny,” Nemertes said.

      The dragons continued circling. Nemertes struggled to stay awake, and Malem had to send her stamina every half hour or so to help her out. He wasn’t sure how much longer she would last, however, and wondered if she’d just land and collapse at some point. Maybe he should let her.

      But then finally two dragons appeared from the city. He didn’t recognize the Metals, a Gold and a Chromium.

      “The Breaker and his companions have been granted audience with the king,” the Gold said. “We are to escort them to the keep.”
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      Malem crossed the throne room of the Metal dragons. The red carpet he strode upon was bordered by pillars; half dragon soldiers armed with pikes stood between them, watching him pass with angry eyes.

      He approached the steps that led to the dais where the king sat. As he neared, he saw that the king no longer wore the gold and diamond crown that once rested on his brow, nor the lion skin that had draped his shoulders. King Agantas still had his chest plate of golden dragon scales however, with the sigil of a fiery talon engraved into the breast. He also wore those familiar boots trimmed with ermine fur.

      The ivory throne itself remained mostly intact compared to the last time Malem was here, though the agate gems gripped in the dragon-shaped mouths of the armrest were missing. He had seen similar signs of looting while Nemertes had crossed the city to the keep, with the streets missing their diamond paving stones, and the buildings stripped of gold and emeralds. Many structures still possessed damage from the siege.

      Abigail stood demurely at the king’s side in a plain red dress whose collar reached to the neck, showing no skin above the bosom whatsoever. Opposite her stooped an old man in a white robe, leaning heavily on a wooden staff as gnarled as the man. Malem figured he was a mage of some kind. Behind the throne, two more pike-wielding soldiers resided.

      Jayden, Abigail’s brother, was conspicuously absent.

      Where’s Jayden? Malem sent Abigail.

      He didn’t join any of the dragon flocks that coalesced during the flight from Khaledonius, she replied. No one knows what happened to him. I hope he escaped. His body was never found in the city, or upon the nearby mountains, so there’s that.

      I hope he’s all right as well, Malem said. He truly did, because if anything happened to Jayden, Malem felt responsible.

      He halted at the base of the steps.

      “Breaker,” Agantas said by way of greeting. His voice was cold.

      Malem knelt, and bowed his head. “King Agantas.”

      “Rise,” Agantas said.

      Malem stood, and gazed into the king’s eyes. There was anger there, mixed with respect.

      “There are many here who hate you,” the king said. “And yet you have also done the world, and thus dragonkind, a great favor. You have banished Vorgon, and broken free of his control. Because of this, though you led the attack against my city, I have ordered my people to tolerate you. I don’t know if they will ever truly forgive you, but by welcoming you here, that’s a start. And considering that you control a large army stationed in the Midweald, it seems prudent that we engage in friendly relations.”

      “It certainly does,” Malem said.

      “Excellent,” Agantas said. “We have much to discuss. But the first topic is my treasury. Vorgon looted the hoard stowed deep inside Mount Ademan. All the gold, all the silver, the coins, the magic weapons, accumulated over centuries of dragon rule. My daughter tells me the contents were used to pay the demon’s dark army. That host is yours now. And I’d like our stolen treasure back.”

      Malem shook his head. “I can’t do that. It’s all I’ve been using to pay them.”

      The stolen valuables had become part of his own treasury, kept under guard in the basement of the palace the oraks were constructing for him in the Midweald. The stockpile was quickly running out, however, because in an effort to ensure the loyalty of his army, he had increased the base wages after taking over from Vorgon. It also seemed only fair to make the pay levels of the soldiers closer in alignment to what men would get for similar work in the cities, or as hired swords for merchant caravans, considering that a good portion of his army was composed of men drafted by Vorgon from the conquered cities.

      In an effort to boost that treasury, he had dispatched roving bands to raid the gobling tribes that hadn’t yet joined him. His teams also looted the dens of any hill giants, ettins, ghrips, and giant spiders they encountered in their hunts. There usually wasn’t much loot involved, but the raids themselves helped keep the aggressive natures of the dark fighters in check, and if any soldiers died during a raid, Malem simply looked at it as less swords to pay.

      So yes, it wasn’t a lie that the treasure stolen from the Metal dragons was the main source of funding for his army.

      One would think that gold and gems would be useless among monsters, and the men that mingled with them, but the more intelligent species had commerce systems that mirrored man’s: they used valuables to purchase goods and services among themselves, and even occasionally traded with human merchants.

      “Find another source to pay them,” Agantas said, drawing Malem from his monetary thoughts.

      “There isn’t one,” Malem said. “Not without a war.”

      “Why do monsters need money?” Agantas said. “You live in a forest surrounded by animals for the taking. No beast need ever go hungry. Surely you can pay them in food?”

      “I might have to, at this rate,” Malem said. “But there are night elves, dwarves, Eldritch, and men among these ‘monsters.’ Intelligent races who require a little bit more than food and lodging to be happy. Oraks and goblings are also a lot smarter than you think. And don’t even get me started on the khroma dragons.”

      Agantas nodded. “I have heard you harbor a sizable contingent of Blues and Blacks among your ranks.”

      Malem didn’t say anything to confirm or deny that rumor. Instead: “So you can understand why I can’t return your treasury. First of all, most of the money is spent. If I tried to gather it up from the members of my dark army, I’d have a revolt on my hands. But maybe you’d like to see oraks, night elves, men, and dwarves rampaging across the land, raping and pillaging wherever they went.”

      Agantas shrugged. “As long as none of them entered dragon territory, we could care less. Let the men and other lesser species of this world deal with them.”

      “And there’s your problem,” Malem said. “You should care. Because what happens to men will eventually have ramifications amongst the Metals. Our problems bubble up to you eventually. They always do. Case in point, what Vorgon did to your city.”

      The king’s face darkened. “An attack that you led, lest you think we’ve forgotten.”

      Malem nodded. “I know you’ll never forget it. I am sorry for what happened. I truly am. But your treasure cannot be returned.”

      “You’re a Breaker,” the king said. “You can control them by force.”

      “Not all of them,” Malem said.

      “Then rule by fear,” the king said. “The Dark responds best to the iron vise of terror, after all.”

      “I refuse to rule by fear,” Malem said. “Such an army has a weak spine when it comes to battle. They will flee at the first sign of trouble. I’ve seen it firsthand, when watching the well-paid mercenary army of a duke wipe the floor with a similarly sized king’s army, whose soldiers fled after only a very few blows were exchanged.”

      Agantas thrummed his fingers on his ivory armrest. “Very well. Your army may keep the diamonds stolen from our streets. And any gold and emeralds stripped from our buildings. But some of the items in my treasury and armory were utterly irreplaceable. I must have the weapons back.”

      “There’s no way to keep track of where they’ve gone,” Malem said. “I’d have to confiscate weapons from my entire army, and have you sort through them, and trust that any items you identified were truly your own. No, it won’t work.”

      King Agantas slammed his fist down on the armrest. “Fool! I am the king of dragons! Do not tell me what I can and cannot do. I will simply take! My army will fly from the tip of Mount Ademan to the Midweald, and invade your partially constructed city before you even finish building your defenses. We will destroy it all, and then loot that which rightfully belongs to us!”

      Malem swallowed. Probably wasn’t a good idea to incur the wrath of a dragon king.

      I’ve seen him when he’s in these moods, Abigail sent urgently. He’s not joking! He’ll follow through on his threat, I guarantee it. You have to give some ground.

      Thanks for the leadership lesson, he scolded her. But he knew she was right.

      He waited a few moments for his heart rate to come back to something resembling normal. When he was sure his voice wouldn’t shake, he spoke.

      “All right,” Malem said. “I’ll allow you to send a few Metals to the construction site. I’ll pen a writ for you, giving your men permission to inspect the weapons of all members of my camp, to determine if any of them were looted from your treasury.”

      “Or armory,” Agantas corrected.

      “Or armory,” Malem agreed. “If your men can identify the weapons, they may take them. I’ll just have to find a way to compensate my soldiers later. Is that acceptable?”

      “Somewhat,” Agantas said. He pursed his lips, and sighed. “Yes.”

      “Good,” Malem said. “Now then, let’s move on to the next order of business. Specially, why we are here…”

      Agantas cocked an amused eyebrow, and then sat back.

      But before Malem could speak again, the king opened his mouth and beat him to it.

      “My daughter has told me what I long suspected,” Agantas said. “She is bound to you. Permanently. You have Broken her. And this was not just any ordinary Breaking, done when she was at her weakest, physically. Oh no. It was done during the act of sex.”

      Malem looked at Abigail in shock, but she was gazing at her feet.

      How could you betray me like this? he sent. You knew he’d be pissed!

      I had to, she said. You didn’t see how angry he was when I first arrived! I thought he was going to kill me. He accused me of betraying all dragon kind, and he told me he knew I was yours, that there was no way I would have helped you destroy our city, not unless I was Broken. I had to admit it.

      Malem glanced at the two guards standing behind the king, but their expressions betrayed no emotion. The old mage in the white robe next to the king merely scowled, as if Malem were the most despicable of criminals, on trial and about to be sentenced.

      Malem took a deep breath before speaking. “We were trapped by a black dragon. I needed the power her Breaking would give me. I didn’t want to injure her, because, well, she’s a princess. Plus, we needed her to be strong for the coming fight. So, I, well, I—”

      “Yes, yes,” Agantas said. “She told me the reasons.”

      “It was my fault,” Abigail blurted out. “I asked him to do it.”

      The king stiffened, and gave her a searching look. His expression promptly switched from doubt to anger.

      Agantas returned his attention to Malem. “It doesn’t matter who was the instigator. Because of this act, I’m going to require that you marry my daughter.”

      Malem stepped back, raising his hands. “Ah, actually, uh…” There was nothing he feared more in this life. Besides, he couldn’t marry Abigail. Not unless he wanted to piss off the other eight women.

      I’d have to marry them all.

      No thanks. He liked things just the way they were.

      “Yes?” Agantas said. “Speak, Breaker.”

      Malem wrung his hands, trying to think of something quickly. “When we first started talking, you already said there are many who hate me. Would marrying her be such a wise thing?”

      Agantas shrugged. “There are many who hate me as well. This can be expected, when one comes to a position of power. Some will love you. Some will hate you.”

      “You’re one of the latter,” Malem said.

      “Probably,” Agantas said.

      “And yet you want me to marry your daughter.”

      “I know of few fathers who love their sons-in-law very much,” Agantas said. “You’re as good a choice as the next Metal. Besides, I want her offspring to inherit some of that Balor blood flowing through your veins.”

      “I’m not sure it works that way,” Malem said. “I don’t really have Balor blood inside me. There is a presence, buried deep in my mind, but that’s about it really. I don’t have any natural Breaking abilities.”

      Agantas shrugged. “I suppose we will see when the offspring arrive.”

      Malem glanced at Abigail nervously. Don’t tell me you’re pregnant?

      Not yet, she told him.

      He slumped in relief.

      He glanced at Agantas once more. He suspected the king also wanted influence over the dark army Malem harbored in the Midweald. And what better way to secure his allegiance than through family ties?

      “I can’t do it,” Malem finally said. “I’m sorry. Though I love your daughter, she’s not the only one who holds my heart.”

      “It’s time for you to stop this dallying with multiple women,” Agantas said. “I can understand: In my youth, I did the same. At least until I finally found a woman who could tame my wild heart.”

      Malem could have rolled his eyes.

      When he didn’t reply, Agantas said: “You will marry her. Or you will not leave Khaledonius ever again.”

      Just agree! Abigail said. So we can get out of here!

      He wondered if she was secretly hoping this would trap him into marrying her. Sneaky half dragon.

      “All right, I’ll marry her,” Malem said, though he had no intention of following through on that.

      The king’s mouth was open, his lips forming the next argument he planned to throw at Malem, but then he stopped, and simply stared at him with mouth agape. And then Agantas smiled. “Yes. Excellent. I’ll begin making plans immediately.”

      The elderly mage beside the king was nodding sagely.

      “The marriage will have to wait until we return,” Malem said.

      “Why?” Agantas said. “Where are you going?”

      “You never did let me explain why we came,” Malem said.

      “Then speak,” Agantas said. “Explain yourself.”

      “Vorgon isn’t gone,” Malem said.

      That got the king’s attention. He sat up straighter. “What do you mean? His army is yours now. He hasn’t been seen on our world since the day you banished him.”

      “Yes, well, it has returned,” Malem said. He refused to refer to the Balor as he, like Agantas. That would only humanize the creature. To Malem, Vorgon would always be an it. “I was attacked in Redbridge by uraks, Vorgon’s only orak breed. And then a Darkness came for me. It wasn’t Banvil, or any other demon. It was Vorgon. I’m sure of it.”

      The king rubbed his chin. “How did you banish him, originally?”

      “I threw a Light Pearl into the demon’s mouth,” Malem said.

      Agantas stared at him in disbelief. “You summoned a Paragon inside Vorgon?” Agantas erupted in laughter. “Yes, that would defeat a Balor.”

      Malem grinned sheepishly. “Yeah, well, I didn’t know that Light Pearls summoned Paragons. It seemed like a good idea to throw it inside Vorgon’s mouth at the time.”

      “But if you used a Light Pearl in such a manner, how did Vorgon recover so quickly?” Agantas said. “The Paragon would tear the Balor apart when entering that realm.”

      “That’s what happened,” Malem said. “But we think another Balor is helping Vorgon.”

      Agantas frowned. “That seems unlikely.”

      “We have evidence,” Malem said. “There was an enchanted object found among the bodies of the attacks. An object capable of producing an anti-dragon debuff.”

      “Denfidal,” Agantas said immediately.

      Malem nodded.

      “This is dire news indeed,” the king said. “Denfidal, most powerful Balor of the Black Realm, teaming up with Vorgon? Why?”

      “I don’t know,” Malem said. “But I need to get my hands on another Light Pearl. I intend to defeat them both, one way or another. I don’t take kindly to being hunted.”

      “You have a knack of attracting the attention of Balors, don’t you?” Agantas said. He tapped his chin skeptically. “You came here because you hoped we would give you a Light Pearl?”

      “I hoped you knew where I could find one, yes,” Malem said.

      Agantas studied him, an amused glint in his eye. “I’d like to tell you it was taken by Vorgon when he seized our treasury, if only to punish you for what happened, but alas, I lost it many years before. You see, the Light Pearl was stolen by a dragon raid party, led by the great green serpent Furlantos, a creature nearly as ancient as your Nemertes.”

      “Where can I find this Furlantos?” Malem asked

      “He once nested far away to the west, near the northern tip of the Khroma mountains,” Agantas said. “I do not know if the dragon yet nests there, or if he even lives.”

      Nemertes, have you ever heard of a dragon named Furlantos? he asked.

      She was resting on the parapet outside the keep, her mass overflowing its borders so that her tail and back legs hung over the edge.

      Yes, she said, sounding bored.

      Do you know where to find the beast? he pressed.

      I know the general location of the den, yes, Nemertes said. Or where it used to be. Why, are we going there?

      You’re good at putting two and two together, he mocked.

      “Then I must go to the Khroma mountains,” Malem said. He bowed. “Thank you, great king. I leave immediately.”

      Agantas narrowed his eyes. “Oh no, don’t think you’re going to weasel out of marrying my daughter so easily. I want you to marry her before you leave.”

      “That wouldn’t be wise,” Malem said. “What if something were to happen to me while I was afield? Do you really want me to leave your daughter a widow? It’s better that I deal with Vorgon and Denfidal first. Plus, if I marry her now, what if I take her to my bed, and the Darkness comes? She could die!”

      “Somehow I suspect that you’ll be taking her to your bed regardless if this Darkness of yours hunts you…” Agantas said.

      “In any case,” Malem said, backing away. “It’s safer overall to wait. Trust me. You want to give your daughter the best possible wedding. An amazing wedding. One that wasn’t put together in a single night, but rather spent weeks planning.”

      Agantas nodded. “I do want her to have an incredible wedding, this is true.”

      “Then it’s settled!” Malem said. “Thanks again, and farewell!”

      He nodded, and turned to go.

      “Wait,” Agantas said.

      Malem had his back to the king, and the relived smile he wore on his lips suddenly faded. He glanced over his shoulder at the king.

      “Before you go,” Agantas said. “I have some news regarding the two companions you left with us for safekeeping.”

      Malem felt his brow furrow. “Two companions? Which?”
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      Malem stood in trepidation before the entrance to the stables, unsure if his former friends would even recognize him. And if they did, he was worried they’d be angry at him.

      “This can only end badly,” he told Wendolin, who waited beside him.

      She gripped his hand. “Come on, you can do this. You’ve faced Balors!”

      “Yes,” he said. “But facing a Balor somehow seems easy compared to this.”

      “Do you want me to go inside first?” Wendolin asked.

      He shook his head. “No. Let me. It’s better that they see me first. Alone.”

      “All right,” she said, swinging out an arm to gesture at the opening. “Then go.”

      Taking a deep breath, he entered.

      He walked past the empty stalls. He smelled Bounder well before he saw the iguanid. That characteristic scent of dung mixed with sweat, straw and piss was hard to miss.

      He reached the stall containing the large reptile. It backed away from the opening when it saw him, fear momentarily flashing in those eyes. But then the beast seemed to recognize him, because the fear faded somewhat, and Bounder came forward tentatively.

      Malem reached a hand over the bars of the door, and held his palm out to the animal. It came forward, and first smelled his hand, then licked it.

      Malem drew his hand backward, forcing Bounder to come closer if it wanted to keep licking him, and then he slowly slid his palm upward so that he could stroke the animals muzzle.

      “Bounder, my boy,” Malem said. “I’ve missed the hell out of you. I’ve got so much to tell you. I’ve literally been to hell and back again.”

      A monkey suddenly dropped down onto his shoulder. When he looked at it, the animal leaped off of him in fright, as if worried Malem was trying to bite it or something. Or perhaps the animal—Felipe—had mistaken him for a fence post, or other stationary object, and had been taken by surprise when Malem moved. Whatever the case, it was classic Felipe.

      The monkey landed on the door to the stall and then leaped onto Bounder. The iguanid swung its head, trying to doff the little monkey, but Felipe simply clambered up the wrinkled reptilian skin until it stood firmly upon the center of the bigger animal’s back. Then the monkey plunked down, and gazed at him with its chin slightly raised, as though looking down its nose at him.

      Malem smiled widely. “Felipe. I’d like to say you’ve grown, but you seem smaller to me since last we met. Have they put you on a diet?”

      The animals had escaped during the siege of Khaledonius. Apparently, a young dragon stable boy had scooped the two up in his claws and spirited them away shortly after the fighting began. The boy had regrouped with the other dragons that fled north, and carried the two beasts to the makeshift camp the Metals had raised north of the mountains, and there continued to care for the animals until the eventual return.

      Wendolin entered, and came to his side. “They’re beautiful.” She wrinkled her nose. “Well, except the smell. These were once yours?”

      “Yes,” he said. “My pets. My friends.”

      The monkey regarded Wendolin uncertainly, and then suddenly pointed a finger at her and issued several high-pitched screeches in mimicry of a laugh.

      Wendolin frowned. “Why is he laughing at me?”

      “It’s not you he’s laughing at, but me,” Malem said. “He always does this when I introduce a new woman to him. It’s his way of showing me he feels sorry for me.”

      “Nice,” she said. “That doesn’t make me feel any better.”

      “Felipe,” Malem said, trying to draw the monkey’s attention. “Felipe!” Finally, the animal stopped laughing. “That’s better. I have a cracker for you.”

      He fetched the snack he’d grabbed from the kitchen, and tossed it toward the monkey.

      Bounder lifted its head and intercepted the cracker, snatching it out of the air. The iguanid swallowed without chewing.

      “Whoops,” Malem said. “Forgot about that.” He glanced at Wendolin. “They always were a little competitive with one another.”

      Felipe promptly released several small turds directly onto Bounder’s back.

      “Eww,” Wendolin said. “It’d hate to be the iguanid right about now.”

      “No, it’s actually Felipe you wouldn’t want to be,” Malem said. “Watch.”

      Bounder sniffed, its muzzle crinkling as it smelled the turd, and when it realized Felipe had relieved itself on its back, the iguanid reared angrily.

      Felipe lost its balance, and the little monkey slid down toward the angry muzzle. Before Felipe reached it, the animal managed to right itself long enough to leap off Bounder. The monkey landed on the wall of the stall, and Bounder lunged at Felipe, but the little animal was already scurrying up the beam. It reached the roof of the stall, and promptly climbed onto an overhead beam. It issued that screeching imitation of a laugh once more, and promptly took a piss.

      The yellow liquid arced down into the stall, and Bounder went wild. The iguanid ran about the stall, smashing into the walls, as if trying to get out—or at least, knock down Felipe. But though the beam shook, the monkey kept pissing until it had drained itself, and then promptly laughed once more.

      Bounder was still roving about wildly, so Malem unleashed calming vibes. He was prepared to Break them, but the pair responded well to his mental energy, with both the iguanid and the monkey calming down.

      Bounder promptly lay down on the straw, and rested its head on its forelegs. Felipe, meanwhile, sat down on the beam overhead, and similarly lay on its side.

      “You certainly have a way with animals,” Wendolin said. “I was ready to use my magic if that iguanid broke free.”

      “That would have certainly made quite the sight,” he said. “Tying up the animal in branches grown from his own stall.”

      She gazed at the pair. “So, the monkey is Felipe, and the iguanid is…”

      “Bounder,” he told her.

      “Felipe and Bounder,” she said. “Cute.”

      A high pitched, happy whistling sounded from outside.

      Felipe perked up, as did Bounder.

      “Felipe, Felipe, where are you?” a voice said.

      Felipe sat up, and then leaped down from the rooftop beam, landing on the edge of the stall. Bounder lunged at the monkey, but Felipe was already scrambling along the edge of the next stall, toward the door.

      A young boy entered, and Felipe leaped from the closest stall and landed in the kid’s arms.

      “Hey there, little guy!” the boy said. He glanced up, and when he noticed Malem and Wendolin, he froze. The kid had a sugar cube in hand, and Felipe took advantage of his distraction to wrest it free. “Hey!”

      The monkey popped it in its mouth before leaping away. Felipe landed on the ground and scooted to the adjacent stall, climbing it to the roof, where the animal promptly perched on another beam to suck on the sugar cube.

      “I didn’t know monkeys liked sugar,” Wendolin said.

      “They like everything,” Malem said.

      The kid was still staring at them. He seemed entranced by Wendolin.

      She smiled at him, and waved. “Hello.”

      In answer, the boy’s face reddened. Finally, he looked at Malem, and stammered: “W-who are you?”

      “I’m Malem,” he said. “The former owner of Felipe and Bounder.”

      The kid frowned. “Y-you’re not here to take them away, are you?”

      “No,” Malem said. “They’re not mine anymore. I realize that now. Animals such as these do not belong in wars.”

      “Oh,” the boy said. “Well, that’s good. You’re going to war?”

      “Yes,” Malem said. “In a way.”

      “Can I come?” the kid said.

      Malem hesitated.

      “Please?” the kid said. “I barely got to see any fighting the last time. All I got to do was run, like my mother told me to. I didn’t listen to her though, not right away. I went back to save the animals. Aren’t you glad I did that?”

      “I am,” Malem told him. “But that doesn’t mean I’m taking you to war.”

      “Okay,” the kid said, looking down. He risked a glance at Wendolin, and quickly glanced back at Malem. The kid’s face seemed to become an even deeper scarlet for that glance. “I can leave you here alone with them, if you want to visit.”

      “No, that’s okay,” Malem said. “We were just about done. You’re Peter, I take it?”

      “Yes,” the kid said, brightening. “That would be me.”

      “Thank you for saving the lives of the animals, Peter,” he said. “I’d pay you, but I didn’t think to bring any gold or jewels.”

      “It’s all right,” Peter said. “I don’t like shiny things anyway.”

      Abigail had told him that dragons didn’t develop a taste for gold and jewels until later in life, so that wasn’t surprising.

      Malem glanced at Bounder again, and smiled. “You know, when I found these animals, they were broken. I mean, really broken. Bounder here was so weak he could barely walk. And his ribs were visible, poking through his sides. Bounder was up for auction in Laman, but no one would buy the iguanid—the reptile looked too weak. I couldn’t afford to buy Bonder either, so I waited until nightfall, then I stole a steak from the kitchens of a nearby tavern, and returned to the auction site, where the animals were kept in a camp of tents under guard by a troll.

      “Originally, I had planned to feed the steak to Bounder, but it attracted the troll instead. I tossed it into a nearby alleyway, and the troll promptly followed the meat inside. While it was occupied, I raced across to a different alley, and reached out to Break Bounder. The Breaking was quite easy, considering the animal’s state; after our mental link was established, I promised that if it tore free of its cage, there would be a juicy steak waiting. I felt Bounder struggling against the wooden bars, but the iguanid was too weak to escape. I was drained from the Breaking as well—back then, controlling animals was exhausting for me—but I lent it some of my stamina anyway.

      “Finally, the iguanid broke free, and before the troll returned, the animal bounded out of the camp. That’s when I first came up with its name, by the way. Bounder. Anyway, I ordered it to the alleyway where I waited far from the auction site and the troll. When Bounder arrived, the iguanid thought I was the promised steak, and promptly tried to eat me. I had to drain the beast of stamina, and then I wrestled the beast to the ground. I kept its neck pinned under one knee, and held the rest of its body down with the other. Bounder was a lot smaller then, mind you, and it also helped that I had drained its stamina.

      “Anyway, once I had calmed the animal down, I let it rise. I started toward the entrance, but Bounder tried to rush past me. I had to jerk its mental leash and force it back into the alley. I kept repeating this until the iguanid understood that I was the one who would leave the alleyway first, not the beast. Like a dog, it’s important that you establish dominance over iguanids early on, otherwise you won’t be able to control them.

      “So I led Bounder to the back of a tavern, where the kitchens were located. The smell of the cooking steaks drove Bounder mad, and the animal tore inside and ripped into the steaks ravenously. The chefs managed to escape with their lives, thankfully. I took control of Bounder before the guards arrived, and we left the town without too much issue. Bounder found a nest of bog spiders to torment shortly thereafter. And, well, that’s his origin story.”

      Peter was all smiles. “Thanks for sharing that with me. What about the Felipe?”

      “Another time,” Malem said.

      “Please!” Peter said.

      “All you need to know for now is that I rescued him from a traveling menagerie,” Malem said. “Take good care of them, you hear?”

      “Of course I will,” Peter said. “They’re mine now, right?”

      Malem smiled sadly. “Yes, they are. Though I may yet return for them someday.”

      The kid’s face brightened. “And then we can go to war!”

      “No,” Malem said. “You saw what war did to your city. All the gold, the emeralds gone.”

      Peter shrugged. “I think it looks better without all that gold.”

      Ah, yes. He’d forgotten that he wasn’t of the age where he liked shiny things yet.

      Malem bid the child farewell, and left with Wendolin.

      When the stables were well behind them, he paused next to the guesthouse where she boarded with half the party.

      “So, would you like to join me in my cot tonight?” he asked.

      “Just a cot?” she replied. “You don’t get a real bed tonight?”

      “Don’t change the subject,” he said.

      She smiled coyly. “I’m much too afraid of the Darkness.”

      “It won’t come,” he said.

      “You can’t be sure,” she told him.

      “If it does, I’ll wake up before it arrives,” he said. “I always hear a buzzing in my head before it comes.”

      “Well, I was joking about being afraid,” she said. “Mostly.” She stood on her tiptoes to give him a kiss on the forehead, before drawing away.

      He pulled her back to him, and tried to kiss her on the lips, but she turned her head so that all he got was cheek.

      Disappointed, he let her go.

      “You’re such a tease,” Malem said. “You gave yourself so freely to Solan, and yet all you can spare me is a lame kiss on the forehead.”

      “I was a queen then,” she said. “Full in my power, and completely in control. But now, I’m just another one of your girls. Essentially powerless. If I give myself to you, I lose any control I might have. So, of course I’m going to keep you begging. I have to have some leverage over you, after all.”

      “I think you just revealed your entire strategy,” Malem said.

      She shrugged. “Just because you know my strategy, doesn’t mean you’ll be able to exploit it.”

      “But it’s the first step!” Malem said.

      She smiled. “I suppose so. Good night, Breaker.”

      “Good night,” he said with a sigh.

      She entered the guesthouse.

      When she was gone, he sent a message to Gwen. Do you feel like joining me tonight?

      The response came back only a moment later. Hell yeah!
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      Malem allowed Gwen to ride him tonight. Her breasts moved in a green blur above him, jiggling back and forth as she drove her hips up and down. She was hanging onto his hands, which he held aloft, his elbows braced on the soft mattress beneath him.

      The pleasure he felt was quickly spiraling out of control. That was one of the drawbacks of the sensual echo effect that came with the connections to all of those he’d Broken: he lacked sexual endurance of any kind. Rapture quickly drove him to the brink, and he exploded inside her. She rolled her eyes and shuddered at the same time, and then collapsed on top of him.

      But the plus was, despite the lack of endurance, when he was done, he could simply drain stamina from the others, give it to himself and Gwen, and repeat the process all over again. And he did just that.

      After the third time, he decided that they’d had enough. Gwen rested beside him, her legs slick with the seed that had spilled out of her in previous lovemaking sessions.

      “When are you going to get me pregnant already?” she complained.

      “I’m not sure it’s possible,” he said.

      “Of course it’s possible,” she told him.

      “Maybe I’m sterile,” he said. “I haven’t even been able to get Xaxia pregnant.”

      “Yeah, but she’s been gone for six months,” Gwen said. “Maybe she rammed something inside herself to slay the child.”

      “I doubt it,” he said. “She doesn’t strike me as the sort. If she had my child, I think she’d bear him or her like a trophy.”

      Gwen pursed her lips. “You’re probably right about that.” She paused. “Did you mute Wendolin’s sense again?”

      “Of course,” he said. “She requested it.”

      “Maybe you should let her feel it, just a little bit, next time,” Gwen said. “Just saying, it might help you get her in the sack quicker.”

      He gave her a curious look. “And since when do you help me get other women in the sack? I thought you were all competing against one another.”

      She shrugged. “It might seem that way, but we’re not, really. I mean, come on, if I get to feel you inside her even when I’m several rooms away, and feel everything you’re doing to her, as if you’re doing it to me, I can’t really get jealous, can I?” She leaned into him, and snuggled against his chest. “I just want to make you happy.”

      “Oh, I’m happy,” he said.

      “Yeah, except for the burden on your shoulders,” she said. “Another Balor hunting you. Maybe two.”

      “And that Balor will pay for hunting me,” Malem said. “And for his attack on the rest of you. If there’s one thing I won’t stand, it’s an attack on those I love.”

      She pushed herself up for a moment, to look into his eyes. “I still remember when you stood up to Vorgon for me. I remember it like it was yesterday. He wanted you to kill me. And even though you were the Defiler, possessed by Vorgon’s spirit, you refused. You wouldn’t do it.” She chuckled suddenly. A sad, confused laugh. “Instead, you beat me. Really bad. But didn’t kill me.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that,” he said. “I did it to please Vorgon. If I didn’t obey him, he would have killed you. So I chose the lesser of two evils.”

      “Did you enjoy it?” Gwen asked.

      “What?” he replied. “Beating you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “A part of me did,” he admitted. “But another part hated it. If there was one thing to be said while I walked this world under Vorgon’s influence, it was that I was conflicted. Why do you ask? Do you want me to beat you or something? During sex?”

      “No, not really,” she said. “Though when you were the Defiler, you played pretty rough in bed. I know some of the other women liked it. Me, not so much.”

      He pursed his lips. “I may have to ask them about it sometime. I’ve been nothing but gentle with them since.”

      “Might be a good idea,” she agreed.

      “Have to keep my family happy after all,” he said with a grin.

      She suddenly closed her eyes, and turned away. Her chin quivered, and tears flowed.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” she replied. “For some reason I had a flashback to my village. I saw those who had raised me like their own daughter, the men and women of the village, I saw them die beneath orak pikes and blades, as I hid in the surrounding forest like a coward.”

      “It’s my fault,” he said. “I used the wrong word.” Family.

      “I’ll never be able to forgive myself for that day,” she said, ignoring the comment. “I’ll never be able to make amends. No matter how many oraks I slay, I’ll never get the villagers back. I’ll always be remembered, at least in my mind, for the cowardice I showed. I could have saved them. I should have tried.”

      “You’re not a coward,” he said. “Never a coward. If you had tried, you might be dead now. No, you would be dead. There were too many oraks. You had no magic blades. Just an old bow, and a few arrows.”

      “But I—” she tried.

      “No buts,” Malem said, pressing a finger to her lips. He pulled her close against his chest. “None.”

      She was silent for a moment. He felt the tears flow onto his chest. Warm at first, but quickly becoming cold.

      “You know, when you made me slay that injured soldier on the parapets of the keep, that broke me inside,” Gwen said. “I felt little better than the oraks that slew my family.”

      “What soldier?” he said.

      “When you were the Defiler,” she said. “And we took over Khaledonius. There was a human soldier on the parapet of the main keep. A man who had defected from his own army to throw in his lot with the dragons. Probably figured they stood a better chance against Vorgon. That’s what all the men who joined the dragons thought. But they were wrong, weren’t they?”

      Malem didn’t say anything, wanting to let her talk.

      “A man moaned, among the dead,” she continued. “You found his body, and turned him over with a kick. His belly was ripped open, and you ordered me to kill him.”

      “You were doing him a favor,” Malem said. “He would have died a long, painful death.”

      “No,” the half gobling said. “Weyanna was right there. She offered to heal him. But you wouldn’t let her. Instead, you told me to plunge my blade into the man. What were your words? ‘Kill this thing.’ Yes.”

      “I was the Defiler,” Malem said. “I wasn’t myself. I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I just… wanted to get it out. I’ve forgiven you. But I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to forgive myself for listening to you.”

      “You had no choice,” he said. “You would have suffered at my hands. You did the right thing.”

      She didn’t answer. “Like I told you, it broke me. And I’ve only just started putting the pieces back together. When you came back to me, that’s when the healing began. When you emerged from that portal to the nether realm, free of Vorgon, I started to become whole again. I still have a long way to go, but I can do it, I think.”

      “We’ll do it together,” Malem told her.

      She smiled, and rested her head on his chest. She traced designs on his pecs.

      After a time, she said: “I saw you visiting the animals with Wendolin.”

      “Yes,” he said. “I asked you earlier if you wanted to come. You declined.”

      “I’m not jealous,” she said. “Only… well, I was wondering. Do you ever miss your old life? When it was just you and the animals?”

      “Of course,” he said. “But I can’t go back to it. Not anymore. Not after joining with you, and the others.”

      “None of us can go back, can we?” Gwen said. “And I say that not out of sadness. What we have here is truly amazing. The pleasure, the camaraderie. It’s almost like I’m a kid again, growing up with… well, best not to think on that, I suppose. Or I’ll start crying again.”

      “Yes,” he said. “Don’t you cry, my dearest.” He stroked her hair, and kissed her forehead. “Don’t cry. You’re safe now.”

      She cuddled against him, and closed her eyes.

      Soon, her breathing deepened, and he knew she was asleep.

      Malem closed his eyes and tried his darnedest to sleep as well, but rest did not come easy that night.

      Finally, after a few hours, he finally fell into a troubled sleep.
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      Malem arose early to prepare the writ for King Agantas. When it was finished, he rolled up the large parchment into a tube, and made his way up to the parapets that surrounded the keep. Nemertes yet lounged on the northwestern side of those parapets, under guard by several half dragons, some of which had assumed full dragon form.

      “Well, well, well,” Nemertes said, lifting her head groggily. “You’ve come to supply my breakfast? Oh wait, you are my breakfast.”

      “Funny,” Malem said.

      “We’ve fed her three sheep and two cows already this morning,” one of the half dragon guards said. “And she still complains.”

      Malem nodded. “And she ate a full herd of mountain goats, and a pack of wolves last night.”

      Nemertes shrugged those dragon shoulders. “I have a fast metabolism.”

      “Fast metabolism?” Malem asked. “What’s this?” He walked up to her leg, and kicked the huge slab of fat that was hanging down. It jiggled.

      “Hey, it’s called fat storage,” Nemertes said. “We dragons have to store up for the lean times. Some seasons, meals abound on the plains and mountains below. Others, there’s nothing to eat for miles around.”

      Malem glanced at the half dragon guard.

      The man shrugged. “Your pet is right, at that. Every few decades, there are lean years, and—”

      Nemertes reared her head. “Did you just call me his pet?”

      The man stepped back in alarm. The Silvers and Chromiums standing guard nearby tensed, their ears pricking straight up.

      Malem stepped in front of Nemertes to diffuse the situation. “Relax, big girl. He’s just a dumb Metal. Doesn’t know any better.”

      “Fucking dumb, that’s for sure,” Nemertes said. “Metals taste so good in human form. Can I have him? Pretty please?”

      “Sure,” Malem said, stepping aside.

      Nemertes stared at him in shock, and then her expression twisted into one of malignant pleasure as she eyed the guard, who was backing away in surprise.

      She reared her head, but before she could strike, Malem stepped in front of her once more, raised a finger, and said, loudly: “If—”

      Nemertes paused, her eyes narrowing.

      “If,” Malem continued. “You agree that henceforth, you will refer to me as master and king.”

      Nemertes stared at him incredulously, and then erupted in a raucous laugh.

      “Ah, but you tease me, Breaker,” Nemertes said. She sighed, turning her head away, and resting it on her forepaw. “Master and king.” She giggled softly. “Moron, more like it.”

      Xaxia came onto the parapet and joined him.

      “I saw what happened,” Xaxia said. “I thought the Defiler had returned for a second, when I heard you giving her permission to eat the fellow.”

      Malem nodded. “The Defiler is still inside of me.”

      “We have a Defiler in all of us,” Xaxia agreed. “That we can suppress this malevolent entity is the only reason we can live together without killing each other. There would be no civilization if we couldn’t.”

      “Probably not,” Malem agreed. He turned his attention to the blue dragon. “Nemertes, I’m going to need your signature on a writ.”

      “What kind of a writ” Nemertes asked, not bothering to raise her head from her paw.

      “One authorizing the Metals to inspect the weapons of my army in the Midweald,” Malem said. “And confiscate any they recognize.”

      “The oraks aren’t going to like that,” Nemertes said. “Nor will the night elves. Or the dwarves for that matter. Or the Eldritch. Hell, none of your troops are going to like it.”

      “I know,” Malem said. “Which is why I’m going to ask your dragons to keep the peace.”

      “Pfft,” Nemertes said. “So that we become hated in your stead? Why do the dragons always have to do your dirty work?”

      “Because they are the most powerful,” Malem said.

      Nemertes pursed her dragonly lips. “I suppose they are. I’m not sure whether you were purposely using flattery to manipulate me, or stating a fact.”

      “Maybe a little of both,” Malem said. He laid the large scroll he had brought on the ground, and unrolled it. “Xaxia, help me hold down the edges.”

      Xaxia stood on the far side while Malem unrolled the remainder.

      “Big enough writ for you?” Xaxia asked. “The writing is like in a tiny corner.”

      “I needed to leave room for Nemertes to sign,” Malem replied.

      When he had finished opening the scroll, he stood on the opposite side to hold the edges down.

      He glanced up at the blue dragon. “Sign this.”

      Nemertes sighed, then pushed up her torso. She lifted a forelimb to her mouth and tore into the muscle with her sharp teeth. She held the gaping wound over the scroll, and allowed a large drop of dragon blood to ooze onto the parchment. It formed a red globule the size of a human head.

      Nemertes lowered the appendage and brought her other forelimb forward; she pressed her paw into the blood, forming a taloned handprint.

      “Signed with a drop of blood,” Xaxia said. “How… retro. But aren’t you going to read it first?”

      “Nope,” Nemertes replied.

      “How long do I have to stand here?” Xaxia asked after a time.

      “Until the blood dries,” he told her.

      After a few minutes, Malem drew Balethorn and, intending to test the consistency of the blood, brought the tip to its perimeter. Before touching, a part of his mind told him this might be a bad idea, that he might awaken the hunger inside the blade. But he scolded himself: I am the master.

      As soon as the sword touched the blood, Balethorn screamed.

      Malem was overcome with the urge to kill Nemertes. Still standing on the parchment, he turned toward the blue dragon and lifted his arm over his head to throw the blade. But before he could bring the weapon forward, he slammed down hard with the vice of his will.

      You will stop!

      The sword didn’t respond. Instead, it fought him all the harder.

      Nemertes cocked her head. “You want to kill me, little human?”

      She grinned, and slid her neck in front of Malem so that she was within striking distance of the blade. “Go ahead.”

      “Damn it, Nemertes!” Malem said. “Do you have a death wish?”

      His hand moved downward of its own accord. It shook the entire time, as he fought it all the way.

      “Not particularly,” the dragon said. “I just enjoy watching you struggle with the sword.”

      Malem frantically drew stamina from the dragon and his Broken companions, hoping it would give him the strength to resist. But apparently the sword had been setting aside some of the stamina it had been stealing from his enemies in all the past battles, and it was using that reserve now to resist him with everything it had. If Malem gave in, not only would he lose Nemertes, his most powerful ally in this world, but there was a good chance he would fall under the complete control of the sword.

      The Defiler would return, or worse.

      He hadn’t realized just how dangerous this blade really was.

      He continued drawing stamina from his companions, but it wasn’t enough. He couldn’t resist. Even if he drained his companions to near death, he doubted it would help, given the vast reserves he sensed the sword holding back.

      Thinking of the collar that Wendolin had bound him with, and how he had escaped from it, he searched the periphery of his mental space, looking for any foreign energy bundles. There were none… only the half monsters he had Broken. And Nemertes herself.

      His sword edged forward, continuing toward that exposed neck, but then abruptly jerked upward, giving Malem a different direction to resist. Slowly, his arm raised the blade, as if getting ready to chop down upon the dragon’s neck.

      Malem continued the frantic search in his mind. The presence had to be here somewhere—it was the only way the sword would be able to control him. But he could not find it.

      That made some sense, given that he had never sensed an energy bundle all the times he had drawn Balethorn. Though admittedly, he had other things to worry about in those instances, like enemies that had wanted to kill him.

      There. He felt something… foreign. Something that didn’t quite belong. The faintest of energies, just along the borders of his mind. The energy wasn’t actually inside his mind, but abutting next to it: that would explain why it was so difficult to detect. It didn’t belong to any creature he had ever Broken before, though the signature was vaguely reminiscent of the alien presence he had felt while wearing the collar.

      He reached inside of it, but it denied him. It was like trying to pass one’s hand through a closed door made of martensite steel.

      His sword arm continued to rise.

      “This… struggle… could be… your end!” he told Nemertes.

      “Then such is my doom,” Nemertes said.

      He pounded at that mental door in his head, struggling to get in. He formed a spear with is will, and stabbed it into the door. Still nothing. He tried different shapes: hammers, pickaxes. Nothing penetrated.

      His arm swung down to complete the mortal blow. In a fraction of a second, the neck of Nemertes would split open, and the creature would die.

      He tried one last shape. That of a dragon’s talons, and squeezed his will across the door. Those talons sunk in deep, crumpling the metal, and then he was through.

      The world fell away.
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      Malem floated in a land of blades and talons. The invisible pressure that kept people glued to the ground and pulled them over cliffs was completely absent here, and he hovered several yards above the terrain.

      Overhead, the sky looked like the underside of a huge metal sword, complete with a fuller groove running down its middle. That sword covered the entire firmament. There were no clouds, no sun, but a brightness like that of an overcast day illuminated the blade.

      Below, the landscape was covered in the bodies of dragons; they were wrapped in body-wide vises of crisscrossing swords, their lifeless limbs protruding, the talons curled in death. Sometimes those swords had pressed too tightly, and beheaded the dragon in question—heads lay next to the bodies, the mouths twisted into pained rictuses. Sometimes the dead dragons overlapped one another, forming mounds several bodies deep, with swords at each level to constrain them.

      Those blades and the dead they held continued into the distance around him, as far as the eye could see, to every horizon, forming macabre, rolling hills.

      He realized with a rising sense of nausea that these were all the dragons the sword had ever slain, since its creation.

      He wasn’t sure how he knew this.

      But he did.

      Balethorn fed on their very essences. That essence was what boosted his stamina, when the sword deigned to grant him endurance. When dragons were slain by the blade, their essences, or souls, came here, and the sword processed them, killing them truly, so that if there was an afterlife for dragons, they were prevented utterly from going to it.

      The ground below him shifted. The swords and bodies slid aside as a giant bear trap triggered. The edges were serrated—no, more than that: they were covered in the same crisscrossing swords that trapped the dragons. The deadly jaws of the clamp approached on either side, and in moments he would be impaled by them.

      He moved upward. Not by any physical action, but rather by thought: he willed himself higher.

      The dual sides of the trap snapped shut below him, clamping onto the empty air.

      The ground shifted further, and more dead bodies slid aside as the clamp shoved upward, part of something larger.

      Malem willed himself higher still, and backward, moving away as a terrible form emerged from the dead. It looked like a white skull of some kind. A long-beaked variant, reminding him of the cranium of a huge alligator. But as more of the creature emerged, he realized this was no gator.

      But rather a dragon made of bone and steel.

      It turned its toothy head toward him, and lunged.

      Once more Malem willed himself backward. He moved across the landscape, and that dragon darted after him, not even having to flap its wings to travel: like him, it moved via its mind.

      He detected the creature via his beast sense, and tried to wrap his mind around it, but his will evaporated.

      Those jaws snapped eagerly as the monster grew nearer, the iron swords that composed its teeth crashing against one another. Its wings finally began to flap, causing the bones to rattle against the steel scales that partially covered the creature. Perhaps it was an instinctive reaction, or perhaps the flapping aided its forward motion, but whatever the case, it was fast closing.

      A voice came in his head. It sounded raspy, like the stone on stone grating of a crypt door opening.

      So you are the Holder.

      Malem smiled grimly, and gazed into the vacant-eyed skull of his pursuer. And you must be Balethorn.

      My real name is Balu. I was the greatest black dragon in the world. Until Darowych, night elf and friend, betrayed me. The swordsmith bound me to this blade.

      Closer those snapping jaws came. In a few moments, their blades would wrap entirely around Malem and impale him like the other dead below, and Balethorn, or Balu, would drink of his stamina, draining his essence until death.

      Malem willed the swords of the landscape below to rise. The blades broke away from the dead, and thrust into the air to impale the dragon. But the impacts didn’t slow the creature in the least—it was already dead. The giant blades simply lodged harmlessly between the ribcages.

      Malem tried to increase the speed at which he traveled, and he eked out a slightly faster pace, but the dragon was still closing.

      Why do you thirst for dragons? Malem asked, trying to distract the creature. If a night elf bound you, shouldn’t you hunger for night elves?

      I hate all elves, no matter the sub-species, Balu said. But they grant me no stamina. It is part of Darowych’s curse, laid upon the magic blade, that allows me to drink of the essence belonging only to others of my kind. It was his last irony.

      Those deadly blades had reached him.

      Malem darted to the left, and then the right, as the jaws snapped at him. Finally, he decided to surrender: he thrust forward, between the jaws, before they could close. He traveled into the cranium of the creature, and underneath the empty bones of its neck, where the gullet would have been, and into the opening at the top of its rib cage so that he was inside its chest cavity. He landed on the inner surface of the belly, where steel scales partially covered the exterior.

      The steel came alive, and swords thrust forth like spears. Malem leaped off the surface, and willed himself to the far side, to the bare ribs.

      But those ribs curved inward, trying to crush him. Malem slid away and dove past the crack between two ribs. He emerged outside the body and forced himself down, toward the bodies below.

      The dragon came about, and pursued.

      Malem willed more of those blades to break free underneath him, and sent them spiraling upward in a deadly maelstrom. The hail of blades struck the bone and metal dragon, and tore away one of its legs, and a wing.

      But the dragon continued toward him.

      Malem headed toward a section of ground that was covered in a particularly dense pile of bodies, where the swords jutted in circular profusion. He landed between an aisle formed by those piles, and ran on the squishy surface underneath—more dragons, long dead.

      The jaws of his pursuer thrust between the bodies above and into the aisle, snapping at him with those steal blades.

      Smiling, Malem sprang the trap he had laid.

      The circle of swords rose, slamming into the dragon’s body, clamping shut. Balu could no longer move. Though the beast strove to wrench free, it could not.

      Malem turned around. He floated upward, until he hovered directly in front of the monster. It lunged at him, its jaws breaking free to snap at him, but Malem simply willed himself backward. At the same time, he summoned more swords to wrap around its neck.

      Release me, the dragon commanded.

      Malem grinned. Surrender, and I will.

      Never! It tried to break free once more, and a few of the swords that bound it fell away. Malem simply summoned more.

      This environment is mine! the dragon said. It obeys me! I am its master.

      It looked around, as if willing the swords to rise up around it and strike Malem, but nothing happened.

      Not today, Malem said. You forget, I am your Holder. And here, I am the master.

      He wasn’t entirely certain if his Holder status had granted him the advantage, or if it was because he was a Breaker backed by the power of a Balor. Whatever the case, he would use this advantage to the greatest possible extent.

      Curse Darowych forever! the dragon said.

      Oh, I’m sure he’s cursed, Malem told the dragon. But not as cursed as you. He narrowed his eyes. Now, surrender.

      He reached into the dragon’s mind and found that he could wrap his will around it. So, he had weakened it, then.

      He tried to squeeze, but the dragon struggled in his mental grasp; at the same time, it attempted to physically haul itself free. Malem had to send in more swords to impale it, while at the same time fighting against that mental wriggling.

      The dragon must have been digging into the dead body underneath it, because suddenly the monster sank, dropping from view.

      Malem hovered upward; the dragon was partially inside the collapsed chest cavity of the carcass.

      Malem sent in more swords from either side, impaling that chest cavity, and Balu within, further pinning the creature.

      Then he squeezed the vise of his will even tighter.

      Those eyes glowed with an unexpected purple light.

      I will destroy everything I am before I give myself to thee! Balu said.

      The purple light spread to the cranium, and the head began to dissolve, along with the swords forming the jaw.

      And then Malem won. He crushed the black dragon’s will, wrapping his mind around it in a tight vise. But it was only a partial Breaking, because he felt no slots used in his head, nor did his mental space expand in any way. Still, it should have been good enough for his purposes…

      Stop! he commanded.

      The purple light faded. The dragon’s skull began to reform, along with the swords that composed its teeth.

      You are mine, now, Malem said. Never again will you hold stamina in reserve for yourself. You will give me everything that you drain from the dragons I slay.

      Yes, master, Balu said, head bowed.

      You will also stop fighting me, Malem said. When I am in combat, you will not try to seize control of my mind. You will stop thirsting for my allies.

      Yes, master, the dragon said.

      Now then, return me to my world, Malem said.

      You are already in your world, Balu said. In body. Only your mind is here.

      With that realization, Malem was able to break free of the mental illusion Balu had created.

      He was back on the parapet. His blade still moved in mid-swing. He tried to stop, but it was too late—momentum carried the magic sword inexorably toward Nemertes’ scale-covered neck.

      The big blue slid her neck aside the instant before the blade struck, and the sword clanged harmlessly into the flagstones of the parapet.

      “Too slow,” Nemertes mocked. She lifted her head away from him. “Though I must admit I’m a little shocked you’d let the sword win, you little shit!”

      “It didn’t win,” Malem said.

      Stamina gushed inside of him in a veritable torrent, and he realized Balethorn was giving him all the endurance it yet held in reserve, as per his instructions. Though it had used much fighting him, there was still a substantial amount there, and he straightened, feeling incredibly invigorated, and shared it with all of his companions, including Nemertes, until their bundles brimmed with energy.

      “You reward me for offering my neck?” Nemertes said. “Interesting. I might have to toy with you like this more often.”

      “What just happened?” Xaxia said.

      Of his female companions, the bandit was the only one who hadn’t received any of the stamina he doled out—as a pure human, she could not be bound to him.

      “I’m not sure,” Malem said. “But I think, with Nemertes’ help, I just upgraded my sword.”

      “How?” Abigail asked.

      “I Broke the dragon inside it,” Malem said.

      He held the blade toward Nemertes, but felt nothing.

      He nodded to himself. “There’s no longer any fight in the blade. That’s one less thing I’ll have to worry about in combat. I would have done this earlier, if I had known I had the ability.”

      “Maybe you can Break my blade, too?” Xaxia said.

      He glanced at her hilt. “I think I’ve Broken enough blades for a little while. Besides, yours hungers for oraks. That’s a good thing.”

      “Except when you have oraks fighting by your side,” she said.

      “If it becomes a problem, I’ll fix it,” he said.

      He realized he was still standing on the large writ, in exactly the same spot where he had been before.

      He glanced at the drying blood. “I think I want you to test the blood, next time.”

      “I thought you Broke your sword?” She taunted as she touched Biter to the blood. She withdrew the blade and wiped the tip with a stained cloth fetched from one pocket. “Not yet.”

      “I did Break it,” he told her.

      She gestured toward the blood. “Let’s see.”

      He hesitated, not sure if he wanted to touch Balethorn to the blood yet again. But he supposed there was only one way to know for sure if he had dominated the blade.

      He pressed the tip into the coagulating blood. The sword did nothing, and remained completely silent.

      Xaxia pressed her lips together. “Definitely seems under your control. But the question is, is it Broken, or is it broken?”

      “I guess I’ll find out when it comes time to kill dragons,” he said.

      He touched the blood again after a few minutes—it had dried completely, so he folded up the parchment and secured it with a cloth tie. When Abigail arrived shortly thereafter, he gave it to her.

      “What is this, a blueprint?” Abigail asked when she accepted the long, folded tube.

      “That’s pretty much what I thought, too,” Xaxia commented.

      “It’s the writ for King Agantas,” he told Abigail. “Tell him his weapon inspectors are to give this to the blues that intercept them above our forest camp.”

      “Hopefully, the blues don’t attack them before they can share it,” Abigail said.

      “For the sake of our budding forest city, I hope they don’t,” Malem agreed. “Still, they know we are visiting the Metals. It won’t be too much of a surprise that a Metal envoy has returned to give them a message.”

      “Why so big?” Abigail asked.

      “I had to get Nemertes’ signature,” Malem replied.

      “Ah,” she said. “Yours wasn’t good enough?”

      “Evidently not,” Xaxia said.

      Malem shrugged. Abigail departed, and when she had delivered the writ to the king, he summoned his companions in preparation for the flight west.

      Once again, he rode Nemertes with Wendolin, while the others were distributed across the remaining Metal dragons in the party.

      He gazed at the city below, at those buildings stripped of their gold and emeralds, of those streets that once glittered with diamonds but were now pocked by black holes. He often spotted Metals toiling below. Some worked to rebuild damaged buildings, half in dragon form, the other half human, and together they set foundations, laid bricks, and fixed roofs. Other Metals were reapplying gold to the facades of their tower homes. He wasn’t entirely certain where they had obtained this gold, but he had heard that many of the Metals kept caches hidden in the Harken mountains. The application process was interesting: in dragon form, a Metal would hold an ingot against the wall with one forelimb, and repeatedly breath fire at the bar until it melted. The gold would flow down onto the wall quite a distance before drying.

      I always wondered how they did that, Gwen commented over the shared mental link.

      Soon, the walls of the city fell away, as did the mountain that held them, and Khaledonius receded behind them.

      Malem noticed Abigail glancing behind her while she flew. She gazed longingly at the city.

      You know we can never come back here, right? Malem told Abigail over a private link.

      She tore her eyes from the receding city of dragons to look at him. He sensed anger from her energy bundle. Why not? You’re afraid of marrying me?

      It’s not so much I’m afraid, he told her. Versus I can’t. How is everyone else supposed to feel?

      I don’t think my father will care very much if you keep a few mistresses, Abigail said. Especially if you’re discreet about it.

      That’s the thing, Malem said. As wife, you get automatic status above everyone else. The other women aren’t going to like being relegated to the lesser rank of mistress. So far, I’ve managed to avoid jealousy issues among you, but that’s going to change if I start playing favorites and calling you wife.

      I’m sure you’ll figure something out, Abigail mocked. You are emperor Malem, Breaker of Balors, after all.

      Yeah, I have actually, he said. We ain’t coming back.

      She sniffed over their mental line, and looked away. We’ll see.
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      The Harken mountain range soon gave way to the Khroma mountains, which trended north-south, and Malem steered Nemertes north to follow alongside them. While the Harken mountains had been rounded, almost cozy, low running ranges of gray and green, the Khroma mountains were stark, black, jagged things, closely packed like teeth thrusting from the ground.

      He had considered returning to the Midweald to retrieve more dragons, but decided his party was well-equipped to handle whatever this Furlantos threw at them—assuming the Green was still in its nest. Besides, Malem wanted a small, light assault group for this mission, something he could attack with quickly, and withdraw just as rapidly. He wasn’t expecting much resistance, given the description Nemertes had given him of the nest: Furlantos had had a falling out with the other Greens sometime after the raid upon the Metals, and lived alone in his den on the northern tip of the Khroma mountain range.

      Yes, a small light team was the way to go, not a sprawling, unmanageable group of dragons. The logistics of feeding seven dragons was tricky enough as it was. At noon for example he’d had to make a detour so the creatures could hunt along the plains next to the mountains. There had been just enough mountain goats to feed them. If he had more dragons with him, some of the beasts would be going hungry right about now.

      This beats walking any day, Gwen said. Or even horseback. It would have taken us weeks to get here on horses, considering all the different mountain passes we’d have to struggle through.

      Dragon back is the way to go, Malem agreed.

      So, I know there are no Blues and Blacks here, Gwen said. Since Vorgon drafted them all. And they’ve since joined us. But what about the other Khromas? Greens, Reds, and so forth.

      Well, we know at least one Green is here, Ziatrice said. Or used to be.

      Most Khromas left years ago, Weyanna said. Long before Vorgon arrived. And of course when the Balor came, the mountains essentially emptied. Though I suspect there are still a few who remain to guard their treasure hoards. Some Reds. A Blue. The occasional White.

      You say most left before Vorgon? Gwen asked. Why?

      During the Lean Years after the First Balor War, The Blues and Blacks became predominate, Weyanna replied. They banded together, forming competing packs, and monopolized the food sources. Most of the other Khromas were forced to leave to survive. Those that stayed mostly hibernated on their hoards. Some are probably still hibernating to this day. With luck, Furlantos will be asleep himself.

      I didn’t even know there was a First Balor War, Gwen said. How did it start?

      The race of men was not involved, Gannet said. The dwarf king Falsanor opened the door to the Black Realm beneath his mountain. A door that had been sealed for centuries. Some say he was mad. Others that a Balor had somehow influenced his mind from the Black Realm. Whatever the case, the resulting fighting cost him half of his mountain, and half his population. As well as his own life.

      Twenty Balors, and other dark things, poured through into this realm, which was located at the southernmost tip of the Khroma mountains. Eventually the Balors and other monsters burst forth from the mountain, and swept onto the Wilden plains beyond, killing everything. Man was spared, because there were no settlements beyond the mountain range in those days.

      The dragons allied with the Tree Elves and mounted a concerted defense—Metals fought alongside Khromas, Night Dragons fought next to Day Dragons. The Balors were eventually defeated, and banished back to their realm, though at great cost to dragon kind. And the countryside was ravaged. That was the start of the Lean Years.

      How were you able to defeat the Balors so easily back then? Malem asked. I mean, of course it wasn’t easy, but I’m thinking how comparatively hard it was to stop Vorgon in this age. A single Balor.

      Solan was the one who answered. That was before the Balors had consolidated their power by slaying their rivals. There were still thousands of them in the Black Realm back then. They were far weaker by today’s standards, as they had to share the essence of their realm among themselves. But only twelve Balors exist today. The Twelve, as we call them. They each wield a far larger portion of that essence, and are commensurately more powerful. Plus, in the First Balor War, we were able to secure an alliance among all dragons, and some elves. But in this age, Vorgon moved quickly to defeat key races, conquering them and making their kings and queens his Black Swords. It was mostly men who joined forces against the Balor, men who were ill-equipped to fight the demon. The remaining unconquered races were aware of just how powerful the Balors had become, and were reluctant to commit. Even when we Metals joined you, we were still overpowered by the creature.

      What about the Paragons? Malem asked. Why didn’t they join the wars?

      The Paragons played a role in the Second Balor War, Wendolin said. But only because we faced hundreds of them, only twenty years after the first war had ended. I fought at the side of Queen Illustris of the Paragons, and it was truly a sight to behold, to watch those behemoths battle against one another.

      I’ve seen a hint of it, Malem said, thinking of when Banvil fought Vorgon.

      That war was arranged by Denfidal, Wendolin said. Even then, the demon plotted the destruction of its brethren. Denfidal stayed in the Black Realm, while those other Balors flooded into our realm. The demon took control of the territory of every Balor that left for our world, and the few that returned were greeted by the traps he had laid. He was the first to begin consolidating his power, which is why he has become the most powerful. Vorgon was second to the demon. Banvil, third.

      Malem kept the mental chatter to a minimum for the remainder of the journey north. The party encountered no other dragons that day, nor any other monsters. He kept his beast sense searching far and wide, and he detected a dragon nesting in one of the mountains below. If they didn’t find Furlantos to the north, they could always come back to investigate.

      They landed on the shoulders of the mountain when evening came.

      Malem and Wendolin dismounted. He slid down Nemertes wing, and Wendolin followed just behind him. He moved out of the way a little too slowly—it was on purpose—and she crashed into him. Giggling, she extricated herself.

      “You did that on purpose,” Wendolin said, her haunted eyes shining with amusement for once.

      “Oh no, I wouldn’t dream of it,” Malem said. He admired her tight, silver-trimmed blue dress. It accentuated her hour-glass figure, though he wished it would show more bosom.

      Wendolin carried a trident and net set strapped to her back, as a backup for those situations where there was no wood for her particular brand of earth magic to work. She had assured him that she was a proficient fighter with the gear, but when he’d asked her to demonstrate against Xaxia at one point, her refusal told him everything he needed to know.

      It looked like she had painted her face slightly this evening. Which was odd, considering she was beautiful enough without makeup. She must have done it during the ride, though how she had managed it on dragon back, he didn’t know. She had released her hold around his hips a few times during the journey, and now he understood why.

      “Tonight you’re going to sleep with me,” Malem announced.

      The happiness in those eyes quickly faded, replaced by that calculating intellect he had come to know.

      Bad move.

      Sure enough, she said: “Am I now? I don’t think so.”

      He was getting rusty at seducing women. He supposed it came with the complacency of having so many at his beck and call already. He was getting lazy, falling into the abundance mindset, half expecting every woman to leap into his bed and beg him to fuck their brains out the moment he laid eyes upon them.

      It was always good to be reminded of the cold, harsh realities of the real world now and again.

      Frustrated, he said: “You’re trying so hard to pretend you’re a good girl, when in truth you’re the opposite. I know you think withholding sex will grant you power over me, but it will only get you so far.”

      She shrugged, and patted him convivially on the shoulder. “We’ll see.”

      With that, she walked away.

      Definitely getting rusty.

      Wendolin went to help the other dragons don the clothing they had carried in the large saddles.

      Malem forgot about Wendolin entirely as he stared at those naked half dragons; in particular, his gaze lingered on Brita, and he stared at that tight ass longingly, though he tried not to make it too obvious, knowing how many watching eyes there were around him.

      “You like the pixieish dragon, do you?” Timlir said, coming alongside.

      “Damn,” he said. “I was trying to be subtle.”

      “You’re about as subtle as a lizard in a hen house!” Timlir said. “She hasn’t slept with you yet?”

      “Brita?” he asked. “No. I doubt she ever will. She’s kind of standoffish. Probably a cold fish in bed.”

      “It sounds like you’re saying that more to convince yourself, than me!” Timlir said.

      “Yeah, probably,” Malem admitted.

      “How’s the sister?” Timlir asked eagerly.

      He glanced at the dwarf. “I don’t kiss and tell.”

      “Oh,” Timlir said. “I see how it is.”

      “Good,” Malem said.

      “I once slept with a dwarf female that looked similar to her,” Timlir said. “She kept her beard cropped as low as her hair. My, but she was a feisty one in the sack! And scrumptious, too, her breasts like fine sacks of freshly dug diamonds carried straight from the mines.”

      Malem chuckled. “You and your mine analogies.”

      “Grow up beneath a mountain, you’d be spouting ‘em, too,” Timlir stated.

      As soon as the dragons were finished dressing, Malem sent them mental commands.

      Solan, Gannet, you’ll take first watch. Abigail, Weyanna, you have second. Brita, Sylfi, you get third.

      He watched them pitch their tents. He had no intention of pitching his own, of course—he would be sleeping in another tent tonight.

      Goldenthall joined him. “So, how does it feel to be Emperor? Is it everything you thought it would be?”

      “So far, no,” Malem said. “Then again, I haven’t really had a chance to be emperor, have I? My kingdom isn’t even finished, and I’m already hunted by a Balor. Besides, I’m more a king than an emperor.”

      “I would disagree,” Goldenthall said. “You rule multiple monster species, not just one. You’ve created your own Black Swords who act as your intermediaries among these species, and they are essentially kings and queens in their own right. Though what puzzles me is that you bring them all with you.”

      “Not what a true emperor would do, is it?” Malem asked.

      “No,” the former king said. “Nor would a real emperor march out himself, alongside his kings and queens, to perform some minor quest such as this. He would sit secure in his palace—even if it was only partially built—waiting for his minions to complete the mission for him.”

      “There you go,” Malem said. “Told you I’m not an emperor.”

      “We’ll get you trained yet!” Goldenthall said.

      “We’ll also conquer more territory,” Ziatrice said, coming to his side. “And then you’ll become emperor not just of the Midweald, but the entire realm. Every city of man to the east of the Midweald will fall to you.”

      He chuckled. “We’ll see.”

      “Let’s fuck,” the blue-skinned woman said, dragging him to her tent, which she had already pitched.

      “No,” he told her, ripping free. “I’ve already promised Mauritania.”

      “Then take us both,” she said. “You did it before, when you were the Defiler.”

      “I’ll have to ask Mauritania if she’s okay with it,” Malem said.

      “Oh, she’ll be okay!” Ziatrice said. “Trust me.”

      Malem raised an eyebrow at her. Was that an undercurrent of sexual attraction he sensed? He had seen Gwen and Ziatrice kiss before, when he took them both to his bed as Defiler, but while he had slept with Mauritania and other women at the same time, the half Eldritch always seemed interested solely in him. But maybe he was wrong?

      The pair arrived at Mauritania’s tent. “Ziatrice would like to join us.”

      Mauritania gazed at her, and shrugged. “She’s hot. Bring her in.”

      Ziatrice smiled wickedly with those pointed teeth, and shoved him inside.

      Sometimes Malem couldn’t believe what a great life he led.
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        * * *

      

      Malem and his party set out again at first light. No attacks had come in the night.

      The sky became overcast as the party moved further north, and the landscape below became bleaker, darker. Not only the mountains were black, but so were the shoulders, and the surrounding lands, which were permanently covered in a black sand wasteland.

      You know, when I hear the name Khroma mountains, it makes me think of colorful landscapes and scenes, Gwen said. Not this blackness.

      Before the Balors came, these mountains were indeed colorful, Solan said. Scintillating with all the hues of the rainbow beneath the midday sun. They were covered in the green of life, with waterfalls and lakes aplenty, but when the Balors were done here, nothing would grow. And you see that black plain below? That was where the twenty Balors were defeated. The terrain never recovered from the ravages incurred by so many magics coming together.

      Nemertes continued north along that jagged, black range, until finally coming to a halt, circling above a mountain that seemed no different than its neighbors. The range ended five peaks to the north, ceding to dark foothills that continued to the horizon.

      Skeletons of indeterminate age littered the shoulder of the mountain just below. Most of them were large, as if belonging to hill giants, ettins, or other big creatures such as dragons.

      We’re here, Nemertes said.

      Malem reached out, but sensed nothing below. If there is a dragon nesting here, it’s not showing up on my beast sense.

      But we already agreed your abilities don’t detect all monsters, Abigail said.

      Maybe the mountain is interfering with your senses? Weyanna asked. There’re countless layers of rock between you and whatever lies inside.

      Could be, Malem agreed.

      Nemertes and the others landed. The big blue stepped on the skull of a hill giant, and it shattered beneath the dragon’s weight.

      Whoops, Nemertes said. We were trying to be quiet, right?

      Malem and Wendolin dismounted, as did the other riders, and the dragons took human form. The half dragons fetched the clothes and armor they’d stowed in the big saddles, and as they dressed, Malem picked his way through the bones until he reached the opening at the base of the mountain. Timlir joined him, as did Goldenthall, Ziatrice, and Xaxia.

      “A dark, nasty thing,” Timlir said. “Like staring into the ass sphincter of a ghrip.”

      “Something you’ve done often, from the sounds of it,” Ziatrice said.

      “When you’re a mountain dwarf growing up near a nest of ghrips, you do that a lot,” Timlir said. “Half the time you spend staring at their sphincters, the other half at their gaping maws as they try to eat you.”

      The ground shook, and the thudding of massive feet filled the air, along with the crackling of breaking bones: Nemertes approached.

      “I can’t fit,” the big dragon announced.

      Malem glanced at the towering dragon. The opening, while it would have fit an ordinary Metal in dragon form, was a little too small for the blue.

      “At least not comfortably,” Nemertes continued. “I can squeeze inside, perhaps, but I’ll be useless to you in there, all cramped up like that. Not worth the risk of getting stuck. Why do you think I’ve stayed alive for so long? I don’t make stupid decisions like crawling into caves that are too tight for me.”

      “On the bright side,” Xaxia said. “It does mean the dragon we seek is smaller than you. So that means you’ll probably win in a fight.”

      “Assuming we can draw out this Furlantos…” Malem said. “Otherwise, we’ll be fighting alone.”

      “Six against one,” Sylfi said, approaching in her tight tunic and leggings. “I’m not worried.”

      “You assume Furlantos is alone,” Solan said. He had dressed in one of the two sets of dragonscale armor he’d brought along.

      “That would be a good assumption, based on what Nemertes has told us,” Malem said.

      Gannet approached, wearing dragonscale like Solan. “Except she could be wrong.” The half dragon glanced at the blue.

      Nemertes shrugged. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “If it’s like most dragon dens,” Abigail said, approaching in her red dress. “The cave will open out into a larger chamber inside, allowing the rest of us room to transform and fight freely.”

      Malem nodded. “Even if Furlantos isn’t alone, the odds will still be in our favor, assuming we catch the denizens by surprise.”

      Abigail nodded. “Either way, it doesn’t mean we can let our guards down and get cocky.”

      “No,” Malem agreed.

      He reached out, searching for animals or monsters he could use as scouts. He sensed a few birds nesting on a crag nearby. Likely eagles or hawks. They didn’t have the best night vision. He continued searching. There. A mountain lion. A creature with reasonably good night vision.

      He Broke the lion, and barely took a stamina hit. He instructed the animal to head down the mountain. It took twenty minutes for the creature to pick its way down. He had to send soothing vibes when the beast saw Nemertes and the others, but otherwise he had no problems controlling it. When it arrived, he sent it into the cave.

      “There weren’t any bigger monsters around?” Mauritania asked.

      “No,” Malem said. “It’ll serve our purposes. Lions such as these are quite stealthy.”

      He switched to the animal’s point of view, and watched the lion pad its way into the cave. As the light levels dimmed, its night vision kicked in. In a few minutes the tunnel opened into a wider chamber. It was lit by small, glowing spheres scattered at intervals across the piles of gold coins and artifacts spread across the floor.

      “It’s just as you predicted,” Malem told Abigail.

      “There’s an inner chamber, larger than the tunnel?” she asked.

      He nodded. “And it’s full of treasure. Which tells me the dragon is still here, somewhere.”

      “Yes,” Abigail said. “Hoards are rarely looted while the dragon is home.”

      The mountain lion picked its way past the skeletons of armor-clad men near the entrance.

      “Looks like more than a few knights tried to conquer this dragon,” Malem said.

      The lion stepped onto the periphery of the treasure pile. Without warning, its head slammed into the gold beneath it. Malem sensed great pain, and then the lion was hoisted into the air. A talon protruded from its chest.

      The lion swiveled in place, turning around so that it faced a big, snarling green muzzle. Those jaws opened wider, and then darted forward.

      Malem’s mental connection to the lion severed.

      He slumped slightly, thanks to the boomerang effect. His vision reverted to outside the cave once more, where he stood with his companions.

      Should have drained the lion to the core… giving it a merciful death.

      Then again, the lion had died quickly.

      “The dragon is in there,” Malem announced.

      “Just the one?” Abigail asked.

      “I think so,” he said.

      “Are you sure it’s the dragon we seek?” Solan asked.

      Malem shook his head. “No. But it was green.”

      “Did it look old?” Gannet asked.

      “Couldn’t tell,” Malem replied.

      Nemertes leaned forward and peered into the cave. “It’s not coming out.”

      Malem listened for a moment. “No. I don’t think so.”

      “I don’t suppose you saw the Light Pearl anywhere?” Xaxia asked.

      “No,” Malem replied. “There were smaller, glowing spheres of light scattered throughout the hoard, but nothing opalescent, nor the size of a human head.”

      “Glow Spheres,” Wendolin said. “We use them to light Dothloron.”

      “That’s where I’ve seen them before… ” Malem said.

      “No doubt looted from our city during one of the dragon’s raids, before we moved Dothloron to a pocket realm,” Wendolin said.

      “So Furlantos raided the Trees Elves, too?” Ziatrice said.

      “Oh yes,” Wendolin said. “He and his band of green dragons were well known around these parts, back in the day. If you think human bandits are something to fear, wait until you meet dragon bandits.”

      “I could take him,” Xaxia sniffed.

      Malem reached out, and found another mountain lion to Break. He suspected this lion was the mate of the other. He ordered it down the mountain, giving it instructions to stand guard at the entrance with Nemertes.

      He didn’t wait for it to arrive this time. But he did warn it that a dragon awaited, and he made sure to calm the animal well in advance.

      He drew Balethorn. He felt nothing from the blade, though he stood at the entrance to a dragon cave.

      A good sign.

      Other swords were drawn. Axes unhooked. Bows equipped.

      He Broke one of the hawks he’d sensed nesting on the mountainside earlier, and commanded it to his side. The bird was reluctant to approach a big green dragon, but a few stern and calming words fixed that.

      “Flaming globe,” he told Abigail.

      She created a globe of flame that floated above the party.

      “I can create a light globe, too,” Mauritania reminded him.

      Malem nodded distractedly. “Save your strength.”

      The hawk entered the cave, and Malem followed after it. Abigail came close behind him, her flaming globe lighting the way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      Malem quietly explained his plan as they marched. He wasn’t too worried about the dragon overhearing; Nemertes had told him that like humans, dragon hearing worsened with age, to the point that some of the older dragons were completely deaf. But if it did hear, well, he doubted the words would be more than gibberish at this range, considering how much rock stood between them and the final chamber—the tunnel did not proceed in a straight line toward the inner cavern, but rather wound left and right. He also wasn’t worried about the Green noticing the flickering flames of their approach, again because of the winding nature of the tunnel, and also because the weak flame would be lost to the light of the glow spheres in the main chamber.

      “Why do I always have to be the bait?” Gwen complained.

      “You’ve never been the bait,” Malem told her.

      “You should take it as a compliment,” Timlir said. “That the Breaker finds you attractive enough to melt the heart of an old dragon.”

      “I suppose it is a compliment, at that,” Gwen said.

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Ziatrice said. “If I were a dragon, and I saw a gobling running through my cave, I’d be distracted too. Any gobling.”

      “I’m a half gobling,” Gwen clarified.

      “I’ll be going with you,” Mauritania said. “So you won’t be alone.”

      Gwen nodded. “Can’t tell you how happy I am about that.” She paused. “We can look these ones in the eyes, right? Their gaze isn’t hypnotic like the Blacks, is it?”

      Malem glanced at Abigail, who confirmed: “A Green cannot paralyze with its eyes.”

      The hawk roved back and forth, staying within the cone of light produced by Abigail’s flaming globe. That was by Malem’s command: he didn’t want the avian crashing into any of the walls in the darkness beyond.

      He had been careful not to name the bird. He didn’t want to get too attached to it, especially considering he didn’t expect it to survive.

      In a short time, the party reached the end of the tunnel, where it opened into the main chamber. The light from the Glow Spheres lit the way forward, to the edge of the treasure hoard that beckoned beyond.

      Goldenthall licked his lips hungrily; Timlir’s face lit up. Xaxia’s eyes glinted. The Metals were not immune either, and they too gazed greedily at those piles of gold coins.

      Not a sound, Malem sent.

      He raised a finger to his lips, making sure the three not bound to him saw it, and then he turned toward Abigail.

      The light, he told her.

      Abigail doused the flaming globe overhead.

      He sent the hawk darting into the main chamber.

      The dragon suddenly went nuts.

      “Fucking bird!” the monster said.

      He caught a glimpse of a large tail sweeping past the opening as the dragon bounded across the coin piles, moving away from where it had been lying in ambush.

      Malem tried to wrap his will around the creature, but couldn’t touch it.

      “Are there any other dragons?” Abigail asked.

      Malem paused, switching to the viewpoint of the hawk. He caught glimpses of the side walls as the bird circled the cavern, its little heart pounding as it dodged those deadly, snapping jaws.

      “There are a few side tunnels that could be harboring something nasty,” Malem said. “But as far as I can tell, in the main chamber there’s only gold.”

      Out of curiosity, and also wanting to draw the dragon out of the main chamber, he steered the bird into one of the smaller side passages. However, there were no Glow Spheres within, and the tunnel proved too dark to navigate, so he was forced to turn the hawk back.

      He glanced at Gwen and Mauritania. “It’s time.”

      The pair hurried to the opening of the main chamber, and paused at the brink to confirm that the dragon was indeed gone, and that no other attackers waited to ambush them. Then they hurried inside, moving as stealthily as they could across the golden piles. Malem heard the gentle jingle as coins and other objects shifted.

      Meanwhile, the six Metals were undressing behind him.

      Malem switched his viewpoint back to the bird. Just in time to watch the monster snatch the hawk out of the air. As those large jaws crunched down, the connection severed, and his vision returned to that of his own body.

      He felt a slight drain in stamina. Not enough to be of any consequence.

      “I hear you, looters!” the dragon roared. “And you shall be next!”

      Maybe the dragon’s hearing wasn’t as bad as he had hoped, because he couldn’t hear a thing. Though undoubtedly Mauritania and Gwen were still causing coins to clink as they proceeded to their designated spots.

      A few moments later he heard a voice from the far side of the chamber.

      “Hey sexy dragon!” Gwen said. “Wanna fuck?”

      “Human!” Furlantos roared. “I knew I smelled your fetor!”

      “I’m not human!” Gwen said.

      Sword in hand, Malem edged forward, enough to peer into the chamber. The dragon’s green form darted from the far wall, and crossed the treasure pile toward Gwen. Its back was to him.

      “Now!” Malem said, pleased that Balethorn remained quiet. If the sword had sung, it would have potentially given away his position.

      The team rushed inside.

      “Die looter!” Furlantos leaped toward Gwen and released a stream of green mist from its mouth as it did so. That mist was poison, of course, the specialty of green dragons.

      Gwen dodged behind a treasure pile.

      The darts of the Green Rot erupted from the center of the room as Mauritania emerged from beneath a pile of gold coins.

      Furlantos screamed when those magical darts touched its flanks, but the creature was too old and ancient for the magic of even the queen of the Eldritch to cause any debilitating damage. The great beast shook off the blow, and turned toward the center of the room, where Mauritania stood. The dragon’s lips curled back into a twisted grin.

      “Oh, shit,” Mauritania said.

      The dragon rushed at her. It opened its mouth and unleashed that deadly poison, but she was already teleporting. Her green blur traveled through the dragon so that she appeared upon its back. She drew her long blades, Tiercel and Peregrine, and slammed them to the hilt into the base of the dragon’s neck.

      The dragon shrieked, and shrugged her off.

      She landed on the pile of coins beneath it, and Malem felt pain emanate sharply from her energy bundle. The dragon turned as if to stomp on her.

      But then chains of black mist wrapped around its foreleg, and drew those talons away. Ziatrice.

      Before Furlantos could respond to her, it was intercepted by the blurry form of a silver dragon. Abigail.

      She struck the dragon and threw it onto the floor. The pair wrestled among the gold coins.

      Solan and Gannet joined her, along with Weyanna, Sylfi, and Brita a moment later. All six dragons had transformed. They were smaller than the green, but together formed a formidable force.

      Mauritania tried to stand, but once again he felt pain from her energy bundle. The pile of gold coins she had landed on wouldn’t have really done much to cushion her fall…

      Weyanna, heal Mauritania, Malem instructed.

      Weyanna broke away from the others to send streams of white healing magic into Mauritania. The half Eldritch woman promptly stood up from the ground.

      Malem fed the pair stamina.

      Thank you, Mauritania sent.

      Weyanna joined the fighting once more. The other five dragons were struggling to pin down Furlantos, who kept snapping and clawing at them.

      Goldenthall, Timlir, Xaxia and Ziatrice stood at his left with their weapons ready. On his right was Wendolin, with her eyes closed and her arms extended. She would be searching for any items of wood out there that she could use. Malem considered tossing in one of the bows abandoned by Sylfi or Brita, but then branches erupted from a coin pile not far from Furlantos, no doubt from the haft of some mace, or perhaps a treasure chest.

      In moments those branches had wrapped around the dragon’s neck, pulling it to the floor. More branches enclosed its arms and legs, allowing the smaller dragons to subdue the creature. Only four of them were needed.

      Solan, Gannet, secure the side passages, Malem sent.

      The two dragons released Furlantos, and split up to search the tunnels that led away from the main cavern.

      Wendolin slumped from the effort of creating those branches, and Malem fed her stamina he drew from those in humanoid form.

      He tried to Break Furlantos, but the creature was nowhere near injured enough.

      Malem stepped out onto the treasure pile, and made his way toward the struggling Green with the others. Mauritania and Gwen joined him. With each step, the coins shifted around him, usually swallowing his feet up to the ankles, but sometimes deeper. He lost his balance more than a few times.

      He wanted to get closer to improve his chances of Breaking the creature. While it was dangerous, for a dragon as ancient as this, he wanted every advantage he could get.

      You’re going to have to injure the creature more, Malem told Abigail. I can’t Break the dragon yet.

      Maybe you don’t have to, Abigail said. Why not try asking, first? I hate to wound a defenseless creature.

      I doubt it’s going to surrender… Malem said.

      Why not? Abigail said. Nemertes did.

      Only because Mauritania ordered her to, Malem told her.

      “We can either do this the easy way, or the hard way,” Abigail boomed to the Green. Apparently she had decided to take the initiative.

      The dragon ceased struggling beneath her.

      “Good,” Abigail said.

      Malem came forward, approaching one side of the pinned head. The dragon glared at him with that yellow eye.

      “You are Furlantos, I presume?” Malem asked the Green.

      In answer, it broke the branches that held its head in place to breathe poison gas his way.

      Malem and the others were forced to disperse.

      More branches grew from those that had broken, pinning Furlantos once more.

      Now how do you feel about injuring the ‘defenseless’ creature? Malem asked Abigail as the poison dissipated nearby.

      “Guess we’re doing this the hard way,” Abigail told the dragon.

      I have company! Gannet sent.

      Here, too, Solan added.

      The two dragons burst from the side tunnels and into the well-lit main cavern, scattering gold coins around them as they raced inside.

      Behind them, two more green dragons burst from each tunnel, for a total of four. They weren’t as big as Furlantos, but they were still sizable enemies, most of them larger than the Metals.

      “Apparently the cave system harbors an entire dragon family!” Xaxia said.

      Malem attempted to Break the new arrivals, but could not.

      Branches thrust upward from the pile of gold coins beneath one of the newcomers, where Wendolin had apparently found another item of wood, but before those branches could snatch the dragon up, it was bounding away toward Solan. It flapped its wings, momentarily taking flight in the expansive chamber, before landing on top of the Bronze dragon’s back. It ripped open a wide gash before Solan could turn around.

      Wendolin sent those branches toward the other nearby dragon, but it was already leaping toward Furlantos. It landed on Sylfi, and tore her away.

      One of the other two Greens launched itself at Gannet, while the second joined its companion in helping Furlantos. It latched onto Weyanna’s white form, and ripped her from the ancient dragon.

      That left only Abigail and Brita holding down Furlantos, along with Wendolin’s branches.

      Poison elementals sprung up around the latter two Metals. Their forms were vaguely humanoid, though composed of green mist. Where they struck at the scales of Abigail and Brita, they left poison burns.

      “There we go,” Furlantos said. “It’s all coming back to me. I’d almost forgotten how to use my magic.”

      “That’s right, go and announce it to the rest of us, why don’t you,” Gwen muttered. She was firing arrows from her Infitas Quiver at the green dragons. She tried to target the eye regions, but her arrows kept hitting scales and bouncing away.

      Abigail turned her head to breath an arc of flame at the poison elementals. She got one, scorching it away, but the others quickly dispersed. She summoned fire elementals and directed these to intercept the poisons that were attacking her so she could concentrate on Furlantos.

      The fire beings created swords of flame that cut swaths through the poison elementals, burning away the mist wherever the weapons struck; however, the attacks otherwise left the main bodies of the poison entities mostly intact. The remaining mist would simply fill in the areas that had burned away. It would take quite a while for the fire elementals to destroy the poisons at this rate, but at least they were keeping them from the dragons, as well as from Malem and the others.

      Abigail, meanwhile, scraped a talon down the belly of Furlantos, but then she was thrown backward by an invisible force. Brita was also tossed away, and the branches that held the ancient Green were pushed backward, breaking.

      “It’s created some kind of magical force field around itself!” Abigail said, shaking her head as she rose.

      Ziatrice threw her chains of mist at the dragon, aiming for the neck, but the chains were stopped by an invisible barrier a few paces from the creature’s neck.

      “It’s like my own magic shield,” Ziatrice said. “But on a more massive scale.”

      Furlantos ignored Ziatrice’s attack, and concentrated all of its attention on Abigail and Brita. The three of them circled one another, the gold coins and valuables clinking around them.

      Meanwhile, the other Metals remained occupied by the less powerful Greens.

      Things weren’t looking good…
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      Malem tried to Break Furlantos again, but the dragon still wasn’t injured enough.

      Furlantos snapped forward, wrapping its teeth around Abigail’s neck.

      Brita slammed into its side, raking its side with her talons, forcing the Green to release Abigail. Evidently, the creature had to lower its force field to strike.

      It bashed Brita with its head, forcing her aside. Abigail breathed flames at Furlantos, intending to irritate the fresh tear in its side, but once again that magic field activated, and deflected the fire in a half-sphere pattern.

      Furlantos laughed, taunting her. “I haven’t seen a silver dragon in these parts in a long time. I still use its skull as a toilet sometimes. And what a beautiful toilet it is. I can’t wait to make another!”

      Abigail directed two of the elementals toward the dragon’s eyes, but they were also stopped by the magic field.

      Two of the poison elementals, now free of attack from the fire entities, turned to intercept Malem and company.

      Malem backed away as those elementals came near. He reached out, trying to Break those elementals, but his will evaporated.

      Abigail, I think we need those fire beings back!

      The creatures of flame swerved away from Furlantos, and intercepted the elementals. But the poison beings seemed insistent on attacking the humans, because they swerved past, and ignored the continuing blows inflicted by the fire elementals. The poison elementals were taking damage, yes, and were slowly being worn down, but it wasn’t enough to stop them from reaching Malem.

      Streams of dark magic erupted from Goldenthall and Ziatrice, and struck the poison elementals. Black veins spread throughout the green mist, but otherwise the creatures kept coming. In moments, that darkness was flushed aside, and the green dominated once more. Likely the same thing was happening as when fire struck: it would damage a portion of the creature, but mist from other parts of its body would simply fill in the missing areas.

      Mauritania tried launching her Eldritch magic at the elementals, and her green darts carved gaping holes through the poison bodies, but the remaining mist merely rushed in to fill the gaps. The elementals were getting visibly smaller as they lost more and more of that mist, however they were still a major threat.

      A huge green form suddenly slammed down in front of them, crushing the closest poison elemental. It was one of the other dragons. Solan pinned it down, but it chewed at his neck, forcing him to release it.

      Malem decided to risk a forward rush. He swooped in, and stabbed Balethorn to the hilt.

      He withdrew the blade as stamina filled him—it was much more than he expected. Balethorn was definitely no longer holding back, and giving him all the of endurance that it drained.

      He quickly retreated before the dragon could strike him. He’d struck a superficial wound to the rib area, and the dragon rose, opening its mouth to breath poison at him.

      But Solan threw himself on the dragon once more, and tackled it.

      From underneath the dragon the green mist of the crushed elemental oozed forth, reforming into a humanoid next to the wrestling bodies.

      “Back up!” Malem said. He distributed the stamina he’d stolen to the other dragons.

      The fire elemental attacked the poison elemental, but the poison being once again ignored the attacks, and continued toward Malem.

      “Run!” Malem and the others turned around and ran outright. He knew when he was defeated.

      He waded through the coins, nearly losing his balance several times. Finally, he reached the edge of the treasure hoard and stepped out onto bare rock. A side corridor lay just in front of him.

      On the cave floor of that side passage, several green, amorphous shapes oozed forward menacingly, blocking the path. He counted ten of them.

      “Slimes!” Ziatrice said. “I hate these fuckers!”

      She swung Wither down, scoring a hit on one of the slimes. It promptly dissolved.

      Following her example, Malem stabbed Balethorn into another slime, and it similarly dissipated.

      “Don’t let them touch you, unless you want a good burn!” Mauritania said, stabbing Tiercel and Peregrine into other slimes.

      Timlir chopped a fifth slime with Hamstringer, Gwen shot down a sixth, Xaxia terminated a seventh, Goldenthall an eighth.

      The poison elemental was fast closing behind them.

      But then a stream of flame launched from Gannet, and burned the poison clean away.

      Why didn’t you do that earlier? Gwen complained.

      I was kinda occupied, Gannet answered.

      He was tackled a moment later by his Green opponent. The enemy dragon opened its mouth wide, and was about to lay into Gannet’s neck, when Ziatrice launched her chains of dark mist across the room and wrapped them around the creature’s mouth, forming a muzzle. She pulled on it like a leash, forcing that massive head aside.

      And then a new monster appeared in the side tunnel, hovering behind the two remaining slimes. It looked like a massive eyeball with two white, grotesquely muscular arms protruding from either side, made of the same material as the sclera.

      “A gazer!” Mauritania said. “Don’t look at it!”

      But Ziatrice had already turned back to check on the progress of the nearby slimes, and she suddenly released the chains of dark mist. Her features grew slack.

      She turned to attack Mauritania, who deflected her halberd with Tiercel and Peregrine.

      Malem clamped down on Ziatrice with his will, but she didn’t respond.

      “What do we do?” he asked as the pair fought.

      “Kill the gazer!” Mauritania said, continuing to fight the night elf. “While it lives, it maddens her! But do so without looking at it.”

      “You heard her, don’t look at the gazer!” Malem shut his eyes. With his beast sense, he could detect the slimes in front of him, along with the gazer.

      He tried to wrap is will around the gazer, but failed.

      The two slimes, however, were a different story. He Broke them immediately. Though it did weaken him somewhat.

      Should have done this in the first place.

      But he had been so instinctively repulsed by the slimes that he hadn’t even thought of Breaking them. No, his first thought had been to kill them.

      He sent the two slimes toward the gazer.

      He followed behind them, and proceeded toward the common foe.

      But before he reached it, he was struck by a terrible force of air, and was hurled backwards. He landed in the treasure of the main chamber, partially swallowed by the coins. He realized the gazer was using magic as well.

      He scrambled to his feet. His connection to the slimes had severed.

      Bastard killed them already. He concentrated on Gwen. I’m going to guide your bow arm. Keep your eyes closed. Aim… here!

      He sent her the approximate position of the gazer, trying to guess its location in three-dimensional space by offsetting his sense of it from her own location. He painted a picture of that location in her mind. Or tried to.

      Got it! she sent.

      He heard the thwack as she fired her bow. He sensed nothing from the gazer, and knew she’d missed.

      He heard several more bow vibrations, and the clatter as arrows bounced harmless off the cave wall and floor.

      Mm, doesn’t seem to be working, Gwen said. I don’t think I’m hitting it.

      Though he couldn’t influence Ziatrice, he assumed he still had access to her viewpoint. Sure enough, when he tried, he was able to watch from her perspective as she fought Mauritania. The half Eldritch was fighting with her eyes open of course, but that was because she wasn’t looking at the gazer.

      Above the sound of their clashing blades, he could still hear the dragons fighting behind him, with the occasional roars, the clang of disturbed coins, and the scrape of talons across flesh.

      He backed away as he sensed the gazer closing on him.

      “Get back, everyone,” Malem said. “The gazer is getting closer.”

      Mauritania, see if you can position your back to the gazer, Malem sent. I want Ziatrice’s eyes to guide Gwen.

      The half Eldritch swiveled to the side so that her back was to the gazer. Malem could see it from Ziatrice’s perspective. It was very close to Malem. He couldn’t quite see Gwen, though.

      A bit more to the right… Malem sent.

      Mauritania shifted, and he fell out of Ziatrice’s sightline.

      Left, I mean, he said.

      Make up your mind! Mauritania sent.

      Malem once more came into view as Mauritania led Ziatrice his way, and then a moment later he saw Gwen, holding her bow high, so that she and the gazer were both in sight.

      He transmitted Ziatrice’s vision to Gwen, and she began firing rapidly. It took a few moments for her to get used to observing herself in third-person perspective like that, but in moments she had her bow lined up, and she pincushioned the gazer. It dropped to the ground, yellow blood oozing from the wounds.

      “Eyes open!” Malem said. “The gazer is down!”

      He reached out, wondering if he could Break it, but Gwen had killed the creature.

      Ziatrice promptly lowered her blade. “What am I doing?”

      “You tell me,” Mauritania said, turning away to observe the dragons.

      Gannet and Solan had defeated their Greens—the creatures lay on the hoard with their necks torn open, their blood painting the gold coins red. They had teamed up with Sylfi and Weyanna, and as Malem watched, they breathed fire into the wounds the other dragons had caused, irritating the exposed tissue.

      Malem reached out, and found that he was able to wrap the tendrils of his mind around them both. He squeezed tightly, enforcing the iron vise of his will, and Broke them. They took up ten slots each in his mind.

      The Breaking weakened him, and he slumped. Xaxia was at his side, and caught him, letting her lean upon him.

      Stand down, Sylfi and Weyanna! Malem said. The two dragons are mine. Solan and Gannet pulled away to stand protectively near the other pair.

      What about Furlantos? Abigail asked from where she was still struggling against the ancient green with Brita.

      He tried to touch the main creature’s mind, but could not. No.

      Sylfi rushed Furlantos to help her sister, but was thrown back when she hit that magical shield.

      Malem drew stamina from the two green dragons themselves, and straightened. Then he addressed them.

      You serve Furlantos? he asked.

      Furlantos is our comrade, one of them replied. We do not serve him.

      How can we penetrate its magical shield? Malem asked.

      Furlantos can’t maintain that shield forever, the Green replied. He will tire eventually. Every strike against it weakens him.

      Good, Malem said. Then you will throw yourselves at that shield. Repeatedly.

      But doing so also damages us! the dragon said.

      I know, Malem said coldly. To show them how little he cared, he drained stamina from the two of them, and gave it to Abigail, Sylfi and Brita.

      The two green dragons rushed Furlantos, and repeatedly hurled themselves upon the magical shield. It flashed into existence each time, and they bounced away.

      Furlantos, growing angry at their attacks, turned around to smite them. The dragon still had to lower its shield to do so, and Abigail and Sylfi used the opportunity to leap at the big Green. Abigail ripped into its neck with her sharp teeth, while Sylfi raked its back.

      The pair leaped away before Furlantos could reactivate its shield. The big dragon spun to strike at them, but then the other two greens threw themselves against the shield once again, draining it as they bounced away.

      They leaped again, but this time didn’t bounce away—they smashed into the back of Furlantos. Apparently, the shield had finally shut off permanently.

      Furlantos spun around in a rage, and ripped into the neck of the first green, tearing away a huge chunk. Tendons and muscle tissue formed a gory bridge between the ancient Green’s mouth and the neck of his prey before severing under their own weight.

      Furlantos spat out that chunk as the green collapsed, and then hurled itself at the remaining green dragon. It slashed its claws into its belly, freeing intestinal loops, and then it slammed its mouth into that of its opponent’s as the stricken dragon screamed. From the way the plumes of green mist arose from the edges of the joined mouths, Malem knew Furlantos was breathing poison down its throat—the kiss of death. The other dragon’s eyes became bloodshot, and then glazed over. Its form grew slack in the big dragon’s grip, and once again Malem quickly drained the creature entirely of its stamina before it died, narrowly avoiding the boomerang effect.

      When Furlantos released it, the dragon promptly dropped, dead.

      The other dragon was mortally wounded as well, and would be dead by the time Weyanna healed it. So, before the dragon died, Malem crushed the life out of it, taking its stamina as well.

      Furlantos had beaten its brethren rather quickly, compared to the Metals. But they were already severely injured, Malem reminded himself.

      I wonder if I should have had them healed before sending them in.

      Well, too late now.

      Furlantos turned, panting, toward the remaining six Metals that had crowded in a half circle around it, and roared defiantly.

      “Surrender,” Abigail thundered.

      “Never!” Furlantos responded, equally tumultuous.

      Wendolin waved a hand, and caused branches to grow from a large wooden chest Furlantos had knocked over in its struggles with the other dragons. These branches formed sharp tips that impaled the wounds Furlantos already had in its scales, and lifted the creature entirely off the ground.

      It screamed in pain.

      Wendolin flagged from the effort of controlling that powerful magic, and he fed her stamina from Gwen, Mauritania, and Ziatrice. He didn’t dare use any of his own stamina, not yet.

      Abigail leaped onto the back of Furlantos before the dragon could tear itself free, further driving those stakes home.

      Furlantos screeched wildly. The pain Malem sensed on his beast sense was incredible.

      He reached out, and he was finally able to touch the mind of Furlantos. The time for Breaking had come.

      He squeezed, hard, drawing on all his remaining strength, and crushed the will of the great dragon. It struggled frantically in his grasp while flailing about physically, but those movements only drove Wendolin’s stakes ever deeper into the dragon, and drained the monster of its fight even further.

      And then it was done. Malem had crushed its mind.

      He slumped, collapsing to the ground. It had taken him fifteen slots, like Nemertes.

      “Take my stamina!” Gwen said.

      Malem drained from her gratefully, along with Sylfi, and Brita, who seemed the least injured among the dragons, and then he stood to his feed.

      “Is it done?” Abigail asked, still clinging to the back of Furlantos. The green had stropped struggling.

      Malem nodded. “He’s mine. Cut him down, and heal him.”
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      Malem waded through the treasure as Abigail leaped off the back of Furlantos. Wendolin retracted the wooden spikes that had impaled the great Green, while Weyanna released healing mists to sooth its wounds.

      Malem drained stamina from the others to recoup what Weyanna lost during the process, and when Furlantos was healed enough to stand, he called her off.

      “So, you are Furlantos,” Malem told the dragon.

      The great green looked down upon him arrogantly, but didn’t deign to answer. The creature still had several open wounds in its belly and back, but those would eventually heal on their own.

      “Who were those other greens?” Malem asked.

      “My friends,” Furlantos replied. “You killed my friends.”

      “No,” Malem smiled. “Need I remind you… in your rage, you killed your friends.”

      Furlantos snarled, but then its features softened, and it closed its eyes and wept.

      Malem felt pity for the dragon.

      With a sigh, the dragon opened its eyes once more. “What do you want? Why have you disturbed my rest, and impelled me to kill my friends?”

      “We’re looking for the Light Pearl you stole from the Metals,” Malem said.

      “Ah,” Furlantos said. “I knew that particular raid would one day come to haunt me. I no longer have it.”

      Malem glanced at his companions, and exhaled. This was all for nothing.

      “Where is it?” Malem asked, expecting the dragon to say that it did not know, or to send them on a wild goose chase across the continent.

      “Oh, it’s here, inside this very mountain,” Furlantos said. “You see, trolden once lived here, deep underground. But in the Balor Wars, they were all slain, and by the time I came here, a slew of monsters had moved in. I took it upon myself to clear the upper levels to use as my nest.”

      “Trolden,” Wendolin said. “I haven’t met any of those in a long time.”

      “I’ve never heard of them,” Gwen said.

      “They’re similar to dwarves,” Abigail said. “And are distant cousins to halflings. They live only in caves.”

      “Yes, well, there are none here, I assure you,” Furlantos said. “Now then, the passages to the lower levels are too tight for a dragon, so I was unable to clear the entire cave system. As such, occasionally creatures from the lower levels still make their way up here. I don’t really mind—it means a free meal for me. But unfortunately, sometimes they take things. The pearl was one of those things. Somewhere, deep inside the mountain, it lies.”

      “Great,” Gwen said. “So now we have to go dungeon crawling.”

      “I haven’t been on a good dungeon crawl in a long time!” Xaxia said gleefully. “This should be fun.”

      “I hate confined spaces,” Abigail said.

      “You don’t have to come,” Malem said. “If you’re claustrophobic.”

      “It’s not that,” she said, reverting to human form. “It’s that I can’t become a dragon in tight places.” Conscious of her nakedness, and the effect it was having on the males of the party, she grabbed a regal cloak that was sprawled across a pile of gold coins nearby.

      “Hey, that’s mine!” Furlantos said.

      “Mine now,” she said.

      Furlantos struggled against Malem’s hold, but he tightened his grip, draining stamina. Finally, Furlantos surrendered, and turned away.

      “I can’t bear the sight of looters,” the dragon said.

      Abigail shrugged on the cloak—a purple affair lined with white ermine fur, and folded the front edges in front of herself to cover her nakedness. It looked like it had belonged to a king or queen, once. A suitable choice for the princess.

      Abigail frowned.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Nothing…” she replied.

      Malem glanced at the other dragons. “You might as well revert to human form, and get dressed.”

      The five remaining Metals returned to the tunnel that led from the hoard, and transformed into their human equivalents to begin donning the clothing they had left behind. Abigail joined them, momentarily removing the cloak so she could get dressed.

      “Maybe you should call in reinforcements,” Ziatrice said. “You do command an army… two hundred night elves could arrive here on dragon back in a few days. They could sweep the lower levels for us.”

      “I’m not sure I want to rely on night elves for something I can do myself,” Malem said. “What if they decide to keep the Light Pearl to themselves when they find it? And then claim there was nothing here? Besides, Vorgon’s Darkness could come again at any time. No, I don’t want to wait. We’re more than capable of handling this ourselves.”

      “Yeah, except you saw what that gazer did to Ziatrice,” Mauritania said. “There are more down there, no doubt.”

      “Then we’ll just have to be careful,” Malem said.

      “There could be worse things than Balors beneath these mountains…” Mauritania pressed.

      “What’s worse than a Balor?” Xaxia asked.

      But Mauritania didn’t answer.

      “She’s just trying to scare you,” Gwen said. “Right?”

      Still Mauritania remained silent.

      Malem glanced at Goldenthall. “You can summon oraks from the Black Realm to boost our ranks, correct?”

      “Only a few at a time,” Goldenthall agreed.

      “How long do they stay?” Malem pressed.

      “Until slain,” the former king replied.

      “Then you might as well bring some now,” Malem said. “They can act as our scouts.”

      “Cannon fodder, you mean,” Goldenthall corrected, bearing his teeth in a grin.

      A dark smear appeared behind him, and four oraks marched through. The smear vanished, and Goldenthall slumped.

      Malem stared at where the dark smear had been. “Could we use those portals you just made to enter the Black Realm?”

      “No,” Goldenthall said.

      “I thought all portals opened into existing locations between realms,” Ziatrice said. “It looks like our Balor-possessed friend doesn’t have to follow that rule.”

      “When summoning oraks, I can pluck them from wherever the closest exist in the Black Realm, this is true,” Goldenthall said. “But this is only for these specific creatures. It can’t be done with any other race. And as I mentioned, the portal is only one way—the oraks can’t go back.”

      “Why are you talking about us as if we can’t understand?” one of the oraks said. “And as if we actually approve of being ripped away from everything we know?”

      “Because you exist only to serve, as far as I’m concerned,” Goldenthall spat.

      The orak growled and took an angry step forward, but another raised a halting hand to block the monster. “Is it worth it to die for this?”

      “We’re dead already!” the orak snapped, but it did not approach further.

      “Watch them,” Malem told his companions.

      He returned to the entrance with Abigail, Ziatrice and Mauritania. Abigail had created her flaming globe of light once more and lit the way. She wore that regal cloak she’d stolen from the dragon’s hoard like royalty.

      The mountain lion was waiting at the entrance next to Nemertes.

      “We found Furlantos,” he updated Nemertes. “Apparently the dragon lost the Light Pearl to some denizens from deeper inside the mountain.”

      “So now you’re going spelunking,” Nemertes said.

      “Something like that,” Malem agreed.

      He reached out, and Broke more birds of prey he sensed nesting above. He warned them of the dragons that awaited, and calmed them well in advance. Two hawks and an eagle came down, and he sent them ahead of him into the cave. They remained within the cone of light produced by Abigail’s flaming globe.

      Then he returned to the others in the main chamber, and waded across the treasure hoard to join them. The half dragons were all dressed in their original armor or clothing, except for Abigail in that purple robe. It looked like they had looted fresh gear from the dragon’s treasure pile. Solan and Gannet had new cloaks hanging from behind their dragonscale armor, and they held bronze bucklers. Sylfi wore a pair of silver gauntlets, while Brita sported long, dryad-shaped golden earrings.

      Furlantos was scowling at the lot of them, but said nothing.

      “Show us the way to the lower levels,” Malem commanded Furlantos.

      The green dragon rose ponderously, and gold coins that had collected on his scales fell away, clinking. Furlantos crossed to the far side of the chamber, and led them into a smaller tunnel beyond that was free of treasure. It was the same tunnel where they had encountered the slimes and the gazer—their bodies lay on the tunnel floor.

      Malem was glad to leave the hoard behind, not just because it made walking difficult, but because he was tempted to spend a few hours sifting through the piles looking for valuables. He almost ordered Brita to stay behind to sort through the pile; she could use her skill at reading items to identify magic artifacts among the lot. But he decided it was too risky to leave her alone with the dragon. Plus, technically that hoard still belonged to Furlantos. Malem had come here for the Light Pearl, not to loot the dragon’s other belongings. He decided he was going to tell the Metals to return whatever items they had taken from the hoard when this was done.

      With Abigail’s flaming globe lighting the way, Furlantos guided them through the tunnel. Malem spotted the skeletons of different monsters along the sides of the tunnel. Some of them were vaguely humanoid, while others looked like little more than skulls with two arms on either side. The latter belonged to gazers, most likely.

      “How many gazers are down there?” Malem asked.

      The dragon shrugged. “I’m not sure. I’ve never been to the lower levels. But they’ve emerged consistently over the years, so I’d say there’s definitely at least a family, if not an entire tribe.”

      “And what do they eat?” Xaxia asked.

      “Other monsters, I’m sure,” Furlantos said.

      “No, but I mean… monsters trapped in a dungeon can’t survive forever,” Xaxia said. “They’ll eventually devour all the other monsters. Food is limited. They need herbivores to feed on, and such creatures in turn need plants to exist. But without sunlight, plants don’t grow in caves…”

      Furlantos pursed those big lips. “I see your point. I don’t know where they get their food, then.”

      “There has to be another entrance,” Wendolin said. “Or exit, as it were. Opening onto another side of the mountain. Somewhere animals and other monsters could accidentally wander inside. And a place where the existing monsters could make food runs when meals became scarce in the caves.”

      “It would make sense,” Malem said. “Though I’m hopeful we won’t have to explore very far to find what we’re looking for.”

      “Then again, we could be here for days,” Wendolin said.

      “It’s possible,” Malem agreed.

      “At that point, you’re going to wish you’d called in reinforcements…” Ziatrice said.

      “We’ll see,” Malem said.

      They reached the far side of the tunnel, where steps hewn into the rock led down into the darkness. It was definitely too small to fit a dragon.

      The birds perched on the cave floor nearby, waiting for their orders.

      Before Malem could order Abigail to send the light globe inside, he flinched.

      “What is it?” Gwen asked.

      “The mountain lion I have guarding the entrance just died,” Malem replied.

      “That means we have company,” Wendolin said. “And not the good kind.”

      He focused on the blue dragon’s energy bundle.

      Nemertes, report! he sent.

      No answer came.

      According to his beast sense, Nemertes was fast moving south.

      Nemertes, where are you going? he asked.

      I’m not fighting this! she replied.

      He wondered what could have spooked the blue dragon. He considered enforcing his will upon the monster, and ordering her to fly back, but from the fear he felt emanating from her energy bundle, he doubted he could get Nemertes to return without draining her almost completely, rendering her useless.

      Nemertes, tell me what enemy you flee, Malem said.

      No answer.

      Nemertes— he began again.

      Vorgon, she said. I flee Vorgon.

      Malem didn’t move. He remained motionless. He glanced at the others, who hadn’t heard this particular conversation. “Nemertes tells me Vorgon has arrived outside the mountain.”

      “What?” Gwen said.

      Malem focused on the energy bundle of Nemertes once more.

      You could have warned me before the demon arrived! Malem sent.

      Yes, except I had no warning! Nemertes told him. The Balor and his army literally appeared on the field before me!

      How big is this army? Malem asked.

      Too big for a lone dragon! Nemertes said.

      He tapped into Nemertes vision while he still could, and had the dragon look over its shoulder at the receding landscape behind. Sure enough, he saw Vorgon standing there in all its dark splendor, towering over the cave opening, demonic body silhouetted in blue flames. It held its black ax in hand.

      At the Balor’s feet a vast host of dark creatures crowded around the entrance. It looked like some of them were fighting amongst themselves, as if vying to be among the first inside, in order to please their master.

      Above the Balor, red dragons circled, seeking prey.

      Malem dismissed the blue dragon’s viewpoint when he heard hoots and howls coming from the main cavern behind him.

      “My treasure!” Furlantos said, turning back.

      Before Malem could stop him, the big green was racing back the way they had come. Malem decided to let the creature go.

      “Should we help the thing?” Sylfi asked.

      “We’re not ready to face Vorgon,” Mauritania replied. “Not without the Light Pearl.”

      Malem nodded. “Nor an army of uraks.”

      He tapped into the vision of Furlantos, and watched as the big beast tore into the main chamber.

      “Looters!” the green roared, and laid into the uraks that flooded into the compartment.

      Furlantos sprayed them with its poison breath and swiped at them with its claws. It summoned poison elementals to tear into their midst.

      But not all of the uraks were soldiers. There were mages among them, and rock elementals arose from the walls and floor to assault the dragon and its poison creatures. Other uraks launched walls of flames, and ribbons of black mist, concentrating on the unhealed wounds Malem had already inflicted on the dragon’s scales.

      But Furlantos raised that magic shield, and the incoming attacks deflected. For the moment. Malem sensed the green’s stamina flagging from the effort of maintaining that shield, and he fed Furlantos endurance, taking from the others. He took most from Nemertes—it seemed a fair trade, for her disobedience. Then again, she wouldn’t have been able to survive against Vorgon, so he couldn’t really blame her for running.

      Don’t fly far, Malem sent her. Cross to the other side of the mountains. We’ll try to rendezvous with you at some point.

      Okay. Fuck, Nemertes sent.

      Malem dismissed the green dragon’s vision.

      “Come on, we have to collapse this opening while the dragon holds them off!” Malem said, making his way down the stairs. “Inside!”

      “But if we collapse the opening, we’ll be trapped!” Gwen said.

      “Yes,” Malem said. “But I’m counting on the fact that Wendolin is right, and that there’s another way out of the cave system.”

      He ordered the birds inside with him. Abigail sent her flaming globe ahead of him, lighting the way.

      The stairs ended in a smaller tunnel, this one maybe twice as tall as he was, and wide enough so that half the party could walk abreast. He could only see so far down that tunnel, the rest hidden by the murk beyond the cone of light from Abigail’s globe.

      The birds landed next to the perimeter of the light cone to wait for him.

      When everyone was inside, he turned to Ziatrice. “Collapse the stairwell!”

      She climbed two of the stairs and then began to rapidly strike the ceiling with Wither, loosing up the stones with her halberd. At first, small rocks fell, but the rocks quickly increased in size and frequency. She backed away, moving to the base of the stairs, and then began launching her chains of dark mist into the gaps she’d created in the roof. She tugged at those chains, repeatedly pulling free large chunks, until she set in motion a chain reaction.

      She and the others backed away as an avalanche of rock crowded the stairwell, and a cloud of dust erupted from it.

      When the dust cleared, the passage was plugged.

      “That should hold them for a little while,” Ziatrice said.

      “Not with their earth mages,” Mauritania said. “We’ve brought ourselves a few minutes. Probably less.”

      Malem felt pain emanating from Furlantos. He switched to the dragon’s viewpoint. The green was lying on its treasure pile, bleeding out onto the gold coins. Its magic shield was no longer active. A rock elemental held a large boulder in its arms, no doubt broken away from one of the cave walls, and slammed it down onto the dragon’s head.

      The dragon’s vision went black.

      Malem felt the life force of Furlantos ebbing away. Seeking to avoid the boomerang effect, he crushed the monster’s will, and drained the ancient dragon of the last of its stamina, killing it.

      “Furlantos has died,” Malem said quietly.

      “What now?” Gwen asked.

      He turned forward, to face the darkness. “We find another way out.”
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      Malem kept the birds flying at the forefront of the party, following along the periphery of the light cone produced by Abigail’s flaming globe. The four oraks followed behind them, and Malem and his main companions came thereafter.

      He and the others moved quickly, conscious of the fact that Vorgon’s uraks would be digging through the collapse even now, abetted by earth mages.

      He reached out with his beast sense, trying to get an idea of how close those uraks were behind him, and what evils lay ahead, but he felt nothing except his companions. Figured.

      No matter how powerful I get, I’ll always be limited by a dodgy sensing mechanism.

      It was probably a good thing. Because while he liked power, he liked challenges too. He just wished the current challenge wasn’t so potentially deadly.

      The minutes passed slowly. The passage didn’t branch left or right, but continued straight ahead. Malem thought it was slowly sloping downward.

      He knew gazers awaited ahead when the birds suddenly turned on one another.

      “Goldenthall, turn the oraks back,” Malem said.

      The oraks immediately returned.

      “Eyes closed everyone,” Malem said.

      He switched to the viewpoint of the lead bird, the one that was attacking the others, and he positioned the remaining two still under his control on the cave floor, with their backs to the darkness ahead.

      The gazer-possessed hawk landed as well and kept trying to peck the others. Wanting to prolong the fight for as long as possible, Malem ordered the other two to keep dodging. Meanwhile, he searched the ever-shifting vision of the possessed hawk as it pecked away. Near the edge of the cone of light produced by the flaming globe, he could see the vague outlines of what looked like two gazers.

      He tried to wrap his will around them, but could not.

      “Abigail, send the light forward,” Malem said.

      Her globe advanced toward the fighting birds, illuminating more of the tunnel ahead, confirming that a pair of gazers definitely blocked the path ahead.

      “Gwen, I want you to wound those gazers,” Malem said. “Without killing them, if possible.”

      “I’m not sure where their hearts are, so that could prove tricky,” Gwen said.

      He sensed movement beside him, and knew she was knocking an arrow to Wasp.

      He shared the possessed bird’s viewpoint with her so that she could use it to aim her arrows at the gazers.

      “Hm, I can’t see myself,” Gwen said. “Going to be tricky. Can you tell it to stop moving?”

      “Unfortunately, I can’t at the moment,” Malem said.

      She fired an arrow, and via the hawk’s shaky vision, Malem saw it pass right between the two gazers, skidding along the ceiling.

      Gwen released another arrow. This one almost hit the leftmost gazer, but was still a little too high.

      She released a third arrow, and it struck the gazer. More arrows hit the same general area, and the gazer shrieked, retreating.

      Malem reached out, and was able to wrap his will around the monster.

      “That should be good for now,” Malem said. “Concentrate on the other one.”

      As she fired more arrows to line up her shots against the second gazer, Malem tightened his will around the first. The gazer threshed about in his grip, but Malem held on fast. He squeezed harder, but before he could break the gazer, a wall of air pushed him backward and he fell to the ground. From the sounds around him, and the surprise he read on their energy bundles, he knew the others had fallen too.

      “It’s using some kind of air magic,” Abigail said. “Permission to burn the a-hole to the ground?”

      “No,” Malem said. “I want to Break them both. Gwen, keep up the arrow barrage.”

      He forced his upper body upright. The birds had been flattened by the air strike, too, but they arose, and the gazer-controlled hawk attacked them again. Once more Malem positioned the birds so that he had a good view of the gazer from the possessed hawk, and he shared its vision with Gwen.

      She released several test arrows, using the hawk’s vision to guide her, and then began to hit her mark.

      Meanwhile, Malem focused on the original gazer, and squeezed hard, finally Breaking the creature’s will. It filled up seven slots in his mind, and weakened him, so he drew stamina from Solan and Gannet before concentrating on the next gazer.

      It was fleeing, its frontal area looking like a porcupine with all those arrows protruding. He was able to Break it a little easier than the first, a sign that it was even more injured.

      Once again it weakened him, but this time he took stamina from Sylfi and Brita to recover.

      “They’re mine,” Malem said.

      What are your names, gazers? he asked the creatures.

      They did not understand.

      He was going to have to communicate via images, a technique he had mastered with animals. It wasn’t that the creatures were stupid—they wouldn’t have been so hard to Break if that were the case. No, he suspected they simply didn’t speak Common.

      “Weyanna, heal them,” Malem said. He ordered the gazers to release the bird. He wasn’t sure which of them was in control, so he sent the visual message to the both of them.

      The hawk stopped pecking at the others, and squared docilely.

      The gazers fully entered the cone of light produced by the flaming globe, and approached.

      “Whoa, and I thought Gwen was ugly,” Xaxia commented.

      “Gee, thanks, Bitch,” Gwen said.

      “Just kidding, come on girl,” Xaxia said.

      “Whatever,” Gwen said.

      Weyanna tentatively approached the creatures, and then she carefully removed the arrows from them, issuing white streams of healing mist to mend each wound as she did so. The healing drained her, and he took stamina from Abigail and Wendolin to restore her as she worked.

      When it was done, the gazers were good as new.

      The party continued the march. Malem put the gazers in front this time, ahead of the hawks, ready to possess anything else that might come.

      Soon the stone floor gave way to cobblestone, and the tunnel widened into an expansive, rectangular cavern. The front and right portions were lost to the darkness—a murk not even his night vision could penetrate—but on the left, the flaming globe illuminated a long wall made of what looked like iron. He could see various alcoves set into that wall: they appeared to be small courtyards of sorts, leading to the inner walls of houses whose doors and windows had been smashed and broken. He was close enough to the first one to discern what looked like the furniture of a common room beyond the doorway. A stairwell led up to another floor, hidden behind the inner wall.

      “You know, we could probably transform in here, if we had to,” Abigail said. “Though the fit would be tight.”

      “Can we get another flaming globe?” Malem asked. “To illuminate the right half of this place?”

      “No,” Abigail said. “But I can do this…”

      She sent the probe to the right side, momentarily casting their current location in darkness, and instead illuminating the rightmost wall. More alcoves.

      As the party advanced into that cavern, following the gazers, birds, and oraks, Abigail swept her flaming globe left and right in a zigzag fashion so that both extents of the cavern ended up being illuminated at different intervals. More alcoves were visible along the walls, and they proved little different from the first, in that they looked like they had once contained houses or shops but were now abandoned. Malem centered the party in that cavern, wanting to avoid potential ambushes that might come when the light globe momentarily cast them in darkness.

      “This is interesting,” Malem said. “The dragon wasn’t kidding when it said the troldens once had an underground city under the mountain.”

      “I wonder if these shops contain any interesting loot,” Xaxia said.

      “You certainly collected enough treasure back in the main room!” Gwen quipped.

      “Shh,” Xaxia said. “You’re not supposed to tell the Breaker. I want him to think I’m a saint. Oh, wait…”

      The gazers approached a fountain set in the middle of the floor. It was empty of any water, of course; at the center was a humanoid statue with seashells for hands, and a human face with small horns and clams in place of ears.

      “A trolden,” Wendolin said.

      “They were a pretty bunch, weren’t they?” Ziatrice said. “If you don’t mind the seashells.”

      “Those aren’t seashells,” Wendolin said. “They’re supposed to represent the corrugated membranes that covered their hands, and ears.”

      “Oh, I know,” Ziatrice said. “I’ve met a trolden before.”

      A gray tentacle thrust from the edge of the fountain, and wrapped around the closest gazer.

      He finally sensed the creature on his beast sense, but couldn’t Break it.

      Malem instructed the other gazer to fly over the lip of the fountain, and he switched to its viewpoint, spotting a large, octopus-spider thing lurking inside. He ordered the gazer to possess the creature.

      He received a triumphant feeling from the gazer, which told him that the process had succeeded. But then another tentacle wrapped around the second gazer.

      “Your gazers aren’t doing anything,” Gwen commented.

      “This is weird,” Malem said. “The gazer essentially told me it had possessed the creature, and yet it doesn’t seem to have any control over it.”

      “That’s because gazers don’t control their foes,” Mauritania said. “They just Confuse them. They’ll attack whoever is closest, no matter who or what it is. Friend or foe.”

      “Now you tell me,” Malem said.

      He had the two gazers launch their air magic, and the tentacles flung away from them, slamming into the octopus portion of the body. He pulled back the gazers, and then he switched back to his own viewpoint.

      Those tentacles wrapped around the rim of the empty fountain and the creature pulled itself out. It rose on its spiderish legs, but before it could attack, Mauritania launched darts of green magic. The deadly ribbons struck the octopus-spider, and green tears appeared in its flanks. The creature fell, screaming.

      Malem cringed as the monster continued to shriek, and he glanced nervously at the surrounding alcoves, worried he was going to wake something.

      He tried to Break him, but it stubbornly fought his will.

      He drew Balethorn and rushed forward, stabbing his blade into the center of those flailing tentacles. The appendages abruptly flopped to the floor, and he was relieved when the monster finally quietened.

      “Oh, sorry,” Mauritania said. “Did you want to Break this thing?”

      “Not really,” Malem said, withdrawing his blade from the body. The sword granted him no stamina, but that could be expected from a non-dragon. Otherwise the Broken sword was behaving itself. “Let’s keep going.” He sheathed his weapon and green blood collected along the edges of the scabbard, scraped from the blade.

      “That scream was kind of loud…” Xaxia said.

      “I know,” Malem said. “Why do you think I don’t want to stay here?”

      They had only gone another fifty paces across the cobblestone when Malem heard a scrabbling sound to his left, shortly after Abigail’s flaming globe had retreated from the alcoves there to zigzag to the right.

      “Abigail, swing the fire sphere back to the left!” he ordered.

      She did so. Dark shapes were swarming out from the alcoves. He heard more scrabbling coming from the other side, and at first he thought it was an echo, but when Abigail hurtled the sphere that way, he spotted more coming from the right. They were all around the party.

      Abigail returned the globe directly above the party, in preparation for the fight to come.

      “Uh,” Xaxia said from beside him. She drew Biter. “Damn oraks. You can never get away from them!”

      Malem unsheathed Balethorn once more. He gazed at the creatures that flowed into the light. At first he thought they were oraks, but they were smaller, with heads that were flatter, more elongated—almost elliptical in shape from back to front. They had long mouth lines with sharp teeth, and round, deep-set eyes located in the sides of their oblong heads. Their bodies were armored in plate, but were slightly insubstantial, as if they didn’t entirely exist in this world. Their heads were the most solid parts of them.

      “These don’t look like oraks,” Gwen said.

      “They’re a bit smaller,” Ziatrice agreed. “And too ghostly.”

      “Kobolds!” Wendolin said. “Target their heads! You won’t be able to damaged their bodies!”

      Malem had the gazers Confuse several of the kobolds. He also reached out, and was happy to find that many of them were weak-minded. He Broke a bunch of those, using them to spread chaos among their ranks. They took up five slots each. He drew stamina from his companions, and from his Broken monsters, to compensate for the weakness that resulted from the Breaking.

      Meanwhile he continued forward, wanting to advance as far as he could into the underground city before they attacked. And then when he could move no further, he swung Balethorn in front of him, and beheaded his foes.

      The kobolds were equipped with thick, halberd like weapons they used to make up for their short stature, and they often intercepted his blade, forcing him to parry, and dodge their blows.

      When a kobold died, its body became a solid form that could be touched; Malem would use that to his advantage, kicking the dead out of the way. Sometimes, when their heads were mostly intact, the dead kobolds would end up head-butting other enemies before going down.

      Timlir fought nearby, wading through their ranks with his ax. His blade was useless against the bodies, and he was unable to reach the heads, so he contented himself with chopping through their weapons.

      Some of the houses embedded in the walls here had windows on the upper floors, and kobold archers perched there, and launched arrows from above.

      Solan and Gannet used their new bucklers to protect themselves from those arrows, but the others had no such luxury.

      Ziatrice came to his side and raised her magic shield around him, Gwen, and Xaxia. The blades of everyone inside were still able to pass through and cause harm, as were Gwen’s arrows.

      Timlir meanwhile fought next to the others, and used his ax to draw the arrows the archers rained down.

      Abigail released fireballs at those archers, while Weyanna launched shards of ice. Mauritania created darts of green magic. Ziatrice launched her chains of mist and drew in the archers to lop off their heads. Goldenthall fired smears of pure blackness.

      Wendolin had removed the trident and net set from where they were strapped to her back, and she fought with them—there was no wood for her to manipulate with her brand of earth magic. Her attacks were mostly defensive, but she did score the occasional hit after tangling up an opponent in the net.

      Meanwhile, Solan and Gannet cut through the enemy with their flaming swords. Sylfi and Brita fired bows, like Gwen, downing a foe with almost every shot. They showed Wendolin how it was done.

      But then Wendolin had her revenge a moment later, because she caused branches to grow from the wooden shafts of the arrows the three launched, and she used them to impale several of the nearby foes, smashing the sharp tips through the insubstantial bodies and into the kobold heads from underneath, so that it was like their heads were on stakes.

      Sylfi paused for a short moment to admire the tree elf’s handiwork. “She’s good.”

      Malem felt pride emanating from Wendolin’s energy bundle.

      The four oraks meanwhile used their pikes, jabbing through the ranks, and preventing any of the kobolds from getting close to the bow-women of the party.

      Everyone essentially fought back to back, because they were surrounded by the kobolds on all sides.

      The birds, meanwhile, circled overhead, alongside the gazers. Apparently there was a limit to how many opponents the gazers could Confuse at once, because Malem stopped sensing that triumphant feeling that came whenever they successfully turned a foe.

      Those gazers were taking arrows from the kobolds, since Timlir was too far to draw away the attacks with his ax. Malem instructed the gazers to move in zigzagging patterns, and randomly unleash air attacks toward the archers to protect themselves.

      The stone abruptly erupted in front of Malem, and a rock elemental burst from the cobble.

      “They have a mage!” Xaxia said.

      The elemental punched a huge fist down toward Abigail, a blow that would have harmed even a half dragon, but hit an invisible shield similar to Ziatrice’s. Malem was confused for a moment, but then he remembered the cloak Abigail had picked up from the treasure hoard. It must have been magic.

      “I’m going to transform,” Sylfi said.

      Just then the roof began to collapse.

      “No room!” Abigail said.

      “Forward!” Malem ordered.

      The kobolds were fleeing, making it easier for Malem to shove his way through their ranks.

      Malem weaved between the falling chunks of the roof until finally he cleared the collapse. His companions made it as well, but the kobolds bound to him didn’t fare so well. Two had died outright, and the life signs of the remainder were close to death. He crushed their wills, draining them entirely, compensating for the stamina he lost when the others died.

      The cavern tightened as he continued forward, so that the roof was just overhead. At least that roof was intact. However, it’s proximity would prevent the dragons from transforming, not unless they wanted to get lodged in the tunnel.

      Despite the low roof, the tunnel maintained its previous horizontal breadth, so that was one positive, at least.

      After running for a time, he spun about to see what had caused the collapse. The kobolds continued to flee, vanishing into the alcoves from whence they had come.

      Something stirred amid the ruins.

      “Looks like we woke something up,” Xaxia said.

      He saw wings extend, and a dragon-like head raised.

      “What the hell?” Gwen said.

      “A wyvern!” Mauritania exclaimed.

      The dragon only had forelimbs, which it used to pull itself toward the party.

      Malem tried to Break it—no luck.

      It swung its barbed tail at them, into the tighter section of the cavern, which was like a slot compared to the chamber where the massive beast resided. It missed.

      Its body was too big to fit into the smaller area, so instead it rammed its head into the opening, and breathed wicked black flame.

      That dark fire struck one of the oraks, and black veins rapidly spread across its body, and it shrieked terribly as it disintegrated.

      Solan and Gannet stood in front of the others with their bucklers to protect them from the fire, while Ziatrice and Abigail did the same with their magical force fields.

      “Go!” Malem said when the flames subsided.

      As she fled, Mauritania launched darts of the Green Rot at her opponent, and they struck, but didn’t stop the creature. Abigail also launched fireballs, and Weyanna ice spears. It didn’t seem to have much effect. Malem still couldn’t wrap his mind around its will.

      The wyvern scraped its tail inside, trying to snatch them up, but they were too far.

      As they moved deeper, it screamed in outrage, and launched another stream of flame, forcing them to duck behind the different shields once more.

      “I won’t be able to take another hit like that,” Ziatrice said as the flames subsided.

      Malem fed her stamina, and continued running.

      The wyvern blasted its flames into the opening again, but the party had moved out of its range.

      The frustrated creature turned about to attack the alcoves where the kobolds had fled instead.

      “Well, first floor, and already it feels like we’re in over our heads,” Xaxia said. “No one ever told us this was a high-level dungeon.”

      “We keep going,” Malem said. “We have no choice. The uraks have probably tunneled through the collapse behind us by now.”

      “They’ll have fun getting past the wyvern,” Abigail commented.

      “They certainly will,” he agreed.

      On that note, the party proceeded deeper into the dark depths.
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      The kobolds that had fled this way, ahead of the party, remained in hiding.

      Malem kept Balethorn drawn, and scanned the alcoves on either side. Abigail continued to rove her flaming globe left and right to illuminate the wide extents of the current area. Malem kept the party in the middle of the cavern, away from the alcoves on either side, just like before—in case of further ambushes.

      Though the passage was wide, the ceiling remained too low for the dragons to transform. Malem suspected it would stay that way for the rest of the journey beneath the mountain.

      “You think they’re coming back?” Xaxia asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Malem replied. “Probably eventually.”

      “That wyvern thoroughly spooked them,” Abigail said.

      “But for how long?” Malem pressed. He glanced at her, remembering how her cloak had created a magic shield around her when the elemental had tried to punch her. “It’s magic,” he said, nodding at her cloak.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “That’s why you frowned when you tried it on earlier. You sensed something, didn’t you?”

      “I felt different, somehow,” Abigail said. “I wasn’t sure what the cloak did, however.”

      “You could have asked Brita to identify it,” he said.

      “I did, actually,” she told him. “While we were dressing. She told me it could create a magical shield similar to Ziatrice’s. Unfortunately, it only has three charges left, according to Brita. Or two now, after the elemental attack.”

      They continued in silence for some time. The remaining gazer led the way, followed by three oraks. The others, including the birds, had been lost during the escape. Malem had felt the birds dying, but since the animals used only one slot each, the boomerang effect that came with the mental severing didn’t drain him too severely. The loss of the gazer had been worse, but in truth, he had barely noticed it at the time, given how fast his heart had been pumping. But he was definitely feeling a bit tired now.

      He resisted the urge to drain from his companions. They would need their strength in the coming minutes and hours.

      “Where did these monsters come from?” Gwen said. “I haven’t seen creatures like kobolds, wyverns, and so forth to the south.”

      “They are the remnants of those monsters that traveled through from the Black Realm during the First Balor War,” Wendolin said. “They never crossed the intersecting Khroma and Harken mountain ranges, and instead took up residence in the underground cities and towns that the dwarves and other mountain dwellers left abandoned during the war. Even dragons, who had forsaken their nests to join in the fighting, would return to find their dens overrun.”

      “Nasty,” Xaxia said.

      “Yes,” Timlir said. “My city was overrun with monsters, too, but we dwarves of the Grouchfain clan weren’t about to abandon our homes. We joined forces with the other clans that lived in Grotfore, and swept the monsters out level by level until our city was habitable again.”

      “It’s too bad Furlantos didn’t give us a map,” Brita commented. “We could be in here for days. And if we ever have to backtrack, there’s a good chance we’ll run into the uraks hunting us.”

      “I don’t think Furlantos had a map,” Malem said. “The dragon admitted it never traveled deeper than the upper levels. Those stairs and the tunnel after were far too cramped for the creature.”

      “Sort of like these tunnels,” Gannet complained.

      “Either way, let’s hope we don’t have to backtrack,” Gwen said.

      “Why not?” Xaxia gently caressed the blade of her sword. “Biter could use something tastier than kobolds to snack on.”

      “What about the Light Pearl?” Abigail asked. “Are we still searching for that?”

      “Not directly,” Malem said. “Our goal now is to get out of here, and survive. If we happen across the Light Pearl along the way, great. If not, I’m not going to fret about it.”

      “What about destroying Vorgon?” Weyanna asked.

      Malem sighed. “Well, that will just have to be relegated to the back burner for the time being.”

      “What’s a back burner?” Gwen asked.

      “That’s another name for a dragon,” Xaxia quipped.

      “No really, what is it?” Gwen pressed.

      “Ever seen a kiln?” Xaxia said.

      “Ah,” Gwen said. “It’s the flame used to generate the heat required for firing pottery.”

      “Kind of a long-winded explanation, but about right,” Xaxia said.

      A dim glow came from ahead.

      “What is that?” Brita asked.

      “A bonfire, maybe,” Malem said.

      But as they got closer, he realized there were brackets in the wall, with freshly lit torches in them, providing light. “Who lit these?”

      “The kobolds?” Solan asked.

      Gannet walked to one of them, and slid his hand inside. He removed it to illustrate that he had no burn marks. “Magic.”

      “You’re a dragon,” Xaxia said. “Of course you’re not going to burn.”

      “You try,” Gannet said.

      Xaxia glanced at Weyanna. “I hope you heal me if this goes wrong.”

      She approached the bracket, and raised a hesitant palm. She paused a handbreadth away from the flame. “Fuck it.”

      She slid her hand inside, held it for a second, and then removed it. She glanced at her palm. Her flesh was unharmed. She shoved it in again and laughed. “It is magic.”

      Wendolin nodded. “Probably here since the days of the trolden. The monsters never removed them. Light can be an advantage, when you’re a creature of the dark.”

      “How so?” Gwen asked.

      “It blinds your enemies,” she said.

      Malem raised a halting hand.

      “What is it?” Xaxia asked.

      “Shh!” he replied. He lowered his voice. “I’m sensing something up ahead. Something big.”

      Abigail, dim the flaming globe.

      She did so.

      Your beast sense is finally working, huh? Abigail asked.

      Malem didn’t answer the gibe.

      He sent the gazer forward, and discovered a smaller side passageway on the left side. It was unlit. The creature he detected was located somewhere within.

      While the others gathered around the opening, he had the gazer proceed deeper, with Abigail’s flaming globe lighting the way. The party assumed a defensive half circle formation around the opening; they were left only with the dim light the magic torches provided, which served well enough for their purposes.

      He switched to the gazer’s viewpoint to observe its advance. Eventually, the tunnel fell away around the monster, and it emerged into a vast, dark cavern filled with piles of gold coins and other treasures. Asleep at the center of the pile was a wyvern.

      That matched up with what Malem’s beast sense was telling him. He didn’t dare try to Break the creature: that might wake it up.

      “A wyvern asleep on a treasure pile,” he said quietly, for the benefit of those who were not bound to him.

      “Another?” Mauritania asked.

      “It might be the same one we encountered before,” Malem replied. “Obviously, there’s another exit to that chamber. Since the wyvern isn’t going to be leaving through here.”

      He shared the gazer’s vision with those who were bound to him, then he instructed the monster to pan its great eye from left to right so that the others could get an idea of the extents of the treasure pile.

      Not that he had any intention of going inside to gather any of it.

      Look there, just to the left of the wyvern! Ziatrice sent.

      What is it? Malem said. Have you spotted a Light Pearl?

      Not exactly, Ziatrice said. A Dark Eye.

      We already have one of those, Wendolin said, glancing at the bulging sack Ziatrice carried at her hips.

      Yes, but a second could be useful, Ziatrice told her. Remember, the Dark Eye can only be used to open a portal to the Black Realm, not back, and that it takes a full day for the artifact to recharge once the portal closes. A day here is equivalent to a week there. If we had two, we could close the portal, and not have to worry about keeping it open, fending off any dark entities while we waited for you to return. We would just use the second one to open another portal at an agreed upon time. Say, an hour later.

      You’re assuming we’re ever going to have the need to return to the Black Realm, Sylfi said.

      It’s possible we’ll have the need at some point, Malem sent. It’s best not to rule out any options… no, Ziatrice is right. We can’t pass up the chance to acquire a second one.

      “What are we doing?” Xaxia said softly. “You all just had a mental conversation again, didn’t you? Leaving out the rest of us.”

      “Always leaving out the dwarf, and the humans,” Timlir said. “I see how it is.”

      “We’ve found a Dark Eye,” Malem said quietly. “And Mauritania is going in to fetch it.”

      “I am?” Mauritania said, blinking in surprise.

      “Yes,” Malem said. “You can teleport. None of us can.”

      “But I won’t be able to teleport all the way from the entrance,” Mauritania said. “It’s too far. I’ll have to work my way forward first… I’m the biggest among you. I’ll stand out. You should send in someone smaller, nimbler, more stealthy. Like the dwarf.”

      “What’s the matter, Eldritch?” Timlir said. “Afraid of a little wyvern?”

      “I’d hardly call it little,” Mauritania said. “And I’m not afraid. I just thought I’d give you a chance to do something useful for a change. I never thought you’d be one to refuse a good treasure raid, sneaking a Dark Eye right out from underneath the nose of a wyvern, but that’s fine, I’ll go.”

      “Oh no, I wouldn’t want you to break a nail,” Timlir said. “I’ll do this for you, Eldritch.”

      He sensed relief emanating from Mauritania. She really was afraid. He didn’t blame her, given how ineffective her magic had been against the creature in the other chamber. If this was the same wyvern, the creature was a particularly resilient variant of its species: it would have to be, to survive in a monster-infested dungeon like this.

      “No, I want Mauritania to do it,” Malem said. “Teleportation is an advantage you do not have.”

      “Who needs to teleport, when you’re as small as him,” Mauritania commented.

      “That was an insult, wasn’t it?” Timlir said.

      “Yup,” Mauritania said. With a sigh, she turned toward the opening. “Well then, wish me luck.”

      “Good lucky, sexy,” Goldenthall said, slapping her ass.

      Malem felt a sudden rising anger, an incredible rage that hadn’t possessed him since he was the Defiler, and it was all he could do not to lop Goldenthall’s head from his shoulders. If Malem had been the Defiler, that head would already be rolling on the ground…

      He sensed similar anger emanating from Mauritania, and knew that Goldenthall was a razor’s edge away from losing his life.

      I need him to communicate with Banvil, Malem warned Mauritania.

      But she ignored him.

      “Do that again,” she told Goldenthall sweetly. “And I’ll shave away that crusty beard of yours with Tiercel and Peregrine.”

      “Maybe I’d like a shave by your hand,” Goldenthall taunted. “And not just on my face.” He winked.

      Mauritania smirked. “Oh no, I don’t think you would. My particular brand of shaving tends to bring off a lot of skin, and the muscle underneath.”

      The lecherous smile left Goldenthall’s face, along with most of the blood.

      Malem was kind of glad Mauritania had put the former king in his place. It meant Malem didn’t have to do it.

      “Oof,” Goldenthall said. The head of a spear protruded from his upper body. He looked down at his chest, his expression one of shock mixed with morbid curiosity. He glanced up again at Malem, and blood bubbled from his lips as he fell to his knees.

      He heard hoots and howls coming from the alcoves around him. Ahead, dark forms swarmed from the openings. More spears launched from them.

      Solan and Gannet raised their bucklers, while Abigail and Ziatrice placed themselves into the line of fire and activated their magic shields.

      “The kobolds are back,” Malem said, positioning himself behind Ziatrice. “Quickly, Mauritania!”

      The half Eldritch dove into the opening as he recalled the gazer. Abigail left her flaming globe inside so that Mauritania would be able to see.

      “Weyanna, heal Goldenthall!” Malem said.

      But she was already on her knees; she forced the spear through the king’s chest, and then allowed white mist to flow from her body and into the wound.

      Malem and the others positioned themselves in front of the pair.

      Timlir had his ax in hand, but none of the incoming spears seemed to be drawn to it.

      “Timlir, your ax isn’t working!” Xaxia shouted.

      “Only works against arrows!” the dwarf said.

      “How come it’s not drawing in ours?” Gwen asked, firing hers.

      “Because,” the dwarf said. “It lets me ignore those I’ve marked as friends!”

      “And how do you do that?” she pressed.

      “Magic,” he said with a wink.

      The kobolds rushed them under the light of the magic torches.

      Sylfi and Brita joined Gwen in frantically launching arrows.

      “This is… why… I hate… dungeons!” Sylfi exclaimed between bowshots.

      Abigail threw walls of flame; Ziatrice released smears of black mist.  But the kobolds continued to come, howling as they leaped over the bodies of the dead, and quickly surrounded the party.

      Abigail, Gwen, Sylfi and Brita withdrew to position themselves next to Weyanna and Goldenthall, allowing those with melee weapons to engage the enemy.

      Malem swung Balethorn, aiming for oblong heads connected to those insubstantial kobold bodies. The three oraks fought beside him.

      As usual, the kobold bodies became solid masses when the kobolds died, and he used that to kick the dead out of his way before they fell.

      While he fought, Malem reached out and Broke several of the weaker among them—concentrating on those deeper in the enemy ranks—and caused the kobolds to turn upon one another.

      The gazer arrived, and it Confused several more so that soon there were a good portion of kobolds fighting amongst themselves in front of the party. It also released air magic to shove clusters of the enemies backward.

      “Wight!” Timlir screamed.

      The dwarf dove away from the front ranks.
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      Malem saw a lumbering humanoid lurking near where the dwarf had vacated. It stood a few heads taller than the kobolds, and moved with its arms partially splayed out in front of it. It was covered in green slime, with skin like moss or lichen, and a head vaguely reminiscent of a frog’s, minus eyes of any kind.

      As soon as he spotted it, the creature exploded.

      The kobolds immediately surrounding it were thrown backward, their heads riddled with lacerations. Pieces of the creature struck Malem himself, but bounced easily off his dragonscale armor.

      “The hell, where did that come from?” Xaxia had taken a hit to the face from one of those body parts, and she had a large red welt on her cheek.

      “Lucky that thing didn’t detonate any closer,” Ziatrice said, nodding toward the kobolds that had surrounded it. None of them got up.

      Other kobolds simply filled in the gap left by their fallen comrades.

      Mauritania, where are you?

      He backed away, moving behind the main defensive line, wanting to check on the half Eldritch. Wendolin took his place, fighting with her trident and net. She still occasionally caused stakes to erupt from the arrows Gwen and the others used to pincushion the enemy, but she was growing weak, and used such magic sparingly.

      Almost there, Mauritania finally responded.

      Beside him, Goldenthall stood up unsteadily as Weyanna finished with him. Her features were drawn and haggard, so he fed her stamina drained from Solan and Gannet. He gave a little bit to Goldenthall as well.

      Weyanna caused shards of ice to unleash from the low ceiling, and they rained down on the kobolds as the monsters rushed in.

      Satisfied that they had the battle under control, Malem switched to Mauritania’s viewpoint, and saw that she was tiptoeing across the pile of gold coins toward the Dark Eye. So far, the wyvern remained asleep, despite the muted cacophony of battle that Malem could hear through Mauritania’s ears.

      The air abruptly seemed to blur around her, becoming a translucent green, and Mauritania’s viewpoint snapped forward, appearing the thirty yards to the Dark Eye so that she was right in front of it. The green faded as she completed her teleportation, and she bent over to scoop up the black sphere. But then she paused, as if hypnotized by its depths of endless darkness.

      Don’t look at it! he sent.

      She shook her head, grabbed the sphere, and slid it into her backpack. Then she turned around, and began tiptoeing back the way she had come.

      Could use some stamina for another teleport, she sent.

      He drained from Brita and Sylfi, who were staying behind the main defensive line and firing arrows, and gave it to Mauritania.

      Mauritania teleported again, returning to her previous position closer to the main entrance. She took a step, but slipped, causing a cascade of coins to spill down the pile beside her.

      Oh shit. She glanced over her shoulder at the wyvern. One of its eyes was open, and looking directly at her.

      Run! Malem ordered. He drained stamina from Solan and Gannet this time, and desperately sent it to Mauritania.

      She was bounding over the treasure pile as the wyvern lifted its huge head. Then she teleported as black flames ate into her previous position. The gold coins around her blackened and melted away.

      She appeared inside the tunnel that led away from the treasure chamber, and sprinted away.

      Malem dismissed her viewpoint, and a moment later she came running through the entrance.

      “Clear away from the opening!” she shouted.

      Malem and the others quickly hewed their way forward, making room along the wall so that they could move away from the side passage.

      Behind them, black flames emerged from the opening, striking the kobolds that had rushed forward to fill in the gap. Dark veins spread across the stricken bodies, disintegrating them. Their screams filled the area, magnified by the close quarters.

      But this time, the kobolds didn’t get spooked. They continued pressing the attack, probably because they knew the wyvern wouldn’t be able to get to them.

      Malem wondered if the rooftop would come collapsing down on them shortly…

      But it didn’t.

      “Well, that was fun,” Mauritania said. “What did I miss?” She drew Tiercel and Peregrine and joined the tight half circle of melee fighters that was busy hewing off kobold heads.

      He and the others continued to cut their way through the kobolds that blocked their path. They stayed close to the wall, which protected them from any attacks from that quarter, however the stone occasionally ceded to an alcove.  When that happened, Malem or another melee fighter would reposition to protect the ranged fighters

      Abigail’s flaming globe followed along above, though it wasn’t strictly necessary, given the torches. He knew the stamina required to maintain it was small, so he decided he wouldn’t tell her to dismiss it, especially considering it cost a relatively higher amount to re-create the globe once dismissed.

      Speaking of stamina… endurance was low across the board, and everyone was flagging. The fire and ice attacks from Abigail and Weyanna came few and far between, and when the magic did come, it was weak. Ziatrice had stopped using her dark magic, and fought only with Wither. Wendolin’s trident blows weren’t as powerful, and she’d stopped using her net, as it had proven ineffective against the swords of the enemy. She’s also stopped using her magic entirely. Mauritania had started out relatively strong, sending out attacks of green magic that disintegrated her foes in between the blade strikes, but she was already drained from the previous teleport uses, and soon reverted only to melee blows.

      Solan and Gannet were slowing, their flaming swords seeming heavy in their arms. Gwen, Sylfi and Brita launched arrows slower, and with less accuracy. The latter two had exhausted their own arrows, and were taking from Gwen’s Infitas Quiver.

      The gazer remained next to Abigail, Gwen, Sylfi and Brita at the center of the party, but it was otherwise too weak to Confuse more enemies, or to launch air magic attacks.

      Goldenthall joined Timlir near the front ranks, but he relied solely on his sword—he was too drained for the Balor’s dark magic. Timlir moved like a farmer working late into the night to reap his harvest, his ax moving slow, as if growing heavy in his tired arms.

      Even Xaxia was flagging, because these enemies didn’t feed her as much stamina as oraks would when they fell.

      One of the oraks dropped as it made a mistake out of weariness and lost its head.

      Xaxia suddenly spun, impaling the closest orak. Biter glowed a bright purple as it stole the creature’s stamina. She withdrew the blade, and swept it in a wide arc, striking down the final orak. The sword glowed even brighter.

      “They were on our side!” Goldenthall said.

      “Whoops!” She straightened, smiling hungrily as she turned to face the kobolds in front of her.

      “You did that… on purpose,” Goldenthall said, panting.

      “Yeah,” Xaxia said. “I figured, I might as well put these oraks to some better use, seeing as they were just going to die anyway!”

      She mowed through the enemy ranks, cutting a wide, energetic swath that the others poured through.

      “You don’t know that,” Goldenthall said. “Just because one fell, didn’t mean they all would have!”

      “I made my choice!” Xaxia said, shouting over her shoulder. “Live with it.”

      “We all will have to live with it,” Goldenthall complained. “That’s two less swords.”

      As Malem drove into the wedge Xaxia carved, he began to take hits out of weariness as well. He parried incorrectly, causing the enemy blade to glance off his armor. Sometimes he didn’t block a blade in time at all. So far his dragonscale armor protected him, but it was only a matter of time until a blade nicked an ear, or perhaps an eye.

      The kobolds he had Broken had been dropped, and he managed to drain most of them before they died, so he didn’t suffer too badly from their deaths, but still, he was too weak to Break any others.

      He was beginning to sorely miss the near infinite pool of stamina Vorgon provided. It was too bad that pool came at such a high cost.

      “We can’t keep this up!” Abigail said.

      “We enter the next alcove or side passageway!” Malem said. “And hope it doesn’t lead to a dead end! Stay close to Xaxia.”

      And then ahead of Xaxia, another wight waded through the kobolds.

      She quickly retreated. The wight didn’t explode this time, at least not immediately—obviously it intended to get closer to the party.

      “Wight!” Xaxia shouted, but Gwen, Sylfi and Brita were already concentrating on the creature with their arrows, trying to slow it down. Arrows quilled its chest and head area.

      Abigail launched a weak fireball, which struck its head, and ignited the entire area.

      Malem wrapped his will around the creature. He was happy to discover that the attacks had weakened it. He didn’t have quite enough strength to Break the creature, however.

      He decided to take some stamina from Solan and Gannet.

      “Hey!” Solan said. “I’m already dying here!”

      “Sorry,” Malem said.

      He wrapped his will around the wight, and squeezed, hard, Breaking the creature.

      He turned it around, and directed it into the mass of bodies ahead. Then he commanded it to explode.

      The wight cleared out a good chunk of kobolds ahead.

      But there was still no side passage or alcove for them to take.

      “Where’s a branching passageway when you need one?” Xaxia said, rushing into the void left by the exploding creature.

      Mauritania was at her side, and together they mowed through the enemies. Malem guarded their sides with Timlir, Wendolin and Goldenthall, with Ziatrice, Solan and Gannet bringing up the rear behind the archers and magic users.

      “Gazer!” Mauritania shouted.

      “Eyes closed!” Malem said.

      He obeyed his own instructions, and fed the viewpoint of his own gazer to himself and the others, to guide their attacks.

      The gazer was immune to the Confuse command of its enemy, and through its eyes, Gwen, Sylfi and Brita were able to target the creature with their arrows.

      They had only just begun to pincushion the creature, when a vortex began to swirl in front of the party.

      Malem realized the gazer was summoning a wind elemental.

      Great.

      He drained Solan and Gannet even further, so that the pair were forced to leave the perimeter of the defensive half ring formed by the melee combatants, and instead joined the ranged fighters in the center, as they could scarcely lift their swords.

      Malem fed that stamina to Ziatrice, and she released streams of dark magic as the wind elemental coalesced. Goldenthall apparently managed to dig deep, because he launched a few black smears as well, joining those the night elf unleashed, and the ribbons of evil magic were caught up by the vortex that was the wind elemental, and swirled within its depths. The darkness spread, and the wind elemental shrieked as it turned completely black before dissipating.

      Dark magic. The bane of wind elementals.

      We were lucky it wasn’t immune, Abigail sent. Some are.

      Mauritania, using the vision Malem shared with her, broke through the enemy ranks with Tiercel and Peregrine, and stabbed both blades into the gazer before it could react. She slid the blades apart in opposite directions, splitting the enemy gazer in half.

      “It’s down!” Malem said for the benefit of Xaxia, Timlir and Goldenthall, so they would know to open their eyes.

      Xaxia did so, and once more darted ahead, joining Mauritania.

      “Got an alcove here!” she said after a moment. “Quite a few kobolds inside. I’d say it’s a good candidate for joining up with some side tunnel beyond.”

      “Why, because of the kobolds?” Gwen asked.

      “Yup!” Xaxia said, cutting her way through the creatures and entering the alcove.

      Malem and the others followed her inside. The courtyard within was tight, and the circle of party members became a square, with each row containing three of them abreast. They trampled over the bodies of fallen kobolds.

      Xaxia carved through the head of the kobold blocking the door, and kicked its lifeless body out of the way. Malem charged one of the windows, and parried the blow a kobold launched at his face from within. Its sword struck a glancing blow to his cheek. He barely felt the pain, carried on by bloodlust and exhaustion, and he struck the kobold beneath the chin on the riposte. He felt the blade penetrate the gristle and cartilage of that throat, and he twisted it as he pulled it away, spraying his armor in blood.

      Then he barreled through the window and landed on the hard floor inside. He was surrounded by three kobolds.

      From her position at the main entrance, Xaxia hewed down the kobold to his left. Meanwhile, he defended against the two to his right. These particular creatures both wielded two swords. Behind them, he spotted a kobold crossbowman, and ducked as it unleashed a bolt.

      An arrow fired from the window behind him—Gwen. It found the crossbowman’s eye, and the creature dropped.

      Malem parried another blow, and aimed at the heads of his foes, but they blocked his blade.

      Timlir burst past in a blur, and leaped up, swinging his ax as he passed right through the kobold’s insubstantial body. The blade struck the creature’s own sword, and forced it backward, into its head, so that both ax and sword struck that face. The ax descended deep into the bone of its skull, bringing the creature down.

      Malem used the distraction to slide his blade through the eye of the second kobold.

      The others flooded inside, and they beat back the kobold attackers. They knocked over the different furniture—mostly ancient couches and tables—until they were on the far side of the room. Stairs led up, but there was also a back door, currently open.

      Xaxia dove through. “There’s a clear corridor back here!”

      Malem and the others flooded inside, and they made their way down the cramped corridor. It would fit them in single file only.

      There were no torches here, and Abigail’s globe was the only thing lighting the way. Said globe was weak, but he wasn’t about to tell her to increase the brightness, given how tired she was. Not yet, anyway.

      Other doors opened into houses that bordered the corridor. Kobolds occasionally intercepted them from those corridors, but it seemed most of the attackers were unaware that Malem and the others had traveled into the back area, and were still trying to flood into the main chamber.

      The doorways ceased after a time so that Malem and the others no longer had to face any further attackers, at least from the front. Kobolds still occasionally rushed forth to harry Ziatrice on drag.

      Gwen was frantically drawing arrows from her Infitas Quiver, and passing them to Sylfi and Brita behind her so that they could refill their own quivers.

      Xaxia led the way, and when the corridor branched left, she paused.

      Before she could ask which direction, he said, on a whim: “Left!”

      And she turned left.

      The party continued down that passage, and it began to widen so that they could travel two abreast.

      Behind them, the corridor was again filling up with kobolds; apparently, the rest of the horde had begun to realize where Malem and his party had fled.

      The corridor widened further, until it became a rectangular passageway half again as tall as Malem himself, and capable of fitting three of the party members side by side. Some kind of paving stones covered the floor, while large bricks padded the walls and ceiling.

      Similar passageways joined up with this one, which led Malem to believe it was a central corridor or road of some sort.

      “Got kobold archers!” Ziatrice announced.

      “Timlir, rear of the party!” Malem said.

      The dwarf quickly repositioned, and used his ax to attract the arrows that came in.

      Malem hurried forward.

      Ahead, stairs appeared at the edge of the cone of light produced by Abigail’s flaming globe.

      “Got some stairs!” Malem said. “I’m taking them.”

      “And down we go to level two of the dungeon!” Xaxia said.

      “Why am I dreading this?” Gwen asked.

      “You’re not the only one,” Timlir muttered.

      “Maybe we’ll die soon!” Goldenthall said gleefully.
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      Malem hurried down the stairs along with the others.

      The surroundings here seemed little different than the floor above. Paving stones, with bricks forming the rectangular walls and ceiling, surrounded them. Abigail’s flaming globe provided the only light. Corridors occasionally branched off, their ends hidden in darkness. There was still no room for the dragons to transform.

      The first thing he noticed was that their footsteps were muted, absorbed by the walls, losing the echo that came with the floor above.

      As he continued forward, Ziatrice said: “They’re not coming.” Her voice was also somewhat muted.

      He raised a hand, and halted the party. He went to Ziatrice on drag.

      She was staring at the now distant staircase that led up to the first level. It was barely visible at the edge of the cone produced by Abigail’s globe.

      “The kobolds,” she said. “They’re not following us.”

      “Why do you think they stopped?” Gwen said.

      Ziatrice shrugged. “Maybe we tired them out.”

      “Or they’re too scared to come down here,” Mauritania said. “For whatever reason.”

      “I like the night elf’s excuse better,” Timlir said.

      “You would, Dwarf,” Mauritania said.

      “Do you hear that?” Abigail said.

      Mauritania cocked her head, listening. “What?”

      “No echo,” Abigail said.

      “So?” Xaxia said.

      “There are no carpets, tapestries or curtains to absorb the sound, just bare stone,” Abigail said.

      “Well that’s kinda creepy,” Xaxia agreed.

      “Abigail, if you can spare the strength, brightening the light levels would be great,” Malem told the half dragon.

      The flaming globe increased in intensity overhead.

      Gwen was still gazing at the stairs behind them. “Why aren’t they following?”

      Wendolin spoke. “I’ve heard that sometimes, when monsters move into places like these, a certain hierarchy develops among the different members. The more powerful monsters are at the top of this hierarchy, and they dictate to the lesser monsters the floors and territories they’re allowed to enter, as demarcated by a series of boundaries. It’s the only way to promote harmony among the denizens, otherwise they’d be constantly fighting. Sometimes, these boundaries are magically enforced.”

      “But we passed through without issue,” Malem said. He nodded at the gazer. “As did my pet.”

      Wendolin nodded. “We’re not monsters. And as for your gazer, it probably has permission to travel between levels, whereas the kobolds don’t. At least, that’s my guess.”

      “Or maybe they’re just afraid, like I said already,” Mauritania told her.

      Malem nodded. “Well, at least it gives us a moment to catch our collective breath. Something I’m sure some of you need.” He glanced at Solan and Gannet, who were the most weary of the bunch, thanks to Malem’s drainings.

      But Solan smiled when Malem looked at him, and raised his fiery sword. “I’ve actually already recovered a little bit of the strength you stole. At least this doesn’t feel like a dead weight anymore!”

      “I thought you said dead wight, at first!” Timlir quipped.

      “Yeah,” Solan said, forcing a smile. “Though I’m not sure how long I’ll be able to fight, if it comes to combat again. I’m sure it will grow heavy, quickly.” He slid the sword back into his scabbard to give his arm a rest.

      Malem sheathed his own blade, wanting to do the same, and the other blade-wielding members of the party did likewise.

      “You’re a dragon,” Gwen said. “I’m sure you’ll recover your strength faster than the rest of us.”

      “This is true,” Solan said. “But being a dragon doesn’t make me invincible, you know. I still need time to recover. Though it’s about half that of an ordinary human, I’d say.”

      “It’s too bad we can’t make camp, and rest here for a while,” Xaxia said.

      “No,” Malem agreed. “Not while uraks are potentially hunting us.”

      “Maybe they gave up when they encountered the wyvern,” Weyanna asked hopefully.

      “Somehow, I doubt it,” Malem said. “No, we have to press on.”

      The party continued forward.

      “What was with the wights up there?” Abigail asked.

      “What do you mean?” Timlir replied.

      “I thought only necromancers could summon them,” she said.

      Mauritania was the one who answered. “Maybe there was a necromancer among the kobolds.”

      Wendolin nodded. “Or it’s possible the wights wandered upstairs from the lower levels.”

      “So, there could be a necromancer or equivalent somewhere ahead, is what you’re suggesting,” Xaxia said.

      “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting,” Wendolin said.

      “Wonderful news,” Xaxia told her.

      Malem had the gazer lead the way, traveling near the periphery of the light cone. Passages and doorways continued to open to the left and right of the main corridor, but Malem ignored them, keeping to the main route for now.

      “Seems empty,” Solan commented. “Nothing on your beast sense?”

      “Nothing,” Malem agreed.

      He had walked for maybe five minutes when the gazer froze.

      He held up a fist, halting the party.

      The gazer abruptly retreated.

      Dim the light globe! he sent Abigail.

      She obeyed.

      He heard a strange clattering sound coming from the murk ahead.

      We backtrack to the last side corridor we passed! he sent his companions.

      As he retreated, he pantomimed the retreat for those who hadn’t heard his mental command.

      He dodged inside the side corridor, and hurried some distance down its depths with the others.

      I want that globe hidden, he told Abigail. No light. Can you do that without disabling it completely?

      He didn’t want her to have to waste stamina when it came time to reactivate the illumination.

      I believe so. She dimmed the flaming sphere so that it was reduced to a barely glowing cinder, and then lowered it behind herself so that her body shielded the remaining glow entirely.

      The corridor became pitch black. His night vision was useless here.

      But he did have access to a creature that could potentially see even in this darkness: the gazer. It was mostly all eye, after all.

      He switched to the point of view of the monster, and was a little disappointed that its vision was just as useless in these conditions.

      How do you navigate in the darkness? he asked the creature.

      In response, the corridor became outlined in the faintest of grays, ending only a few yards around the creature. Malem spotted the others with him as black silhouettes against the gray wall. It was as if the gazer had begun emitting some kind of light normal humans couldn’t process.

      He ordered the gazer to travel closer to the main passageway, and it proceeded forward. He wanted that passageway to be in view so he could get an idea of what it was that was passing by, but because of the gazer’s limited visual range, in the end he changed his mind, and pulled the creature back. It would have to get too close to the intersection, and risk discovery.

      The gazer returned to his side.

      Flatter yourselves against the walls, Malem sent. When Xaxia, Timlir and Goldenthall didn’t comply—they didn’t hear the order in their heads—he moved among them with the help of the gazer, and whispered the instruction in their ears.

      Then he pressed his own body against the cold stone, as did the gazer.

      That distant rattling sound increased slightly in volume. He sensed nothing on his beast sense.

      He kept his vision tapped into the monster’s so that he could stare down the corridor, but of course he couldn’t see the intersection. Still, he wanted a warning if anything should travel this way.

      The rattling became louder still, and then it began to recede—at that point, he knew whatever it was had passed by.

      He exhaled in relief. Still, he was troubled, because he hadn’t picked up the creature at all with his mind.

      When the sound faded entirely, he waited another five minutes before he pushed away from the wall.

      “Abigail, some light,” he said softly.

      The flaming globe rose above her, and brightened, illuminating the others. Those with some night vision shielded their eyes, while the others simply blinked a few times before their vision adjusted.

      “Well, I don’t know what that was,” Malem announced.

      “It didn’t register on your beast sense?” Xaxia asked from beside him.

      “No,” he said. “Though sometimes, monsters don’t show up until I actually see them with my own eyes. That could be the case here.”

      “What if it’s not?” Weyanna asked. “What kind of monster does it take to evade your sense?”

      “Humans come to mind,” Malem said.

      “The greatest monster of them all,” Goldenthall muttered.

      “So, I’m not sure how much more hide and seek we can play like this,” Malem said. “I’m inclined to face the next monster head-on, if only because I don’t know how close the uraks of Vorgon’s army are. They could be anywhere behind us.”

      “No thanks to your failing beast sense,” Gwen commented.

      Malem sighed, nodding.

      “I guess it’s a matter of weighing the options,” Xaxia said. “We have to consider what’s worse. Facing uraks whose numbers could be in the hundreds. Or one rattling creature no bigger than this corridor.”

      “I’d be careful to jump to conclusions,” Mauritania said. “It might not be one creature. Plus, even if it is, doesn’t mean it will be easy to defeat. In fact, it’s probably hard as hell, considering it announced its presence with that rattling long before reaching us. Other monsters on this level could very easily home in on that sound and attack, and yet they choose not to. Why do you think that is?”

      “Because this creature is probably a bitch to deal with,” Solan said.

      “Speaking of other monsters homing in on,” Gwen said. “What about our own conversations. Sure, they’re hushed, and seem to be absorbed by these walls, at least somewhat, but I’m sure there are creatures here with sensitive ears. There would have to be, given how dark it is. And what about our light?”

      “I’m assuming that most denizens of this level don’t need light to see by,” Malem said. “So, we probably don’t have to worry too much in that department. Or if they do have vision, it’s probably vestigial, and rudimentary. Our light would more likely blind them, than anything else.”

      “Yeah, except that didn’t work too well on the kobolds on the floor above,” Timlir said.

      “Anyway, we’ll keep the light,” Malem said. “But let’s keep quiet, going forward. Walk as softly as you can. And mental communications only. Those of you not linked to me, feel free to come to my side and whisper in my ear if you need to speak.”

      He had the gazer lead them back to the corridor.  It went into the intersection first, and checked both ways to confirm the way was clear, and then they proceeded forward.

      They moved stealthily, but still a scabbard occasionally scraped against a wall, or a boot scratched the floor, and he cringed at those sounds, soft as they were. But nothing attacked. So far.

      They heard the rattling coming from ahead again, twice more, and each time Malem decided to retreat to a side passage and drop the light levels to zero. The third time, the rattling grew even louder as the monster that sourced it turned down their side corridor, and the party was forced to retreat in the dark. Those who could not share the gazer’s vision moved by touch, led by those who could.

      They turned down another passage in this labyrinth, and traveled some distance down it, and then waited.

      The rattling passed them by, and this time when it became silent, Malem only waited sixty seconds before returning to the intersection, and proceeding back to the main corridor.

      Malem was growing antsy. He was convinced the uraks were right behind them, or almost so, and he had the party increase its pace. They still moved as stealthily as possible, though the occasional scrapes and clatters were louder because of the increased speed.

      “We’re not fleeing if another monster comes our way,” Malem said quietly.

      But they didn’t encounter any more rattling sounds, nor any other monsters. Malem’s beast sense remained completely devoid of monsters, and he detected nothing save for his own companions.

      Soon, they came upon another staircase leading down.

      “Well, that was quick,” Brita said.

      “Not really,” Ziatrice said. “It only seems that way because we didn’t have to fight our way through an army of kobolds and a wyvern to get here.”

      “So, are we going to take the stairs, or are we going to stand here complaining how fast we’re moving?” Gannet asked.

      Malem had the gazer go down first, minus Abigail’s flaming globe. It used its enhanced night vision to confirm that nothing awaited on the floor below, which looked little different from this one.

      “It’s clear,” Malem said. “Down we go.”

      “Onward level three,” Xaxia commented.
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      Malem continued across the flagstones of the third floor. It truly felt like he was inside the depths of some dank dungeon, and though he was not chained to the walls, or trapped in a cell behind bars, he still felt for all the world like a prisoner.

      Can’t go backward. The only way out is forward. And yet it might lead only to a dead end. And our death.

      But he reminded himself that there had to be another exit somewhere, if not a few, otherwise the monsters wouldn’t have been able to survive in here.

      Then again, something like a kobold probably didn’t need much sustenance to survive, considering only its head existed in this reality. A wight was little different, raised by a necromancer for the soul purposes of causing damage.

      Yes, his mind kept seesawing back and forth like that, until finally he forced himself to silence those thoughts, and tried to concentrate on the present moment.

      From the energy bundles in his head, he was able to get a gauge on how well the other party members were doing. Everyone was on edge, of course. But stamina wise, the half dragons were recovering their strength rather well. And the gazer had enough endurance to cast a few spells. Malem and the others recovered a little bit, too, but not nearly as much. He might be able to Break a few lower level monsters, but that was about it. And his sword arm was staring to get stiff now that he had sheathed the blade.

      Going to be hard to fight, when the time comes.

      But he’d just have to suck it up, like everyone else.

      Wish I was a half dragon.

      Once again, he silenced his mind, and moved on through the corridor.

      This one didn’t proceed in a straight line like the passageway upstairs. Instead, they kept coming to T intersections. Malem always took the righthand branch, so that it would be easy to retrace their steps, if it came to it.

      And then he heard that familiar rattling coming from up ahead.

      He planted both his feet on the ground.

      We’re not going to run? Gwen sent.

      In answer, he drew Balethorn.

      “Abigail, brighten the light,” he said.

      She brightened it to the maximum extents of her ability.

      The rattling sound ceased ahead.

      Malem recalled the gazer so that it hovered next to him.

      Several moments of silence passed. He still didn’t sense anything with his beast abilities.

      And then the rattling began anew, though this time the clatter was faster, as if his opponents were sprinting toward him.

      And then he saw them, bursting into the edges of the light cone. Four skeletons. About the same height as men.

      They moved mechanically, longswords and small bucklers carried in hand. They otherwise had no armor, their bare ribcages and other bones gleaming white beneath Abigail’s flaming globe.

      Though he had seen them, he still didn’t sense them. He tried to wrap his mind around them, but there was nothing there to wrap his mind around.

      Arrows launched from Gwen, Sylfi and Brita, but the incoming skeletons deflected them with their bucklers.

      With a shout, Xaxia burst forward, swinging Biter in a wide arc.

      Malem joined her to protect her flank.

      Her blade struck the buckler of the closest skeleton, and bounced off. Malem parried the blow that another skeleton aimed at her chest, and he struck out at the skeleton in the riposte, but the creature shifted, striking his sword with the edge of its shield, and deflecting the blow.

      The skeleton abruptly turned and attacked the osseous soldier beside it. The gazer’s Confuse magic still worked on them, then, which made some sense, given that the creature would have needed the ability to survive in these depths.

      Malem shoved past he pair, toward the remaining two, leaving them to fight. As did Xaxia.

      He swung his sword at his next foe, and the skeleton parried, striking back with the riposte. He deflected the blow with his sword guard.

      He struck again, but this time hit the buckler. The skeleton swung the sword wide, forcing him to leap backward, as he had no time to reposition the blade.

      A fireball raced past from behind Malem, but the skeleton blocked it with its shield.

      Malem charged, making several repeated blows. The skeleton had time only to block them with its shield, and was completely on the defensive.

      An arrow struck his opponent in the eye socket, but all it did was jerk the skeleton’s head backward, otherwise causing no damage.

      The attack was enough to distract the skeleton, however; Malem stepped to the side and cut off the bony hand that held the shield.

      As the shield fell, green magic curved past Malem and struck the skeleton; the impacted bones of its spine disintegrated. Without those key bones to hold it aloft, the skeleton collapsed, sword and all. Malem stabbed Balethorn down into its skull. He received no stamina for the kill, unsurprisingly.

      Xaxia finished up the skeleton beside him, and similarly slammed her sword into its skull after it toppled.

      Behind them, one of the other skeletons had been terminated by Ziatrice, who had snagged it with her chains of dark mist and split it in two with her halberd. The second, the one that had been Confused, had apparently turned on the party after its opponent had been taken away, because it was lying on the ground, partially disintegrated, with green embers glowing along the edges of the dissolved bone where Mauritania’s Eldritch magic had struck. Its shield was partially dissolved as well, no doubt thanks to the same magic.

      “Well, at least we know now what makes that rattling sound,” Xaxia said.

      Malem meticulously stepped past the dead skeletons to join Mauritania. When they were behind him, he sheathed his sword, and told her: “Your magic was the most effective against them.”

      Mauritania nodded.

      “Undead,” she spat, the distaste obvious in her tone.

      “Sounds like you’ve encountered them before,” Gwen said.

      “They often assaulted the outskirts of my kingdom,” Mauritania said. “They came from the Bogland, to the north. I’m not sure what they’re doing here, however.”

      “There are enclaves of them all over the world,” Wendolin said.

      “I’ve heard this,” she said. “Though I’ve never encountered them this far south.”

      “Undead,” Malem said. “Well that explains why I can’t detect them with my beast sense. There’s nothing for me to detect, considering they’re already dead.”

      “You couldn’t Break them?” Gwen asked.

      “Nope,” he replied.

      “But you Broke the kobolds and wights upstairs,” Gwen said.

      “I’m not sure they’re classified as undead,” Malem said. “Considering they still have a physical presence of flesh in some form. But these skeletons are obviously undead. You can’t get any more un-dead than animated bones.”

      “Kobolds technically are not undead,” Mauritania said. “But wights are, since they are summoned by necromancers.”

      “So I can Break some undead?” Malem said. “Those with flesh?”

      Mauritania nodded. “Maybe. Because there are certainly more types of undead than mere skeletons… such as those who have been reanimated from the recently deceased. The presence of flesh may or may not be a barometer of Breaking.”

      “On the bright side, that was a relatively easy battle,” Xaxia said. “It only took a minute or so. Sure beats wasting five minutes trying to hide from them.”

      “Yes, but not all battles against the undead are easy,” Mauritania said. “One time, they attacked our capital city in force after ravaging the countryside for weeks prior. I’m talking an undead army over a thousand strong. They bashed in our city gates, killed indiscriminately as they streamed through our streets, and made it all the way to my palace before we defeated them.” She shuddered. “When they came for me all those years ago, their necromancers raised the fallen on both sides, so that we were fighting not just skeletons, but our own friends and relatives. So, don’t you ever take these creatures lightly. And definitely don’t fall in battle against them, not unless you want your corpse to become a slave, reanimated for an eternity until all the flesh has long since sloughed off, and all that’s left of you are your brittle, obedient bones.”

      Gwen hugged herself involuntarily. “Why do I feel suddenly cold? I just want to get out of here.” She turned to Malem and whispered. “I’m suddenly terrified I’m going to meet someone from my village. A friend I’m going to have to kill.”

      “You won’t,” Malem said. “Your village is far to the southeast, past the mountain range.”

      “But what if I do?” she said, eying the shadows.

      Malem grabbed her by the shoulders and forced her to look at him. “Gwen. I’m here with you. You’re safe. You won’t encounter anyone from your village. We’re too far away.”

      She closed her eyes, and nodded slowly. Her chin quivered slightly, so he wrapped her up in a hug. He sent soothing vibes into her energy bundle.

      “It’s going to be all right.” He held her for a long moment, but he couldn’t help but scan the shadows. He was worried not just about an attack from the undead, but uraks, too. That tension flowed into Gwen’s energy bundle, partially negating the calming vibes he was trying to send. Maybe it was for the best. She couldn’t allow herself to become too calm and complacent in this place.

      “Um,” Goldenthall said, sounding impatient.

      Malem scowled at the former king, but then finally he released her.

      He placed the gazer up front once more, and the party continued its advance.

      “We don’t even know where we’re going,” Timlir said. “Traveling blindly in the dark. Taking righthand turns like it’s going to lead us somewhere.”

      “As long as there are no uraks,” Abigail said. “We’re going the right way.”

      “I hate them,” Gwen said. “Uraks. Cousins of oraks. Killers of my family.”

      “I’m sorry to mention them,” Abigail said.

      “No,” Gwen said. “Don’t be. At this point I’d rather fight uraks than undead. Trust me.”

      “So would I,” Xaxia commented. “Biter gave me nothing back there.”

      “Nor did Balethorn,” Malem said. “We’re going to have to get used to fighting creatures that don’t give us stamina.”

      “Makes you kinda yearn for the days when you could take whatever you wanted from Vorgon,” Ziatrice said. “Doesn’t it?”

      “Not at all,” Malem said. “We all know the price for that stamina.” He smiled grimly. “Vorgon sent me on an impossible mission, to capture Wendolin, queen of the Tree Elves. And in reward for successfully completing that mission, he offered me death.”

      “Not really the kind of guy you want to make your bedfellow, is it?” Weyanna said.

      Malem didn’t answer that. How could he? Vorgon had taken him when he was at his weakest, when there was no chance of fighting back, after the Balor had beheaded Banvil. He had no choice but to join with Vorgon.

      And he planned never to serve the beast ever again. If it came to it, he would fall on his blade, rather than be captured.

      Yes, I think that now, but when the time comes, would I really do it?

      Probably not, given that he couldn’t even fall on his own blade when Vorgon had ordered him to do it. His self-preservation instinct was too strong. The fight for life. It was something that man had inherited from the beasts.

      We’re not so different, man and beast. All that separates us is form.

      Even monsters and men were more alike than many might admit.

      All men have a darkness in them, the darkness of the beast, the monster. My darkness was released when Vorgon Broke me, but now I have it thoroughly trammeled, and it will remain that way for the rest of my days.

      Admittedly, he didn’t feel like those days would be very long at the moment.

      And then the buzzing came in his ears.

      “Oh no,” Malem said.

      “What is it?” Abigail asked.

      “The Darkness,” he said. “It comes.”

      The others quickly cleared a space around him.

      “How much time do we have?” Sylfi asked.

      Malem waited. The buzzing didn’t increase in pitch. It remained steady.

      “Vorgon’s playing with me,” Malem said. “He teases me, lets me know he is coming. And yet he wants to draw it out. It’s a game Banvil used to play.” He shot Goldenthall an accusing look.

      “Vorgon is waiting until we’re in the midst of battle?” Gannet said.

      “It’s very possible,” Malem said. He kept his gaze upon Goldenthall. “I don’t know this for sure, but I believe the Balors that have touched me can sense my emotions, just as I can sense all of yours through the bundles of energy that represent each of you in my head.”

      Goldenthall nodded. “They can sense when you are under duress, yes. It is why Banvil often struck with the Darkness when you were in the middle of combat, with hopes of taking you when you were at your weakest.”

      “Why didn’t Vorgon strike earlier with this Darkness then?” Brita asked. “When the kobolds had us surrounded, for example.”

      “The Balor hadn’t yet recovered enough to create his Darkness, most likely,” Malem replied.

      Wendolin was alternating her glances between the forward and backward directions. “Has there been any change? Is this Darkness of yours closer?”

      Malem listened. The buzzing remained the same pitch. “No. It simply comes. I don’t know when. Could be within the next five minutes. Could be an hour away. I’d suggest you all give me a wide berth, for the time being.”

      “Probably a good idea,” Xaxia agreed. “Some of you haven’t seen what this Darkness can do to a person. Trust me, it isn’t pretty.”

      Malem pulled ahead of the party so that he was second after the gazer, several yards behind it, but also many paces ahead of the others.

      The gazer suddenly halted.

      Something had alarmed it.

      Malem switched to its viewpoint. At the periphery of the light cone produced by Abigail’s flaming sphere, he spotted two skeletons, these standing next to an arched doorway in the side of the corridor. Unlike the others he had encountered, these were clad in chain mail armor, with coifs protecting their white skulls.

      They seemed to be noticing the gazer only now. They drew two-handed longswords from scabbards, and rushed into the light.

      A third, larger skeleton ran out from the arched dooryard behind them. It stood there, dressed in a black robe with the hood raised.

      “Looks like we’ve got some more undead,” Malem said. “They’ve got a mage, this time.”
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      Unsurprisingly, Malem couldn’t sense any of the undead with his beast sense. Nor could he wrap his will around them.

      The mage raised a skeletal hand, and a bolt of lightning erupted from its fingertip. The lightning struck Malem’s gazer, killing it. He had no time to crush the last of its stamina, and he felt the full force of the sudden severing, which drained him.

      The two undead swordsmen meanwhile approached, racing past the falling creature.

      Malem took stamina from Solan and Gannet, and straightened.

      Mauritania launched ribbons of green magic at both skeletal swordsmen, and the mage beyond, but the magic had no effect this time.

      Abigail launched fireballs, and Weyanna ice spears, but neither harmed the armor of the soldiers, nor the robes of the mage.

      The mage pointed its finger at Malem next.

      Gwen leaped at him, throwing him to the ground. The lightning passed by where he had been standing, and struck Solan instead. Sparks of electricity traveled up and down his dragonscale armor, and across his face, momentarily illuminating his skull underneath. Solan’s teeth chattered, and he shook his head as the sparks dissipated.

      “I think I need to sit down,” he said, and collapsed.

      Malem had Balethorn in hand, and he intercepted one of the soldiers as it came in. Xaxia took the other.

      He dodged its swing, and struck back, scoring a hit in the armor. The skeleton swung its blade down, forcing Balethorn away. The next hit came at his throat, and Malem was forced on the defensive.

      Dark threads curled from Goldenthall and Ziatrice and into the soldiers, and the mage beyond, and once more the undead beings seemed unaffected.

      “They’re immune to everything!” Xaxia complained as she parried a blow.

      “Gwen, riddle the mage with arrows!” Wendolin ordered.

      The white-robed mage was pointing its fingers at Gwen next, but she released several arrows in rapid succession, as did Sylfi and Brita with her. The shafts pierced the white robe; some were deflected by the ribs, but others passed through, lodging in the robe up to the fletchings.

      Vines shot from the shafts embedded in the mage; they traveled in all directions at once, growing so fast, and so hard, that they forced the surrounding bones apart. In moments, the mage was literally torn apart from the inside out, its robe ripped to shreds, its bones scattered along the outskirts of the vines like the macabre leaves of some tree.

      “Not immune to all magic,” Wendolin said.

      “That works,” Gwen said. “Let’s do the same with these two fuckers. Malem, Xaxia, if you’ll step back, please…”

      Malem was glad to comply: his opponent was a skilled swordsman.

      Unfortunately, the soldier wasn’t going to let him go so easily. When he retreated, the skeleton pressed the assault, remaining on the offensive, and not letting him go.

      Gwen fired her bow. The magic arrows deflected off the armor, and she was unable to score a good hit. She repositioned, and hit it in an eye socket. Before it bounced free, Wendolin caused branches to grow, and she used them to tie up the upper right half of the skeleton, including its sword arm.

      Gwen fired more arrows, these piercing the soldier’s boots, and Wendolin used their shafts to wrap up the skeleton’s legs.

      With the creature thus bound, Malem stepped back, and let it topple to the ground, completely subdued. He didn’t think it was worth it to hack through that armor to kill the thing.

      Gwen turned toward the second skeleton, but Xaxia had already chopped the creature into several pieces.

      It was probably for the best, because if Wendolin’s energy bundle was any indication, she was thoroughly exhausted.

      “Well, that was… sapping,” she said.

      Xaxia glanced at Malem, and saw that he had relied on magic to defeat his foe. She wore a smug I’m-a-superior-fighter-than-you grin. “Hm.”

      “I guess you have a better sword,” Malem said.

      “Guess so,” she agreed.

      Weyanna went to Solan, who was still lying on the ground. She touched his forehead, and glanced at Malem. “I think he just needs stamina.”

      Malem took stamina from Brita and Gannet, and fed it to him. Solan promptly sat up.

      “That lightning bolt killed the gazer,” Xaxia told Solan. “You should be dead now.”

      “I should be,” Solan said. “But you forget, I’m half dragon. It takes a lot to kill me. More so than some mere undead mage.”

      Mauritania walked up to the bound skeletal warrior, and promptly stabbed Tiercel and Peregrine into its skull, shattering it. She stood.

      “Next time, let me do the fighting,” Mauritania said, sheathing Tiercel and Peregrine in one smooth motion.

      “Or me,” Ziatrice said, licking the shaft of Wither suggestively. Oddly, it turned him on.

      “You’re both welcome to it,” Malem said, looking away.

      No time for arousal at the moment.

      The buzzing continued in his head. Distant, distracting, reminding him that he couldn’t let his guard down.

      “Solan and I are always ready to fight for you,” Gannet said.

      Malem nodded, feeling somewhat embarrassed.

      Yes, yes, you’re all better fighters than me.

      Then again, there was no guarantee they would have done any better.

      They just want to protect me.

      He went to the corpse of his gazer, and felt regret at losing another ally.

      “I feel the regret in you,” Mauritania said, coming to his side. “It’s hard, losing someone who serves under you. Even if that someone is a monster.”

      “It is,” Malem agreed.

      “What do you think they were guarding in that room?” Mauritania asked, nodding to the arched doorway ahead.

      “That’s a good question,” he replied.

      He glanced at the others, and then slowly approached the opening. Behind him, Gwen gave more arrows from her Infitas Quiver to Sylfi and Brita so that the latter two could replenish their supply. That droning continued in his head, but he was able to ignore it.

      He paused next to the edge. He felt nothing on his beast sense, but that meant nothing in this place, of course.

      “I’ll go first,” Xaxia said.

      Before he could deny her, she stepped inside. Timlir followed, and Malem came behind them.

      In the center of the room, a small fountain jutted from the floor. The stonework at the center was shaped like two fish leaping into the air, their bodies partially intertwining. From their mouths water spouted upward in an arc, before splashing into the basin at the base of the fountain below. Those waters glowed a very subtle blue in the dark.

      “A magic fountain,” Xaxia said.

      Wendolin nodded. “Yes. Trolden mages often placed such fountains throughout their underground cities to confer magical bonuses to travelers. I’m surprised it’s still intact.”

      “It’s probably been tainted by the undead,” Xaxia said.

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t want to drinking any of that,” Gwen agreed.

      Ziatrice promptly knelt and dipped a finger into the glowing water. She held it to her lips.

      “Ziatrice…” Malem said warningly.

      She glanced at him, and shrugged. “If I want to sample the water, that’s my prerogative. I’ll deal with the consequences.” She sipped her finger. “Tastes normal. Certainly, a soothing salve for a parched throat.”

      She promptly cupped a handful of the glowing water, and drank.

      A similar glow seemed to emanate from her energy bundle a moment later, and he realized her stamina had jumped. She straightened, and took another handful. It didn’t seem to have the same alleviative effect. She stood.

      “You should try it,” she said. “It’s reinvigorating.”

      “It gave her stamina,” Malem said.

      “A magic, endurance-granting fountain, go figure,” Xaxia said. “This truly is a dungeon crawl.”

      She knelt, and held her mouth underneath one of the waterspouts to drink the liquid that arced down.

      “Sounds like you’ve been on a few,” Malem said.

      “Actually, I have,” she said, standing and wiping her lips. “Mostly the ruins of dwarven cities.”

      “Sacrilege!” Timlir said.

      She shrugged. “Sorry, dwarfy.”

      “Don’t call me dwarfy!” Timlir puffed out his whiskers as he spoke.

      Xaxia smiled, then turned away. “The abandoned dwarven cities have fountains, too. But those are more likely to curse, than bless.”

      “Serves you right for drinking from them!” Timlir said before walking away to stand guard at the doorway. “I won’t have anything to do with this.”

      Malem knelt to drink. As soon as the liquid touched his lips, he felt the stamina boost. It was like he’d just awakened from a full night’s sleep. Also, incredibly, the buzzing in his head faded.

      “Vorgon’s gone,” he said, standing. He glanced at Goldenthall, who nodded.

      “Vorgon probably sensed the sudden surge in your strength, and decided to wait until you were weaker before sending the Dark,” Goldenthall said. “So you’re not out of the woods yet.”

      “No, I didn’t think so,” Malem agreed.

      Weyanna went next, and then used her newfound stamina to catch up on some much needed healing of the party members. She fixed the welt Xaxia had acquired on her cheek during the fighting, and the cuts Malem had on his face, along with the minor scrapes and bruises the others had taken as they lined up to drink.

      But only about half of the party members managed to sip from the fountain, before its glow turned black.

      “Uh, that can’t be good,” Goldenthall said. He was the next in line.

      “What did you do?” Xaxia said. “That Balor inside of you tainted the water?”

      “Nothing!” Goldenthall said. “I didn’t even touch it.”

      Wendolin nodded. “The rejuvenating powers of such fountains are finite. They can only bestow so much before requiring a refractory period. Obviously this one is going to reset at some point, otherwise the denizens wouldn’t have bothered guarding it.”

      “Damn, I just drained myself with all that healing,” Weyanna said. “I should have held onto my stamina.”

      “My cheek thanks you,” Xaxia told her, rubbing her newly healed face.

      “When do you think it’s going to reset?” Gannet asked. He was next in line behind Goldenthall.

      “Could be anywhere from a few hours to a few days,” Wendolin replied.

      “Obviously we’re not going to wait around until then,” Malem said. “Let’s go.”

      The group piled out of the room, the disappointment obvious from those who hadn’t taken a drink—Sylfi, Brita, Gannet, and Solan. The half dragons had allowed everyone else to go before them, as the four had naturally recovered more stamina than the others, but they were still well below their usual energy levels. With time, that would improve.

      Malem and the others padded quietly forward, moving as fast as they possibly could while still maintaining some level of stealth. They didn’t want to bring the entire denizens of the dungeon down upon them.

      A glow came from ahead.

      “Do you see that?” he asked over his shoulder.

      “It’s coming from a side room,” Xaxia said.

      Malem and the others continued forward, and paused next to the doorway from which the glow emanated. It flickered slightly, out of phase with the similar glimmering of Abigail’s flaming globe.

      Malem peered inside. It was a relatively long chamber, with small, circular tables scattered throughout, like some dining hall. All of the chairs were empty.

      Well, not all: on the far side of the room, a lone figure robed in deep blue sat hunched next to one of the tables. A single candle flickered on that table, and it had burned down to a small stub. Malem assumed the figure was a man, because although the hood was raised and he couldn’t discern the person’s face in the shadows, the chest was flat, with no obvious breasts visible beneath, and the hands protruding from the sleeves were thick, callused things.

      The man was writing on a scroll beneath the candlelight, using a quill that he occasionally dipped into an ink pot. Malem couldn’t sense him on his beast sense.

      Against the wall behind him were shelves lined with various macabre curios. Malem spotted skulls that looked like they belonged to various animals. Large thigh bones with cryptic writing carved into their surfaces. Dried and shriveled orak hands and heads. A human skull made entirely of glass.

      There was also a whole shelf devoted to flasks containing various potions: the colors black, blue, red and purple dominated, with similarly colored mist seeping in plumes from those that were open. There was also an alchemy set of some kind next to them, composed of glass flasks, tubes and other instruments, currently empty.

      Has to be a mage of some kind, Mauritania sent over their mental connection.

      Malem’s eyes homed in on one particular item that stood out from all the rest on those shelves: a white, opalescent sphere, about the size of a man’s head.

      Beside him, he heard Wendolin inhale with a hiss—no doubt she had spotted it as well.

      The man shifted.

      Malem tried to pull away, but couldn’t; someone blocked him. He glanced over his shoulder, and realized everyone else had crowded around the opening to take a look, making it hard for him to pull away.

      Back! he sent.

      He held out an arm and shoved everyone away. He looked back inside before he slid past the edge of the doorway, but the man hadn’t looked up, thankfully.

      When he was out of view, he retreated from the doorway, moving well back until the entrance was only a soft glow in the distance.

      When he was sure the robed man was not going to come to the entrance to check on the disturbance, he huddled with his companions.

      “We got lucky for once,” he said. “We’ve found the Light Pearl. So I guess we won’t be leaving here empty-handed after all.”

      “What are the chances of that, given how big these different floors are?” Gwen said.

      “Not very high,” Malem said. “Like I told you, we got lucky.”

      “The question is, how are we going to get it?” Sylfi said. “I doubt the mage is going to like someone pilfering his belongings. Obviously, he’s powerful if the monsters and undead are leaving him alone.”

      “He might be undead himself,” Wendolin said.

      “But you saw his hands,” Xaxia said. “They were flesh!”

      “I’m just saying, don’t discount the possibility,” Wendolin told her. “Because, as I mentioned, just because you see animated flesh, doesn’t necessarily mean your foe is living.”

      “I can’t sense him, so that might very well be the case,” Malem confirmed.

      “Blue,” Gwen said. “His robe is blue. What magic does that signify?”

      “Assuming he follows the color rules, he could be an ice mage,” Gannet said.

      “Or a necromancer,” Mauritania added.

      Malem considered his options. “Mauritania, you’re going to steal that sphere for us.”

      Mauritania nodded. “I was expecting this. I’m ready.”

      “Why does she always get to have all the fun?” Xaxia complained.

      “Can you teleport?” Malem asked her.

      “No,” the bandit admitted.

      “Those tables were wooden,” Wendolin said.

      Malem nodded. “I want you, Abigail, and Ziatrice next to the doorway, ready to provide support,” Malem said. “The rest of us will be standing behind you, ready to act as backup. We might have to rush inside to help Mauritania. Or we might have to defend against whatever magic the mage uses against us. If it’s a necromancer, what can we expect?”

      “Withering magic,” Mauritania said. “As well as the ability to summon a few skeletons. Maybe a wight.”

      “Withering magic, as in, it ages?” Gwen asked.

      “That’s right,” Mauritania said. “And it’s irreversible, so don’t get hit.”

      “Hey, you’re the one going in there, not me,” Gwen said.

      “Yes, but you’ll be standing at the entrance, covering my back.” Mauritania glanced at the doorway. “So how do you want me to do this? I’m at my full strength, so I can teleport twice, once to take the pearl, and once to leave. However, if I do that, I’ll have no energy left to fight with, if it comes to it, and you’ll have to grant me stamina. But if you do that, you’ll be sapping someone else. Or yourself. Also, I can’t teleport the whole distance, so I’ll have to enter the room and make my way toward him at least partially.”

      Malem thought for a moment. “The mage looked fairly distracted, the way he was working on that writing. If you stay close to the walls, you should be able to come up behind him, hopefully without him noticing. If he does, teleport to the artifact, and then teleport back as far as you can to the entrance and run the hell out. We’ll offer covering fire, and when you’re out, the rest of us will flee.”

      “It’s as good a plan as any,” Mauritania said. “But for some reason, I’m not all that enthralled. Sometimes it’s hard being the most powerful one among you.”

      Ziatrice smiled derisively. “You wish, horny bitch.”

      Mauritania shrugged. “You dream of having horns like mine, I know.”

      “No I don’t,” Ziatrice replied. “You’re the one who dreams of having blue skin.”

      Mauritania smiled sadly. He sensed that she wanted to continue baiting Ziatrice, if only to delay the inevitable. The feeling of sheer hopelessness emanating from her energy bundle was heartbreaking.

      It’s going to be all right, Mauritania, he told her privately. Look, if you don’t want to do this, someone else can. Hell, maybe I should be the one.

      No, she sent. I can do this. It’ s just… there’s something really off about this whole situation. Why would a mage choose this as his residence, close to the heart of a monster-infested dungeon?

      Maybe he just wants to be left alone, Malem said. If I had the power, a place like this might even be appealing to me. Though I admit I’d miss the sunlight…

      With a sigh, Mauritania turned toward the entrance. “Well, then, let’s go fetch that Light Pearl. Before the uraks get here.”
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      Malem and the others approached the entrance. Wendolin, Abigail, and Ziatrice assumed their designated positions on either side. Malem peered past, and confirmed that the robed man was still writing, seemingly oblivious to everything else. He glanced at Mauritania, and nodded.

      Mauritania slipped inside the room and moved furtively along the wall at a low crouch. For such a tall woman, she could certainly reduce her profile well. She made not a single sound during her advance. The floor was made of the same flagstones as the rest of the level, and the pads of her boots seemed particularly well suited to masking her steps on that surface.

      She reached the far right wall of the rectangular room, and continued alongside it. She passed some of the wooden tables.

      When she reached the imaginary horizontal line that traversed the middle of the room, the figure spoke.

      “I know you’re here,” came the shaky male voice, confirming that it was indeed a man. He sounded old, and didn’t look up from his writing. “I suggest you leave while I’m still in a good mood.”

      Mauritania paused. What do I do?

      Ignore him and keep going, Malem replied. Get ready to teleport to the shelf if he acts.

      And so she continued. She moved even faster than before, but Malem still didn’t hear her.

      “Writing makes me happy, you see,” the man continued. “I’m penning a tale about a man trapped in a catacomb for an eternity, surrounded by skeletons. He let them out of his closet, you see. This man, he has nothing to entertain himself with, nothing but the stories he comes up with in his head. That, and the few foolish adventurers who enter his domain, despite his warnings.”

      Still Mauritania continued forward.

      Malem could feel how tense she was. Not just her, but all the others. Hell, he was tense himself.

      Finally, he sent her: Are you close enough to teleport to the Light Pearl yet?

      Barely, she sent.

      Then do it, he told her. Then as soon as you grab it, teleport back to the entrance as far as you can, then run until you’re out!

      A green smear appeared in front of Mauritania and her body disappeared. That smear continued forward, across the room, passing through tables, until it stopped a short distant behind the robed man, next to the shelf on the wall that held the Light Pearl. The smear collapsed upon itself, and Mauritania formed.

      She glanced at the mage, and confirmed that he was still occupied with his scribblings, then scooped up the Light Pearl and shoved it in her backpack.

      “That is mine,” the mage said, setting down the pen.

      Mauritania teleported again; this time the smear of green traveled down the middle of the room, directly toward the entrance.

      The flagstones shifted in front of her, and from the dirt that was unveiled beneath them, ten skeletons erupted. They were dressed in chainmail armor, with chain coifs around their heads.

      “So it’s a necromancer after all,” Wendolin breathed.

      Branches grew from the surrounding tables, and wrapped around the skeletons, trapping them.

      Mauritania weaved past the imprisoned undead.

      But another group of skeletons emerged just in front of her. Fifteen, this time.

      These undead were expecting the vines and branches Wendolin sent their way, and they chopped them away, forming a solid barrier with their armored bodies in front of Mauritania. The half Eldritch was too weak to use her magic, so she withdrew Tiercel and Peregrine and defended herself.

      Abigail launched balls of fire, and Ziatrice ribbons of dark mist, but both magics had no effect on the skeletons that blocked her path.

      On the far side of the room, ghostly, bluish mist flowed from the mage, forming vaguely humanoid shapes. It struck the branches that held the first group of skeletons, and the plants withered, allowing the undead to break free.

      Malem quickly drained Gwen and Ziatrice of stamina and transferred it to Mauritania.

      Teleport! he sent her. Get out of there!

      Mauritania vanished in a green smear that exited the room. She reformed next to Malem.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      “Wendolin, seal the opening!” he ordered.

      Branches erupted from the closest tables, and quickly entwined, forming in front of the opening as the skeletons rushed the entrance. Those branches formed a solid barrier a moment later. Malem could hear thuds on the other side as the skeletons hacked at those branches with their swords.

      “Let’s go!” Malem said, racing down the corridor. He gave some stamina to Wendolin, who was flagging from the effort of creating all those vines and branches.

      “I thought she said a necromancer could create, and I quote, a ‘few’ skeletons,” Xaxia said.

      “That was worse than a necromancer,” Mauritania said. “That was a lich!”

      “What’s a lich?” Gwen asked.

      “The highest possible level a necromancer can attain in the dark arts,” Mauritania said. “A man who has given himself fully to the darkness.”

      “Sort of like what Malem did when he became the Defiler?” Gwen pressed.

      “Something like that,” Mauritania agreed.

      Malem glanced over his shoulder in time to see the branches that blocked the opening wither. They exploded outward, and the lich walked through. His skeletons joined him.

      He turned toward Malem; the man’s face became visible for the first time underneath that hood. He looked like a man old beyond time itself, whose pale skin had been stretched to near breaking across the frail bones of the skull underneath. It was a shriveled, sickening face, devoid of fat and muscle of any kind, with skin that was slightly translucent, so Malem could see the grinning skull underneath.

      Eight more skeletons erupted around the party.

      Three wights, too.

      “Kill the lich!” Malem said.

      “How do you kill that which is already dead?” Gwen asked.

      “The same way we killed the other undead,” Malem said as he struck at the armored skeleton that emerged in front of him. “Target it with your arrows!”

      Two of the wights exploded, and Malem was hit with shrapnel. His armor absorbed most of the blow, however he took solid hits on parts of his face.

      Ziatrice sliced the head off the third wight before it could explode, and the beast toppled to the ground.

      Gwen, Sylfi and Brita fired their bows past the undead fighters around them, aiming at the distant lich. The skeletons with him leaped in front of the incoming arrows.

      Wendolin caused branches to spout from those arrows, and curved them backwards in an attempt to wrap them around the lich. However, the branches withered before touching him, and the lich calmly advanced, along with the skeletons with him.

      Malem was busy defending against the undead soldier immediately in front of him. The other party members fought the other seven that had sprung up as well. Xaxia and Mauritania beheaded one each, but the skeletons still fought, even without their heads.

      “I warned you not to touch my belongings,” the lich said. “I warned you not to steal from me. And you did not listen. And now you will pay the price. You will join my undead minions, along with these, and all of those who have ever come against me. You will serve me. Forever.”

      Gwen withdrew several arrows at once, and tossed them onto the floor, aiming at the feet of the closest skeletons.

      “For you, Wendolin!” she said.

      Wendolin was weak, but not so weary she couldn’t cause small vines to erupt from the shafts of the arrows. She used them to bind the feet of the undead, trapping them in place.

      Malem chopped off the head of his own foe, which was also trapped, but was dismayed when it swung its sword around and nearly struck him in riposte.

      “Leave them!” Malem said, leaping out of the way. “We run!”

      The party members shoved past the trapped skeletons. With no one to meet their blades, the undead instead struck at the wood that held them in an attempt to free themselves. The first skeleton broke away, and it ran after the party in pursuit.

      Ghostly, blueish magic swirled from the lich, and withered the vines that trapped the other skeletons, freeing them as well. The undead beings raced after the party. There were no shouts or howls of pursuit, but simply the noise of booted feet thudding across the stone floor, and the constant rattling of bones. Those that accompanied the lich also broke into a run.

      Malem and the others continued to flee. Mauritania launched a few weak spurts of Green Rot behind her as she ran, but it had no effect on the skeletons. Gwen and the others occasionally paused to release arrows, but when they realized Wendolin was too weak to grow branches from the shafts, they gave up and simply ran.

      Abigail lobbed fireballs behind her now and then, and she managed to knock the skull clean off one of the skeletons, but the undead creature simply ran on, headless.

      Abigail was on drag, lagging, when withering magic from the lich suddenly darted past the pursuing soldiers and struck her. A translucent half sphere of magic appeared behind her body, and the regal cloak she wore glowed a bright purple as one of its charges was used up.

      The lich magic was persistent, however, and it didn’t dispel, instead continuing to harry Abigail as she ran. And then the shield faded—apparently all of its charges had been spent. The ghostly magic struck Abigail. Malem was terrified that he was going to watch her age before his eyes.

      But then he realized that no, it hadn’t struck her, but the cloak.

      Abigail quickly shrugged off the cloak so that she was only wearing her dress; the lich magic seemed drawn to the thing, with all successive darts swerving downward and into it. The once beautiful cloak quickly became tattered and threadbare, and quickly disintegrated.

      Careful! Malem sent her. Don’t let that magic touch you!

      I tried! she said. The lich can dispatch it fairly fast, when it wants to. Wish there was room to transform in here!

      Can you counter its magic with your own? he asked.

      I don’t know, she replied. I’ll try.

      The skeletons were slowly closing with the party. Abigail, who remained at the rear, would be the first to fall from them when they arrived.

      “You will die for stealing from me!” the lich’s voice echoed from the walls.

      More of that magic came in upon Abigail, sweeping past the undead pursuers.

      Abigail released a ball of flame, striking the lich magic. But the two magics simply passed through one another untouched. The skeletons swerved to avoid the flames, which struck the lich behind them. The man’s robes lit up, and he cackled madly.

      That ghostly magic continued toward Abigail. She had no cloak to protect herself anymore.

      “Uh, guys?” she said.

      Ziatrice slowed down, placing herself between Abigail and the magic; her shield activated, absorbing the withering strikes.

      Need some stamina! Ziatrice said as she struggled to maintain her shield.

      Malem fed the requested stamina to her, drawing from himself, and all those bound to him, so as to evenly distribute the load.

      And then the magical assault ceased, as the lich gave up the attack. For now.

      Ziatrice released her shield, and panted for breath as she continued to run.

      “Fucker.” She launched her chains of dark mist behind her, and shoved them past the skeletons until they wrapped around the lich himself. Then she retracted those chains, drawing in the undead entity.

      Ziatrice… Malem warned.

      But she ignored him, and continued to reel in the lich. The robed body shoved aside some of the undead soldiers as it came toward her, and when lich was within range, she swung her halberd in a wide arc

      The creature’s forward motion, combined with the hot rage she imparted her swing, caused her halberd to split the lich right in half.

      Its twin halves dropped to the ground in steaming masses, and Ziatrice cackled as she continued to run.

      The skeletons didn’t cease their pursuit. They swerved around the severed body parts.

      As Malem watched, the lich lifted up its head and flashed a wild grin. Veins formed between the pieces of its upper and lower body, and the body pulled itself together, mending. The lich stood up—or rather, its body simply propped upright as if shoved from the floor by some invisible force—that wild grin never leaving its face.

      Ahead, the flagstones shifted, and more undead emerged.

      Timlir struck out with his ax as he passed them, and cut off two emerging hands.

      The others swerved around or leaped over the grasping limbs, and avoided the undead before the creatures could grab at them or smite them with their swords. Malem had to swing Balethorn to deflect the blow from a skeleton whose entire torso had emerged in front of him.

      “How do you kill a lich?” Gwen asked.

      “You can’t,” Mauritania said. “I’d recommend collapsing the cave.”

      “Ziatrice?” Malem said.

      “Some stamina!” she said.

      Once more he drew endurance equally from the entire party, and gave it to Ziatrice.

      She began pulling rocks from the ceiling, and tossing them down onto the pursuing skeletons. She crushed them, one at a time, but the others continued onward.

      And then she struck upward rapidly with her chains, pulling out several rocks in rapid succession so that the entirely ceiling caved in behind them.

      When the dust cleared, the passage was sealed.

      Malem had slowed down to watch, as had the others, and he saw the flagstones shifting just in front of the cave in: more undead were simply emerging from in front of the collapse.

      Along with the lich himself.

      “Keep going!” Malem said.

      That cave in had allowed them to put some distance between themselves and the enemy, so Malem told Ziatrice to cause another one. He fed her stamina, and she complied.

      But once more, the lich and its skeletons simply remerged on the opposite side of the collapse.

      Still, Malem and the others were slowly pulling ahead.

      He was about to tell Ziatrice to do it again, when Xaxia shouted something from the front.

      “Uraks!” she screamed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      Malem gazed forward, past the periphery of the light cone produced by Abigail’s flaming globe. The black forms of uraks swarmed the passageway ahead, with every fourth one of them carrying a torch in one hand, and a short sword in the other. The rest wielded their usual two-handed swords. They all wore that strange, multicolored armor with the two bronze horns stamped onto the chest pieces.

      At least he could sense them, unlike the undead. He reached out, searching for any weak-minded among them, but they were all strong-willed, just like the earlier uraks that had attacked at the inn.

      “How did they get in front of us!” Gwen said, firing madly.

      “Obviously there are multiple ways down,” Wendolin said. She caused vines to grow from the shafts of some of the arrows and wrapped them around the uraks. She was weak, however, and the vines weren’t very thick. Most of the uraks simply hacked them away. The stamina bonus from that fountain had already worn off.

      As the uraks approached, they threw their torches at the party. Solan and Gannet, in the front, deflected those flaming brands with their bucklers so that the fires hit the walls harmlessly.

      And then the uraks collided with their ranks.

      Solan and Gannet shoved into them with their shields, while Xaxia, Timlir and Goldenthall used their bladed weapons. Malem stayed close to Ziatrice at the rear, and was ready to defend when the undead came at them from behind. He could see the lich behind the skeletal soldiers; it hadn’t launched any of its withering magic yet, but Malem knew it was coming. No doubt the lich was merely conserving its strength, attempting to recover after using its power to cross all those collapses.

      And then Malem had a thought.

      “Actually…” he said. “Force your way through! Drive a wedge into the urak ranks! Let them fight the undead for us! Remember, target their faces and heads, as their armor might be magic resistant!”

      Solan and Gannet drove forward as requested, shoving the uraks to either side. The other members of the party followed, with Malem and Ziatrice bringing up the rear.

      Xaxia pulled ahead of Solan and Gannet, her blade glowing a bright purple as Biter fed her stamina from the creatures she slew. She moved extremely fast, a veritable blur, full of energy. She had ignored his advice, and was cutting off arms, and hewing directly through the chest pieces of the uraks. Malem guessed that whatever magic-resistant buffs had been applied to the urak armor had worn off long since they entered the dungeon.

      Malem and Ziatrice deflected the blows of several uraks on either side, until they were many ranks deep. Behind them, the urak ranks had closed to seal their way back. Those on the outskirts had turned to face the undead they’d spotted beyond.

      Speaking of the undead, those in the forefront arrived only a moment later.

      Uraks shouted war cries as their blades met those of the undead. The eerie silence of the skeletons was all they got in reply.

      But then those war cries became screams as the lich’s magic hit some of the uraks near the outskirts of the battle behind them, and the monsters aged so fast that they dissolved to bones before Malem’s eyes. Their bodies promptly toppled to the floor, a pile of bones and armor; more lich magic came in moments later, and the dead reanimated, standing up once again, skeletons still in their armor, and turned on their brethren.

      Malem sensed a change in the uraks around him. The triumph he’d felt from them switched over to terror, and they fought harder, as if wanting to slay him quickly so they could get the hell out. Some of those behind him had stopped fighting entirely, and simply ran, trying to get away from the undead. They were slain by fellow uraks.

      “Fight, you coward!” one of the uraks said as it lopped off an urak head. That particular monster was hit by withering magic a moment later.

      “Mage!” Xaxia shouted from the front, where she was leading the drive through the uraks, full of the stamina Biter granted her.

      Malem glanced to the forefront, and saw a woman standing there among the uraks, a few ranks past Xaxia. She was dressed in bright red robes, and held a red, crystal sword in hand.

      She lifted that blade, and it glowed a bright red.

      Mauritania’s backpack lit up as she fought. From it, the Light Pearl emerged, shining brightly, almost blindingly so, sliding upward of its own accord. Wincing, Mauritania glanced up as it passed by, but was drawn back into the fighting a moment later as an urak lunged at her.

      “Get the pearl!” Malem shouted.

      Abigail lunged at it, but the Light Pearl darted away from her, and flung toward the red mage.

      To Malem’s horror, the woman chopped down with the sword, and cut the Light Pearl in two. The brightness from the pearl faded instantly, and the two black halves fell to the floor, where they shattered, leaving several dark pieces.

      “No,” Malem said.

      The red glow from the sword faded, and the mage lowered her crystal weapon.

      An urak blade stabbed for Malem’s throat, drawing his attention back to the battle; he deflected the enemy’s sword in anger.

      And then the buzzing returned in his head. Louder than ever.

      Shit!

      He couldn’t take on the uraks, the undead, and Vorgon’s Darkness.

      A portal appeared in the wall beside him, beyond the uraks there.

      The Darkness emerged.

      It struck the urak beside him, and black veins wrapped around its body, killing it.

      Malem dove forward with Ziatrice, flinging his sword frantically at the enemies beside him. He grabbed onto the elbow of an orak, clutching hard, and flung the creature toward the Darkness behind him. Malem knew that every time it ate an opponent, the Darkness slowed, and he used that to his advantage.

      Ahead, he spotted a passageway to the left of the mage, which opened off the main in a sort of T intersection. As far as he could tell, it was empty. And his beast sense told him no creatures resided within—not that he trusted it.

      “Take the leftmost passage!” Malem said.

      Xaxia had just reached the mage, and she swung Biter down upon the woman. But the mage didn’t move, save to grin defiantly at Xaxia.

      A magical shield activated, and Xaxia’s blade deflected harmlessly.

      Solan and Gannet hewed down the uraks that were blocking the path on the left, and entered the side passage. The rest of the party followed.

      “Left!” Malem repeated for Xaxia’s benefit.

      She pulled away from the mage, and dove into the passage in question. The mage did nothing to stop her.

      Malem and Ziatrice deflected the blows of the uraks that remained on either side and in front, and followed the others into the side passage—there were no enemies waiting in that corridor to further block their advance. Malem kept waiting for the red mage to intervene, or somehow attack him, but she did nothing.

      The uraks flowed in front of the woman and into the passageway behind him in pursuit.

      The Darkness also pursued, but this time wove between the uraks, not wanting any further delays.

      It moved quickly, and for a moment Malem feared it was going to outrun them, when Goldenthall did something.

      The man summoned an orak just in front of the Darkness. The black hands were unable to avoid the orak, and struck it. But since the orak was only partially through the gate that had appeared, the dark veins spread very slowly across its body, as if the Darkness was having trouble digesting it.

      “That will hold it for a few minutes,” Goldenthall said. “We don’t have much time!”

      Malem continued to run. He took the first right, and quickly lost sight of the pursuing uraks. A moment later, he took the next right, hoping to get back to the main passage so that they could find the stairs down to the next level, or some other way out.

      Behind him, above the muted footfalls of the party members, he could hear the clang of blade upon blade as the uraks engaged the undead. No doubt the lich wasn’t very happy to see even more intruders in its domain. He also heard the thud of booted feet, barely above the footfalls of himself and his party members, which told him some uraks still pursued. He sensed them on his beast sense, not far behind.

      He tried to Break them, but none were injured. He did sense some uraks past them, which were weakened from injury, but there was no point in Breaking them, considering they were presumable already fighting against the undead, judging from their relative lack of movement. Besides, he was actually too weak to perform much Breaking at this point.

      “Why didn’t she attack?” Wendolin asked as she ran.

      “Who, the mage?” Malem asked. “I’m not sure. Maybe Vorgon told her to only destroy the Light Pearl, if we had it. That, and delay us. So he could take me with the Darkness.”

      “Maybe she’s not working for Vorgon at all,” Wendolin said. “Maybe she works for Denfidal.”

      “Anything’s possible,” Malem agreed. “Though why a human would serve a Balor, I don’t know.”

      “You served one,” Abigail said. “And in a sense, you still do. We’re useful tools to them.”

      “Have you ever seen her before?” Gwen asked.

      “Never,” Malem replied.

      The sound of fighting faded into the distance, but he still heard the vague thud of boots above that of the party members. The buzzing was still present in his head as well, if suppressed somewhat: the Darkness still followed, somewhere. When Malem put enough distance between himself and it, the Darkness would eventually give up and return to the Black Realm.

      At least, he hoped it would.

      “The Darkness seemed to move slower this time,” Abigail said. “Than when it chased us while I flew over the Midweald.”

      “Yes,” Malem said. “Vorgon hasn’t recovered from the last use yet, I suspect. Also, I’m not sure if you saw, but Goldenthall threw an orak in its path. Giving it something to digest always slows it down.”

      “You said there were worse things here than Balors?” Weyanna told Mauritania. “That lich certainly comes close!”

      “Some would say it is worse,” Mauritania said. “A lich can’t be killed. A Balor, can. We only escaped because of the uraks.”

      “We haven’t escaped yet,” Malem said, listening to the march of booted feet behind him.

      Ahead, steps appeared, leading down into the dark.

      “More stairs!” Ziatrice said. “We’re never going to get out of here!”

      “We will,” Brita said. “Somehow.”

      “The passage continues forward,” Mauritania said. “We don’t have to take the stairs.”

      “I think we do,” Malem said. “If we stay on this floor, eventually we’ll run into the uraks or the lich again. No, we take these stairs.”

      Malem vaulted down the steps two at a time, with Abigail’s flaming globe leading the way.

      “And down to level four,” Xaxia said.

      At the bottom, the bandit pulled ahead of him, while Gwen assumed a defensive position at the base, scanning the way forward. It seemed clear of monsters.

      “Let’s go,” Malem said, pressing on.

      The rectangular passage seemed little different from the floor above. Four of them could stand abreast without crouching, but the ceiling was still low enough that there was no room to transform into dragons.

      “I hate this,” Solan said. “Dungeon traipsing is for humans and other smaller creatures. Not for dragons!”

      “Hey, I hate to break it to you,” Timlir said. “But you’re half human.”

      “Just as I am!” Goldenthall said with a giggle.

      He sensed uraks close by—at the top of the stairs behind him. The buzzing in his head was also louder.

      “They’re catching up,” Malem exclaimed. “Faster!”

      Tight corridors branched off to the left and right, but he ignored them.

      Xaxia, leading the way, shrieked suddenly, and slowed down.

      Malem caught up to her and saw what had scared her: a skeleton stood in the corridor to her left. It wore heavy plate armor, unlike the chain mail of the undead on the level above, with a large red hawk enameled on the chest piece. Its sword remained sheathed, and the pommel at the tip of the hilt glinted in the light, harboring an emerald. The triangular top of a kite shield protruded from where it was secured to the skeleton’s back.

      Malem would have thought it a knight, if not for the skeletal face peering out of that helmet.

      “Death knight!” Mauritania hissed. “They possess dark magic!”

      “It hasn’t attacked yet,” Malem said. “Keep running! Goldenthall, be ready to intercept any magic it hurls!”

      Xaxia hesitated, but then moved on.

      Malem and the others gave the corridor that harbored the death knight a wide berth as they passed. He kept looking back, expecting to spot streams of dark magic coming from the creature, but none came. Goldenthall remained alert and gave the skeleton a mock salute as he passed.

      More corridors opened to the left and right, and without fail, one or more death knights stood in each of them. Sometimes, Malem could see them lined up all the way into the murk.

      “I don’t like this…” Abigail said.

      And then the passageway opened up. He couldn’t tell the extent of it, because the periphery of the light cone failed to touch the far walls or the ceiling. It was like the party members resided on a stone island set amid a sea of blackness.

      Their footfalls echoed from the walls.

      “The hell?” Xaxia said, loudly.

      Her voice came back, echoing, no longer muted.

      “Oh, that’s our own footsteps,” Xaxia said.

      “Finally, room to transform!” Sylfi said.

      “But should we?” Abigail asked.

      “Not yet,” Malem replied.

      Above their own footfalls, Malem heard what sounded like a hundred booted feet, marching forward, the sounds emanating from the darkness all around him. He didn’t sense anything in the murk.

      “That’s not our footsteps!” Ziatrice said.

      “There are hundreds of them!” Sylfi said.

      “It’s only the echoes!” Solan told her. “There can only be a few!”

      But then Malem saw them. More death knights emerged, stepping into the illumination all around the party. There were indeed hundreds. They all carried jeweled swords in one hand, with kite shields equipped in the other. Those shields had the same red hawk that enameled the chest pieces.

      The knights surrounded the party on all sides, standing at the periphery of the light cone.

      “Stop!” Malem said.

      The party members readily complied. What choice did they have?

      He drew Balethorn. The other party members had their own weapons ready.

      “Goldenthall, are you ready?” Malem asked.

      “As soon as they throw darkness at me, I will eat it up,” Goldenthall said.

      “And how much dark magic can you take?” Ziatrice asked. “There are a lot of them…”

      “I guess we’ll find out,” Goldenthall said.

      “Metals, when I give the word, transform,” Malem said.

      The light levels began to increase. Malem glanced up and realized several large stalactites overhead were glowing a dark blue.

      As the entire cavern lit up, he could see beyond the ring of illumination produced by Abigail’s flaming globe. More death knights stood behind the others, filling up the cavern, stretching as far as the eye could see: an impenetrable mass of them covering the floor all the way to the distant walls. All of their swords were drawn, and they carried kite shields.

      “Uh,” Xaxia said. “Shit. This is definitely worse than a Balor.”
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      Malem swallowed nervously. He shifted his gaze from left to right, wondering which of the knights would attack first. He suspected when the attack did come, they’d all strike at the same time.

      “Should we transform?” Solan asked.

      “Not yet,” Malem replied.

      He still found himself reluctant to make the first move. The death knights hadn’t attacked so far, and sure, while they had their blades and shields equipped, Malem didn’t want to do anything to provoke them. Having the Metals change into dragons could goad these undead into an attack. And somehow, he suspected that even with dragons, defeating these creatures would be difficult.

      There was a stir in the undead formations to his right. Turning that way, toward the front of the cavern, he saw that the death knights were separating, clearing the way for a taller figure to approach.

      And then the figure stepped into the circle.

      It was another death knight. It stood taller than the others, and wore a purple cloak over its armor. With the skeletal fingers of one arm it carried a single one-handed longsword. No shield. On its skeletal brow rested a laurel crown of diamonds and gold.

      The ranks closed behind the tall knight, sealing it inside with Malem and the others.

      Behind him, he heard the rush of booted feet. Turning around, he watched as the death knights engaged the uraks that entered the room. They flowed smoothly between the urak ranks, blocking blows on their shields, and delivering death with their swords. Some of them launched smears of darkness that caused black veins to grow across the exposed flesh of the monsters. The stricken uraks fell to the ground, screaming as their faces disintegrated.

      The buzzing crescendoed in Malem’s head: the Darkness rushed inside, behind the fighting uraks and undead knights, and rose above their heads to advance beneath the stalactites.

      The tall knight raised his sword, and drew streams of black mist from the other knights that had gathered in a circle around Malem. The sword became pitch black as the mist ebbed and flowed around it, until the knight pointed its blade at the incoming Darkness, and the mist shot forth to intercept it.

      The two competing forces of evil met, and then both dissipated.

      Malem no longer heard the buzzing in his head.

      “It’s gone,” Malem whispered in awe. “It banished the Darkness.”

      “You stole from Artimas,” the tall knight said. “That was unwise.”

      “You mean the lich?” Malem asked.

      The tall knight cocked its head. “Best that you do not use that word, here.”

      “Who are you?” Malem said.

      “I am Emeric, king of the Blade Elves,” the tall death knight said.

      “The Blade Elves are all dead,” Wendolin said quietly. “Their kingdom fell during the First Balor War.”

      “Yes,” Emeric said, apparently hearing her words. “We were once elves of the light. But now we forever live in the dark. Cursed by Balors.”

      “Balors did this to you?” Wendolin asked.

      “No, we did this to ourselves,” Emeric said. “When the Balors invaded our kingdom, we knew we must lose. Desperate, we made a pact with the undead of the Bogland. Their necromancers promised to give us the power to save our kingdom. In exchange, they asked only that we fight for them, when the time came. We were immortal already—death could only come to us if we were slain in battle. But we accepted this, the curse of the necromancers, in exchange for a final protection: blades, and most magic, could no longer fell us.

      “And so we were able to repel the Balors. We lived in peace for some time. Or rather… existed, not lived. For worldly pleasures no longer interested us. We did not need to eat or sleep. We did not tire. We had no urge to mate, nor any means to engage in it. Yes, we existed.

      “But then the undead summoned us. As per our agreement, we helped them invade the cities to the north of the Bogland. When at last they were routed by the Eldritch, fleeing back to the Bogland, we retreated here, to these mountains, sickened by what we had become: tools of the Dark. We settled here, in the former domain of the trolden, far away from the Bogland and the call of the other undead.”

      “Why are you helping us?” Malem asked.

      The king took a step forward and looked down upon Malem. “I have saved you because I have no love of Balors. We will hunt down the other uraks the Balor has sent into this mountain. Those that Artimas does not enlist into his ranks.”

      “Thank you,” Malem said. “By the way, you wouldn’t know where I could find another Light Pearl? The one I stole from Artimas is, well, it got cut in half by a servant of Vorgon.”

      “We have no other Light Pearls,” Emeric said. “Nor do I know of where you can find more.”

      “That’s too bad,” Malem said.

      “But there are other ways to summon Paragons…” Emeric said. “You intend to slay the Balor that pursues you?”

      “I do,” Malem said.

      Emeric nodded, and the teeth of that grinning skull rattled. “Seek Grendel, in the Dark Wood. She is one of the last of the Great Witches. She can help you.”

      “What about you?” Malem said. “We could use your army in the fight against Vorgon. The Balor has many uraks with him.”

      “We cannot leave this mountain,” Emeric said. “It is part of the curse I had Artimas lay upon us, in case the undead of the Bogland ever found us, and attempted to summon us.”

      “That’s too bad,” Malem said. He supposed the army he had already would have to be good enough. “I don’t suppose you can show us a faster way out of here? Vorgon’s army is still waiting for us at the eastern entrance, as far as I know.”

      “Robert will guide you deeper into the mountain,” the king said, and a knight stepped from the circle. “He will take you to the passage that opens on the western side.”

      “Thank you,” Malem said.

      “Take this,” the king said, offering an amulet hanging from a necklace.

      Malem stepped forward, still holding his sword—though the blade was pointed at the ground. He extended his free hand to accept the necklace. He hesitated before touching it. “What is it?”

      “It will protect you from the Darkness,” Emeric said. “The Balor will not be able to find you while you wear it.”

      You’re not going to trust this knight, are you? Ziatrice said. What if that necklace is cursed?

      Malem glanced at Brita, and she stepped forward to accept the necklace from the death knight. The king relinquished his hold on the object, and Brita stepped back.

      The half dragon’s eyes defocused, and then she glanced at Malem.

      I’m not quite sure what it does, she sent. But I don’t think it will harm you. If that helps.

      Malem nodded, then took the amulet from her. He slid the necklace portion over his head until the amulet rested around his neck. He felt no different, but he supposed that was a good thing.

      “I hope we do not meet again,” Emeric said.

      “Truthfully, I hope the same,” Malem said.

      “I know.” With that, Emeric turned to depart. The other death knights retreated, too; overhead, the stalactites stopped glowing so that soon only Abigail’s flaming globe remained, and the receding soldiers were lost in shadow.

      Only the undead knight the king had named Robert remained.

      “This way,” Robert said, turning around.

      The death knight led them across the cavern, to a small tunnel on the far side. The party entered and found themselves back in the familiar labyrinth of brick walls and flagstone floors.

      They passed a group of gazers, and the creatures respectfully turned their backs when they saw the death knight, allowing Malem and the others to pass unharmed.

      The death knight reached a staircase that led up into the mountain, and took it. Malem and his companions followed close behind.

      Those stairs seemed never ending.

      “I think we’re bypassing a few levels here,” Wendolin said.

      “We’re passing all of them!” Xaxia exclaimed. “This is great. Why couldn’t we have met these death knights in the first place? Hey, Robert? Why didn’t you come up and get us?”

      Robert glanced over his shoulder. “We weren’t sure of your intentions, not at first. We wanted to see how you behaved around the other undead who occupy the upper floors. When you chopped down those lesser skeletons, that wasn’t a good sign.”

      “Yeah, like we had a choice,” Xaxia said. “Those bastards rushed us.”

      “It also wasn’t good when you robbed Artimas,” Robert said.

      “The lich?” Ziatrice interjected.

      “He was once our greatest mage,” Robert said.

      “This Artimas of yours had something we wanted,” Ziatrice said. “Needed. We can’t defeat the Balor that hunts us without the help of the Paragons.”

      “Yes, well,” Robert continued. “In any case, as soon as the uraks arrived, and the Darkness pursued you, we knew whose side you were on. And it was at that point our king chose to intervene.”

      They continued up those steps for some time.

      “What’s it like, being an undead knight?” Gwen asked at one point. She was panting, despite her monster strength. Dragonscale armor wasn’t the lightest in the world. “Given the life you once knew?”

      “It sucks,” Robert said simply.

      “Well, I guess it doesn’t need any further explanation,” Gwen said. “No sex, or food. You can’t die, no matter what you do. That definitely sucks.”

      “If I could do it over again, I’d choose not to do this,” Robert said. “I’d choose to remain an elf, even if it meant I might die at the hands of a Balor. The necromancers cheated us. They promised we would keep our bodies. And we did, at first. But they rotted away, ever so slowly, over the years. Only Artimas has managed to maintain his body, and this only because of the powerful magic that flows through his veins. But even he will lose the last of his flesh, eventually. Just like the rest of us.”

      “Remind me never to become an undead,” Xaxia said.

      Soon, they reached the top of the steps, and entered a small, jagged tunnel. It was big enough for the party members to fit in single file only. Mauritania, the tallest among them, had to crouch as she proceeded.

      In a short while, Malem saw a glow coming from ahead, and he realized the passageway opened—hopefully onto the surface.

      Robert led them to the opening, and paused next to it. “I can go no further. Good luck to you all. I hope you find that which you seek.”

      “I hope you do as well,” Malem said.

      “I will never find what I seek,” Robert said. With that, the death knight turned around and left.

      “What do you think he seeks?” Sylfi asked.

      “Freedom,” Malem replied. He stepped through the opening, following Mauritania and Xaxia.

      He stood on a rocky terrace of sorts, a wide platform set midway up the mountain. Above and below his present location were sheer cliff faces. It was late evening, with the sun hanging low in the sky, almost touching the horizon.

      He went to the closest edge and peered down. Below, the shoulder abutted against the rolling hills that led away to the west. Looking south, he saw the thick, jagged range, winding away from him.

      “There’s no path leading down to the shoulder of the mountain,” Gwen said from behind him. “I guess the undead don’t use this exit much, huh?”

      “We’ll make our own path,” Xaxia said.

      “Yeah, that’d be great, if we all had your climbing skills!” Gwen said.

      “We don’t need climbing skills,” Abigail said. “We can fly, remember?” She dismissed her flaming globe, since there was no need for it.

      “On that note, do you know the way to Dark Wood?” Malem asked her.

      “Of course,” she told him. “It’s marked on all maps. As a place to avoid.”

      “Great,” Gwen said.

      He glanced at Abigail once more. “By the way, have you heard of this Grendel?”

      “No, never,” she said. “I’ve only heard of Dark Wood.”

      He glanced at his remaining companions. “Anyone else?”

      No one had heard of her. Not even Mauritania, Wendolin and Ziatrice, the older women of the group.

      “Over here,” Xaxia told the others.

      She was standing on the northern side of the terrace, where the cliff face folded off to one side, allowing a view of the land to the north. She was gazing in that direction.

      Malem went to her and followed her gaze. This mountain was at the northern tip of the range; beyond it, the few remaining mountains were smaller, and quickly ceded to the plain beyond.

      There, treading across the savanna, he spotted a huge Balor marching north. Its demonic body was outlined in green flames, and at the tip of its tail, iron spikes protruded, reminding him of a mace. It carried a fiery halberd, whose flames also burned bright green.

      The Balor was accompanied by a black host travelling on both land and air. He thought there were oraks down there, along with herds of four-legged reptiles with heads covered in writhing appendages. They were joined by five towering creatures that each stood upon four tall, stilt-like legs, with suction-shaped mouths that were all teeth. Stilt Walkers, he named them.

      In the air, winged creatures, about the size of oraks, accompanied the Balor. They seemed to have humanoid bodies, with arms and legs. There were also eight huge dragons. Of the Black variety. Some of the biggest Malem had ever seen.

      The Balor, and the dark host with the demon, was too far away to spot Malem and his companions.

      At least, he hoped so.

      But if they were spotted, he figured they could simply retreat back into the mountain. None of those Black dragons would fit the cramped tunnel.

      “Is that Vorgon?” Ziatrice asked.

      She had not come with them to the Black Realm. She could not know who this demon was.

      “No,” Malem said. “It’s Denfidal.”

      “That’s the biggest Balor I’ve ever seen…” Wendolin said.

      She had not accompanied them, either.

      “What are those smaller flying things surrounding the demon?” Gwen asked.

      “Gargoyles,” Wendolin replied. “They are Denfidal’s equivalent of uraks. He bred oraks with avian creatures, and this was the result.”

      “Why is Denfidal marching away from the mountains?” Gwen asked. “What’s to the north?”

      “There’s only one more major city north of here,” Abigail replied. “But it’s also far to the east. There are no settlements where Denfidal is headed.”

      “Then what’s it doing?”  Gwen pressed.

      It was Goldenthall who answered, in the voice of Banvil. “He travels north, no doubt to create a portal back to the Black Realm. I understand his strategy now.”

      “Do tell,” Malem said.

      Goldenthall looked at him. The man’s eyes had turned completely black, and dark mist flowed from them. “He is using this realm as a staging ground. For you see, in the Black Realm, north of here is the territory of the Balor Quartenan. Denfidal obviously intends to take his army inside Quartenan’s territory. Once he has crossed over all of Quartenan’s defenses, and his army stands directly inside his enemy’s main stronghold, he will return to the Black Realm. Needless to say, the battle that follows will be quick and one-sided. When this day is done, Quartenan will be no more, and there will be eleven Balors ruling the Black Realm.”

      “That explains the pact between Vorgon and Denfidal,” Abigail said. “In exchange for the ability to cross into this realm so that Denfidal can stage surprise attacks against other Balors, Denfidal has restored Vorgon to his previous power. At least for the time being. Though after Denfidal has destroyed them all, no doubt he’ll turn on Vorgon next.”

      “Yes, and Vorgon is no doubt trying to figure out how to stop the demon,” Malem said. “Considering that Vorgon must realize by now he’s handed Denfidal the key to defeating all the other Balors.”

      “We have to stop Denfidal,” Wendolin said.

      “Why?” Ziatrice said. “I say let them all war. Who cares if they all kill each other? We don’t need to get involved. Let Denfidal fight the other Balors. He’s doing us a favor. He’ll probably destroy Vorgon, too, at some point, saving us the trouble.”

      “If Denfidal continues on this path, the Black Realm will be his,” Wendolin said. “As I have told you, the Balors maintain a delicate balance of power in their realm. As each one falls, the others only grow in power. By allowing Denfidal to systematically extinguish all his competitors… well, let’s just say it’s a very dangerous thing to allow one Balor complete control of the realm. Denfidal will grow infinitely in power… and as with Vorgon, who conquered one of the nether realms, the temptation to subdue even more worlds will become too great. Denfidal will strike here once the Black Realm is his, now that Vorgon has opened the way to him. This I foresee.”

      “Then we’ll stop Denfidal, too, somehow,” Malem said. “I guess we’ll have to bring this up with the witch of Dark Wood.”

      “Assuming she can help us summon a Paragon,” Brita said.

      Malem inclined his head in agreement. “Assuming, yes. Though even if she can, something tells me she won’t be so eager to do so, given that no Paragons came to fight Vorgon, or even Banvil, before now.”

      “Probably not,” Brita said.

      “So, what do we do now?” Solan asked.

      “We camp here on this terrace for the night,” Malem replied. “It’s been a long day for all of us. Tomorrow, at first light, we proceed west, to the Dark Wood, and find this Grendel.”

      “Oh, I’m so looking forward to that,” Gwen said sarcastically.

      “Oh, and no campfires tonight,” Malem said. “Vorgon might have dragons searching these mountains for us.”

      “Then maybe we should camp in the cave,” Wendolin suggested, glancing at the tunnel set amid the cliff face.

      “No thanks,” Xaxia said. “How about you camp in the cave.”

      “I just might, at that,” Wendolin said.
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      Malem retrieved the tent from his backpack and pitched it. He did it mostly to calm himself, as seeing that Balor march north had unnerved him. He wasn’t sure if he was going to sleep in his tent, or someone else’s. So far, none of the women had propositioned him. They were all a little shaken, he supposed.

      By the time they had finished making camp, Denfidal was a thumbnail on the horizon, with most of its dark companions mere specks.

      Malem and the non-dragons retrieved their rations from their packs, and ate a small repast of crackers and dried meat. Meanwhile, the dragons made a quick food run along the rock face below—Malem guided them to a small herd of mountain goats.

      “Are you sure we can’t set up a cooking fire?” Xaxia said. “Then you can have one of your dragon buddies bring us a goat to share. I could certainly eat one myself! Crackers and dried meat… puh!”

      “Sorry,” Malem said. “I can tell them to save some of the raw meat for you instead…”

      “Uh, no thanks,” Xaxia said. “I don’t really want worms.”

      “You can’t get worms from raw goat,” Gwen said.

      “Uh, you can,” Xaxia said. “But go ahead and dine on raw goat if you want.”

      “I don’t really like the flavor,” Gwen said. “I’m happy with crackers.”

      When the Metals had returned and dressed, Malem instructed Solan to keep the first watch. Gannet would get the second watch and Brita, the third.

      “Stay close to the tunnel in the mountain,” he told them. “Not that I expect an attack to come from the undead or anything, but, well, I just want to err on the side of caution.”

      “Always a good side to err upon,” Gannet agreed.

      Malem entered the tent and lay down on top of his sleeping bag. He stared at the canopy above him.

      So many dark days ahead. Just when I thought we were all free, and the world was safe, this has to happen.

      He reached out with his beast sense. There were a few animals nearby, mostly birds and other mountain predators.

      Nemertes was about ten miles to the south, judging from his sense. Likely nestled somewhere amid the mountains. Close enough to communicate with, though not much else.

      Nemertes, are you there? he asked.

      So you made it out of the mountain? the great blue dragon replied.

      We did, he confirmed.

      I’m not sure whether to be relieved, or disappointed, she returned. I knew you were still alive of course—you never released me. Still, I wasn’t expecting to hear from you so soon. You seem calm, so I take it you’re not ready to fly home, yet?

      We’re not going home, he sent. At least not yet. We’re heading west.

      Why, what’s west?

      I’ll tell you in the morning, he said.

      Ah, that’s right, you humans tire so easily.

      When can you be here? he asked.

      I’ll be there by morning, Nemertes replied.

      Can you come any earlier? he pressed.

      She didn’t answer right away. Then: Are you leaving earlier?

      No…

      Then I’ll be there by morning, she insisted.

      I just figured, we could use your might. In case something attacks in the dark.

      That’s right, flattery will get you everywhere, she said. However, you have six other dragons with you, so you’re not lacking in the might department. Besides, I just settled in after a nice meal of mountain lion. So. I’m going to sleep. And I’ll be there in the morning.

      And you complain that we humans tire easily… he said. But all right. Sweet dreams.

      Oh, they will be, Fucker.

      He shook his head, grinning. What a dragon.

      The setting sun cast shadows upon the fabric of his tent as the others moved around outside. He wondered who he should summon tonight.

      But then one of those shadows converged into the shape of a woman as a companion approached the tent.

      He felt a moment of excitement. Could it be Brita?

      He checked his beast sense, which told him it was Wendolin. That was a bit disappointing. He really needed to blow off some steam, and he wasn’t much in the mood for the usual sparring and sexual evasiveness she liked to engage in. But he allowed her inside anyway.

      “I’m not here for sex,” Wendolin said as she shut the flap behind her.

      “Not surprising,” he commented offhandedly.

      “I just want you to hold me,” she said, kneeling beside him. “After all the death we’ve seen, the undeath, I want to feel a warm body next to me. And remind myself what it’s like to be alive.”

      She lay down and wrapped her arms around him, and he returned the favor, holding her tight. She pressed her face into the crook between his neck and shoulder, and he felt her warm breath on the nape of his neck, and her breasts, so soft, crushed against his side.

      It turned him on.

      “Would you ever accept undeath to live forever?” she asked him suddenly.

      “I doubt it,” he said, pushing away to look her in the eyes. “Living that way… without a body of any kind—at least, not a true body—doesn’t seem worth it. Everything that the Blade Elves were was lost when they chose undeath.”

      “But they still have their memories,” she said. “As well as all the people they ever loved. That’s got to be worth something, hasn’t it?”

      “I suppose so,” he said, partially sitting up. “But why are you asking me? You’re an elf. You already can live forever. Well, barring an unlucky brush with a sword.”

      “I ask because I’m afraid that one day I’ll lose you,” she said. “You’re not immortal.”

      He lay back. “Ah.” He remained quiet for a moment. “You will lose me to death one day. It’s inevitable. Just as all the others with me will die, save for you, Mauritania, and Ziatrice. But that time is far away.”

      “Is it?” she murmured. “Perhaps not so far away, given what we face.”

      “It almost sounds like you want me to make a pact with a necromancer!” he said.

      “No,” she said. “I wouldn’t dare. But I would still care for you, if that did happen. I want you to know that.”

      “That’s somehow reassuring, I suppose,” he said. “In a macabre way.”

      She smiled. “I guess… I guess I just don’t want to lose you. I’ve been trying so hard not to get attached to you, and now it’s happened. I realized that when we were back in the mountain, surrounded by those death knights: when their undead king appeared, I was ready to throw myself in front of the creature, if only to save you.” She closed her eyes and sighed. “I’ve been trying to avoid this moment since I met you. But it’s too late now. I’ve lost my power over you, Breaker.”

      “You don’t want to lose me?” he asked, a hint of amusement in his voice. I have her!

      She pressed herself against him once more so that her lips were next to his ear, and she whispered. “No. I just want this moment, with you in my arms, to last forever.”

      “Then we can make it last forever,” he said.

      She pulled away from him, her eyes wide, so very wide, reminding him of a puppy dog’s. She looked directly into his own, her face only a few inches from his. He smelled the sweet peppermint on her breath.

      Smiling tenderly, he touched his lips to hers in a gentle kiss.

      She returned his kiss passionately, but then he stopped, pulling away. Her expression was filled with a sudden fright, as if to say, “what have I done?”

      “We shouldn’t do this,” Malem said.

      “Why not?” she asked. “You’ll just take someone else to your bed if I leave.”

      He turned onto his back, and gazed at the canopy overhead. “You never did tell me why you don’t want to experience pleasure through our connection, when I take someone else to my bed.”

      “Because I don’t want to be reminded that it’s someone else you’re sleeping with, and not me!” she said. “I don’t want to be reminded that I have to share you. Why do you think I’ve been avoiding sleeping with you for so long? I’m reluctant to enter such a relationship.”

      “That’s exactly why we shouldn’t do this,” he said. “You’re a queen. You have elves waiting for you. Maybe you should just go home.”

      He wasn’t sure why he was telling her this. He was in a strange, self-destructive mood tonight. Seeing Denfidal had done it, he supposed. He felt like he was bringing these women to their deaths.

      So apparently a part of him had decided he was going to alienate them, one by one. Starting with the tree elf.

      Wendolin stared at him, wide-eyed. “You’re going to sabotage this? Your chance of sleeping with me? I thought you wanted this all along!”

      “Oh, I do,” he said. “More than anything. Don’t get me wrong. But consider what lies ahead. You could die. I’ll probably die. You said it yourself, death is not so far away, given what we face. Go home, Elf.”

      She folded her arms beneath her breasts, making them jiggle quite nicely. He found it very hard to maintain eye contact.

      “I told you, it’s too late for that,” she said. “I’m already attached to you. I’ve thrown in my lot with you.” She slapped his face. “Look into my eyes when I’m talking to you!”

      He glanced up, and rubbed his cheek. “That wasn’t very nice.”

      She made as if to slap him again, but he grabbed her wrist, then threw her down. “You want to get fucked?”

      “Yes,” she moaned.

      “Then you’ll get fucked,” he said.

      He hiked up her dress, and ripped down her panties. But then he hesitated once again.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Nothing,” he said. “I…” He shook his head. “I felt like the Defiler there, for a second. You pissed me off.”

      “As Xaxia said,” she told him. “We all have the Defiler inside of us, somewhere. But that’s the difference between man and beast. We can restrain our inner Defilers. Beasts can’t. That’s why we can build great civilizations, whereas most beasts and monsters live in caves.”

      “Did she really say that?” he said.

      “Oh, yes,” she told him.

      “Hm.” He glanced down. “Did you know your pants are still down?”

      “Oh, yes,” she repeated, her voice oozing sex.

      He smiled, and this time when he kissed her, it was not gentle. Their lips mashed against one another, and their teeth bumped. She groped frantically for the drawstring of his pants, but he resisted her, pushing her hands away, wanting to prolong her desire, and make her suffer a while longer.

      He pulled away, and planted kisses along her jaw line, all the way to her forehead. Then he paused at the ragged scar over her right brow. The only defect in her otherwise perfect face. “How did you get this?”

      “I fought in the First Balor War, with my sister,” she said. “This scar was from an orak arrow. It struck me, and deflected off my skull, but the blow knocked me unconscious. I was only out for a few seconds, but it would have been enough to kill me, for you see, I was surrounded by oraks, my magic nearly exhausted. My sister was bone weary, but she cut her way through the oraks and saved me before they could strike me down, and she dragged me to freedom. I woke up on her back, being carried to the safety of the healers.”

      “They didn’t do a very good job,” he said. “Weyanna can heal scars, you know.”

      “Oh, I know,” she said. “So can tree elves. But you see, I wanted this one. To remind me of my sister’s heroic actions that day.”

      “She survived?” he asked.

      Wendolin nodded. “She did. Though she left Dothloron a long time ago. Started an enclave of tree elves far to the east.” She pulled away slightly. “You think my scar is ugly?”

      He smiled fleetingly, and then in answer leaned forward and licked it. He caressed that scar with his tongue, while he reached his other hand down her shirt, and cupped her smallish breasts.

      He returned his mouth to hers and this time, when she struggled to undo his pants during their kisses, he let her.

      He broke away from her and gazed into her mischievous eyes. She smiled as he slid his pants down.

      Meanwhile, she reached down, grabbed the hem of her dress, and lifted it completely off.

      Her bra sat askew, and she removed it, too.

      Malem left her panties tied around her knees, partially restraining her, then he mounted her. He found her opening, and entered.

      Her eyes rolled up in her head. “I’ve wanted this for so long. I’m so glad I muted all of the pleasure until now. So I can have you all to myself. If only for one night.”

      “Many nights,” he said through gritted teeth. He was thrusting rapidly. He could feel her rising pleasure in his mind, and it magnified his own. That growing ecstasy was shared among everyone else connected to him, and each time it passed from dragon to half monster and back again, it grew in strength so that by the time it returned to him, it was magnified tenfold.

      He had to stop pounding, because otherwise he would have exploded right then. He wanted to draw this out for as long as possible, this first time between himself and Wendolin.

      So he rested there, on top of her, panting in unison to her own breathing.

      “Why are you stopping?” she gasped.

      “Beg,” he said.

      “Please keep fucking me,” she said.

      “You women are all the same,” he said.

      She frowned.

      “You all want release so soon,” he explained. “And yet you don’t understand, that most of the pleasure lies within the moments leading up to the release.”

      She slid a hand between their bodies and gripped his member, which was only partially inside, and squeezed it between her thumb and forefinger. Then she began rubbing up and down, very fast.

      He thrust inside of her all the way, and her eyes rolled up. He pushed her hand away. “Oh no you don’t. Sneaky, though.”

      “Had to try,” she gasped.

      He decided to have mercy on her, and began thrusting again.

      He gripped one of her small, bouncing breasts in his hand, and played with the nipple. He kissed her other breast, and then suckled it.

      She clenched around him abruptly, and her back arched. Malem was lifted off his sleeping bag, and he exploded at the same time.

      He moaned at the same time she did, and then the bridge that was her back gave, and he collapsed on top of her.

      He rolled off of her, and she promptly slid a hand to his groin, and began rubbing again.

      “We elves like to do it two or three times in a row,” she said.

      “Yeah, but we humans need to rest a bit in between sessions,” Malem said.

      “That’s not what I heard,” she said, continuing to rub. “I heard you could get it up again right away, if you put your mind to it.”

      She winked sensually.

      He chuckled, wondering who he should drain to restore his stamina, but then incredible, found himself rising to the occasion without having to take from anyone else.

      She looked down between his legs, and smiled lecherously, before pulling herself on top of him. Then she sat down on his groin, and slid him inside her. Then she began gently rocking back and forth, this while bracing he arms on his pecs, which she stroked with her hands. Her two arms squeezed her small breasts together, making them bulge pleasantly.

      He just looked at her, this beautiful woman mounted on top of him, the locks of her long hair tumbling down on either side and almost touching his body. He almost couldn’t believe this was happening.

      A queen, an elven queen.

      But he had been with queens before. And princesses.

      Once again, the pleasure echoed and magnified as it passed between the two of them, and the other companions he was bound to. He could hear moans coming from some of the other tents.

      “You fuckers mind keeping it down?” Xaxia said from another tent. “Some of us are trying to sleep! Plus, remember… there might be dragons searching these mountains for us!”

      But her words had little effect on the moans he heard.

      “I kinda like it!” Timlir said from another tent. “Nothing like the sound of fucking! You can join me if you’re getting horny, lassy!”

      “Ha!” Xaxia returned. “I’d rather have sex with a rock then a dwarf!”

      “Close your eyes!” Timlir sent. “I’m good at pretending to be a rock!”

      Wendolin increased her thrusting motions above him, and he rammed his hips upward to meet her each time. Her neck bent far back, and she smiled lasciviously as she worked him. She bent her hips back and forth while rocking up and down, a technique that only increased his own pleasure.

      I’m going to have to teach the other girls that!

      Faster and faster she moved, and her moans came with increasing frequency, until he felt the usually exponential rise in pleasure, and they exploded as one.

      Then she collapsed on top of him and rested her head upon his shoulder.

      “And that’s that,” she said.

      “Yup,” he said. “But I thought you said elves like to do it three times in a row.”

      “Oh come on, give me some rest,” she said.

      He chuckled. “As you wish, my lady.”

      “Oh, stop it,” she said. “You don’t care that I’m a queen. Just like I don’t care you’re a plebe.”

      “I’m a plebe!” he said, making fun of her.

      “Uh huh,” she said.

      “Is that how you really think of the rest of us?” he asked.

      “Of course,” she replied. “What’s wrong with that? It doesn’t change how I treat you. Well, at first it did, maybe. But not now, now that I know you.”

      “But I’m still a plebe,” he said.

      “Yup,” she said.

      He smiled. “If that’s your way of trying to get the upper hand on me, it’s not going to work.”

      “We’ll see,” she said. “I suppose I can withhold sex if I have to.”

      “But that won’t work either,” he said. “Considering there are others eager to take your place if you won’t come to my bed.”

      “But none of them are like me,” she said.

      “They can be taught,” he said.

      She sighed. “Ah, Breaker. If only we could live ordinary lives. I wish Balors didn’t exist. And that they weren’t trying to destroy one another. Then we could live our lives in peace.” She closed her eyes. “And I wish I was completely human.”

      “You don’t wish that,” he said.

      “Oh, but I do,” she said.

      “Why?” he said. “You should be happy to be who you are.”

      “Because,” she said. “I’m going to have to watch you die someday.”

      “When I’m old,” Malem said. “Really old.”

      She smiled sadly, and gazed into his eyes. “You don’t understand. When you’re as old as me, time seems to pass but so much faster. This time we’re spending together, it will be over in the merest blink of an eye, as far as I’m concerned. And then you’ll be gone, and I’ll be alone again.”

      “But you’ll have many grandchildren to take care of by then, with any luck,” he said with a wink.

      She laughed. “And how many of them will be mine?”

      “Oh, I’m sure you’ll only take care of those you sire yourself,” he said.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe I’ll take on some blue and green ones. And some little dragons.”

      “Whatever you want,” he said.

      She closed her eyes. “Do you want to marry when this is done?”

      “No!” he said, a little too forcefully. “I mean, no. I already told Abigail I’m never getting married. And my answer is the same to you. I won’t be able to deal with the jealousy issues that come with having one wife, and making the rest mistresses.”

      She shrugged. “Then marry us all.”

      “What’s the point of that?” he said. “Not marrying you all is the same thing.”

      She smiled wanly. “I guess it’s the symbolism. If we all wore a ring on our fingers, we’d know we were yours.”

      “But you already know you’re mine…” he told her. “You can feel me in your head.”

      “I guess,” she said. “Xaxia can’t, though.”

      “I don’t think she cares either way,” he said.

      “Oh she cares,” Wendolin said. “I’ve talked to her. She feels left out that she can’t experience this connection we have. And share thoughts, and pleasure.”

      “Well, there’s nothing I can do about that,” he said. “She’s human.”

      Wendolin nodded, and then snuggled against him. She reached between his legs, and squeezed.

      Once again, he felt blood rushing to his nether region.

      “Looks like you’re ready to go again,” she said.

      “Of course,” he told her. “I’ve been waiting on you.”

      She smiled. “Wait no more!”

      She mounted him once more, and they kept at it for much of the night, before finally collapsing in utter exhaustion.

      He slept deeply, his dreams filled with images of small breasts, long hair, and a beautiful, ragged scar.
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      Malem rode upon Nemertes. The dragon had arrived with the dawn, as promised. She still had her saddle, so that Malem and Wendolin could ride her with ease.

      The other riders didn’t have it quite so easy. Since the Metals hadn’t carried their large saddles with them through the depths of the mountain, their riders had to hook their feet in between where the wing stalks joined the main bodies. It wasn’t the safest setup, but if any of the riders should fall, the dragons were ready to swoop down to snatch them up in their talons. The rest of the flight would be spent rather uncomfortably thereafter, however.

      There had been some debate on whether or not the party should go back to retrieve the saddles on the opposite side of the mountain, but Malem didn’t want to risk alerting Vorgon or the demon’s army. Those black dragons hadn’t looked all that friendly…

      Malem supposed that if the army was present, dragons would have been searching the mountains all night. More likely the Balor had already returned to the Black Realm with its dark host. And if the uraks hadn’t taken the saddles with them, then they had probably torn them to pieces before departing. It didn’t seem worth it to check, not when the others could ride bareback anyway.

      The dragons flew west, heading toward the Dark Wood to seek Grendel.

      Why do we head to the Dark Wood? Nemertes asked.

      Have you ever heard of Grendel? Malem asked Nemertes.

      No.

      She’s a witch of some kind, he explained. Knows how to summon Paragons. According to the undead king.

      Sweet, Nemertes sent. Did I ever tell you I ate an undead village once?

      No, you didn’t, he said. How did that go?

      Not well, Nemertes replied. They continued to fight in my belly after I swallowed them, so I was forced to swallow a live hill giant to deal with them. Needless to say, I was shitting bones for weeks afterwards. And the only nutritional value I received was from the hill giant. I’d advise you not to dine on undead if you can help it.

      I’ll make a mental note of it, he told the dragon.

      He’d stowed his backpack into one of the saddlebags so that Wendolin could wrap her arms around him. She was lying against his back, essentially hugging him. From the contentment emanating from her energy bundle, he thought she must have a smile on her face. He could feel those small breasts pressing into the fabric of his shirt, and just the thought of them caused images of the night before to come flooding into his mind, and aroused him.

      He shifted, his pants feeling suddenly too tight.

      Wendolin raised her head. Getting uncomfortable?

      No. Just thinking about last night.

      Ah. She lowered her head against him. It was fun, wasn’t it?

      Fun? That’s all you have to say about it?

      Well, incredible is probably a better word, but I don’t want you to get a big head, she said. And I mean that in both senses of the word.

      He chuckled. Dirty girl.

      I’m a woman, not a girl, she insisted.

      Dirty woman, then.

      I never claimed to be anything but, she told him.

      You think if I repositioned in the saddle so that we were both facing each other, we could fuck without anyone noticing? he asked.

      Doubtful, she said. Especially considering they’d feel it the moment you penetrated.

      I could mute them all, he said. It would just be me and you.

      Now that definitely is tempting, she said. But I still think everyone else would notice. We’re in plain view. So, for your sake, I’m going to have to say no. Wouldn’t want you to have to deal with the fallout.

      Leave any jealousy issues to me, he said, feeling himself becoming even harder. He wanted her now, in this moment, more than anything. Come on, we could form a new club. We’ll call it… the Sex on Dragonback Club. You and I can be the inauguratory members. Or how about just: the Dragonback Club. You haven’t truly had sex until you’ve done it on dragonback.

      Sorry.

      Sighing, he forced himself to think of the death knights in the mountain, and that got him to lose his arousal fairly quick.

      They flew for half the day, until a dark smear appeared on the horizon to the west.

      Is that Dark Wood? he asked Wendolin, all traces of his earlier arousal gone.

      It is, she replied.

      It’s intact, Malem said. I was expecting to find it burned to the ground, considering Vorgon and his army passed this way when they first invaded.

      Perhaps someone had warned him that Grendel resided within, Wendolin said. If you were a Balor, and someone told you a witch who could summon a Paragon resided in these woods, you’d think twice before attacking, too.

      I probably would, he agreed.

      Besides, the Dark Wood is rumored to be enchanted, Wendolin continued. That alone might have been enough for Vorgon to avoid it.

      What kind of enchantment are we talking about? he asked her.

      Oh, the usual. Living trees that snatch up men and animals as they walk by, and devour them.

      Good thing we have you with us, he said. Master of trees.

      Yes, good thing indeed.

      When they were in range, he had the dragons perform a pass across the forest. It wasn’t all that big, maybe a twentieth the size of the Midweald—more like a copse compared to some of the larger forests Malem had traveled.

      He didn’t want to get too close to the forest, in case something evil should shoot out, so he kept the dragons roughly a mile from the ground.

      As they passed over the northeastern portion of the forest, he spotted a gable roof nestled amid the trees.

      You see that? he sent to all those who were joined with him.

      That has to be our witch’s house, Abigail replied.

      I can’t believe we found it already, Gwen said.

      Not everyone who comes this way has dragons at their disposal, Mauritania commented.

      At your disposal? Brita said. Is that how you view us? As something to be disposed of?

      Touchy, Mauritania said. But I admit, a poor choice of words on my part.

      I’ll say, Brita told her.

      So, let’s try to land as close as possible, Malem said.

      Hm, I’m not seeing any clearings wide enough, Nemertes said. Unless you want us to crash into the trees, and try to knock them over before they trip us up too badly. Won’t be pleasant… least of all for the riders.

      No, Malem said. I guess we can land on the outskirts to the northeast, and make our way inside. It looks like a short, twenty-minute walk from here.

      Distances can be deceptive at this height, Nemertes commented. I’d estimate twice that, myself.

      The dragons landed on the northeastern eaves of the forest, and the riders dismounted, sliding down the leathery wings to the ground.

      Malem retrieved his backpack from the saddlebags, and his dragonscale armor. He began to don the latter.

      “That forest is kind of dense for us to stay in dragon form,” Abigail said.

      Malem stared into the forest as he applied his armor. It would definitely be a tight fit for the dragons. “You might as well revert to human form.”

      The dragons did so.

      The riders had carried along the clothing and armor of the Metals in their backpacks, and they promptly returned them after the half dragons returned to human form.

      As usual, as the Metals dressed, Malem’s gaze kept drifting to Brita’s tight little ass.

      “You’re a dog,” Wendolin said.

      Feeling the blood rush to his face, Malem quickly averted his eyes and concentrated on securing his breastplate. “Oh, what? I was, er, just looking at the, um, the… backpacks. I was wondering what was in Brita’s backpack.”

      “I’ll bet you were,” Wendolin said. “Considering she doesn’t have a backpack. At least, not the kind you carry over your shoulders. Which backpack of Brita’s were you referring to?”

      “Never mind.” He turned around, and pretended to study the southern eaves of the forest while he finished tightening the last of his armor. When he was done, he scooped his pack from the ground and set it upon his back, and then strapped Balethorn to his thigh.

      “Why didn’t you wear your dragonscale armor before we left?” Wendolin asked. “Would have been safer that way, wouldn’t it?”

      “That armor wouldn’t help me if I fell to my death,” he told her.

      “I meant more if we were attacked,” she said. “Either while in the air, or shortly after landing.”

      “Oh,” he said. “Yes, you’re right.” And she was. “But I didn’t put on my armor because, well, I wanted to feel the press of your breasts against my back.” He shrugged, giving her a sheepish smile.

      She made an appropriately scandalized face. “I’m not sure whether to feel disgusted, or loved.”

      He smiled, and let his gaze drop to her chest. “Maybe we should ask them?” He nodded towards her breasts.

      “Men!” She sniffed and walked away.

      Whoops.

      He had meant it as a joke, but apparently she hadn’t found it funny. He understood why now, of course, but it was a little too late to take it back.

      Definitely getting rusty with women. You’re growing complacent, Malem.

      Not that it mattered. If she wouldn’t come to his bed, another would.

      He shook his head, forcing himself to dwell on the present moment, and the task at hand.

      Nemertes approached the tree line. “If your Metal friends can’t fit, of course I won’t be able to. I’ll wait here.”

      “You could shadow our advance from above,” Malem suggested.

      “That means a whole lot of circling in place,” Nemertes said. “I’d much rather rest my wings. It’s been a long journey. I’m an ancient dragon, remember. Have some respect for my age.”

      Malem inclined his head. “I suppose I’m in good hands as it is.”

      He reached out, and Broke several songbirds he sensed in the forest ahead of him. There were other animals, too, but he left them alone for the moment. There weren’t any monsters, at least none he could detect.

      He sent the birds forward, toward the gable roof house. The forest seemed relatively calm around them. The trees also appeared to be normal: there were no animated man eaters among them, as Wendolin had suggested.

      By then the dragons had finished dressing, and Malem had Solan and Gannet lead the way into the forest. The party followed a deer trail through the foliage, and each member stepped over the occasional droppings along the way—small, marble-sized turds piled into small circles.

      Even though the trees seemed normal, Malem wasn’t about to take any chances: he still gave strict orders for the party members to stay as far away from those trunks, and any stray branches, as possible. That meant traveling in single file behind Solan and Gannet.

      Ahead, the birds reached the gable-roofed house. It was painted pink, of all colors. They perched on the nearby branches, the rooftop, and its windowsills. He switched to the viewpoint of one of those that perched on a windowsill, and tried to peer inside the house, but unfortunately, the curtains inside were shut.

      He had the bird fly around to the other windows, but they, too had shut curtains. Those curtains were colored a bright orange, contrasting to the pink exterior. Odd choice of colors.

      He sent the bird to the rooftop, hoping for a chimney or something that he could send the bird down, but there wasn’t one.

      Hmm.

      He returned his viewpoint back inside himself, and continue walking. Ziatrice had been waiting beside him.

      “You went ahead with your mind?” she asked.

      “I Broke some birds, yes,” he told her.

      “How does it look?” she pressed.

      “Just a house out in the woods,” he said. “Well maintained, at that. Obviously, someone is living there. It’s not overgrown, and the pink paint seems fresh.”

      “Pink?” Ziatrice said.

      “That’s right,” he said.

      “This Grendel is going to be an interesting character, I think,” Ziatrice said.

      “Most likely,” he agreed.

      The journey through the woods proved mostly uneventful. Solan did startle a boar at one point, and from his cry of surprise, he seemed more scared than the fleeing boar. Though the shout did cause the animal to run even faster, admittedly.

      You sensed that ghastly creature didn’t you, Breaker? Solan sent.

      Of course, Malem replied.

      And yet you didn’t warn me… Solan said.

      I didn’t think a little old boar would scare a big dragon like yourself… Malem told his friend.

      Solan erupted into a hearty laugh that Malem could hear all the way from the back of the party.

      I see your point, Solan replied.

      Mind keeping it down, guzzle mouth? Gwen said. You’ll bring the entire forest down on us at this rate. Let alone the damn witch!

      Sorry, Solan said.

      Nemertes had been right: it did take longer to reach the house than Malem had anticipated. Instead of twenty minutes, it took forty. So much for airborne estimates.

      Finally, they emerged from the forest, and into the small clearing containing the pink-walled house with its orange curtains. The door and roof were painted a bright red.

      “Is that blood coating the door?” Gwen asked.

      Xaxia frowned. “No, it’s paint.”

      Malem reached out, but sensed nothing inside the building. “I can’t get a read on the place. My beast sense is blank.”

      “As usual,” Mauritania commented.

      Goldenthall strode forward.

      “Goldenthall!” Malem hissed.

      But the man went up to the door, and stared at the surface. Then he turned around, and announced, loudly: “Yup, it’s paint.”  He swiveled toward the door once again, and knocked three times.

      “He’s a madman,” Timlir commented. The dwarf had his ax out.

      Malem had a mind to draw Balethorn himself, but he held back, for the time being.

      The door suddenly creaked open of its own accord.

      “I guess she’s inviting us in,” Goldenthall said. “Shall we?” He gestured toward the opening.

      Malem sent a songbird inside.

      He switched to its viewpoint, and landed on a table set between two couches. He leaped the bird onto the couch, and gazed at the quaint kitchen beyond.

      A woman sat at the kitchen table, her back to the door. She was dressed in light, white robes, with a hood raised over her head.

      Malem sent the bird in front of her, and landed it on the table. He couldn’t quite see beneath that hood, which was worn low, hiding the woman’s face.

      “Can you see her?” Xaxia asked.

      “Yes,” Malem said.

      “Is she a lich?” the bandit pressed.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I can’t tell. I can’t see her face.”

      “I bet she’s a lich,” Xaxia said. “What’s she doing?”

      “Nothing, as far as I can tell,” he told her. “Just sitting there.”

      “You still don’t sense her, do you?” she said.

      He nodded. “No.”

      “Yup, that’s a lich,” Xaxia said.

      Since he was tapped into the songbird’s viewpoint, sound reached him from both the bird, and his own ears, so when the woman spoke, he heard it.

      “Well hello, little bird,” the woman said in a voice that sounded strangely melodic. Completely unlike what Malem had been expecting. “Tell your friends to come inside. Tell them Grendel wishes to speak to them.”

      Malem recalled the bird, and then dismissed its point of view.

      He glanced at his companions. “She’s inviting us in.”

      “Well then, let’s not disappoint her,” Goldenthall said. He stepped inside.

      “Xaxia, Timlir, go first,” Malem said. “Timlir, the ax.”

      Timlir glanced at the weapon. “What about it?”

      Malem frowned. “Kind of rude to be entering someone’s house with a weapon in hand, don’t you think?”

      “Oh,” Timlir said, securing the weapon he held to his waist. Then he pointed a finger at Malem and said, playfully: “You’re a smart one, Breaker.”

      The dwarf entered with Xaxia.

      Malem followed. He paused at the opening. “Mauritania, Ziatrice, Abigail, Wendolin, you’re with me as well. The rest of you, make sure no one ambushes us.”

      It wasn’t for no reason he picked some of the most powerful members of his party to accompany him. As for his choice of Xaxia and Timlir—he wanted them present in case magic proved useless.

      Taking a long breath, Malem entered.
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      Malem made room for the other four women who entered behind him. When they were inside, the red-painted door shut of its own accord behind them.

      With the door closed, the light levels dropped, though not severely. Even though the curtains were all shut inside, they allowed enough light through for Malem to clearly discern his surroundings. His night vision essentially made it seem like midday in there.

      Timlir and Xaxia stood on either side of him, with Goldenthall a little in front of them.

      Malem gazed at the robed woman expectantly. He still couldn’t sense her, even now that he had laid eyes directly upon her.

      She abruptly stood and turned around to regard the newcomers. Her face was hidden in the shadow of her hood.

      She raised her hands and lowered that hood, revealing a face younger than Malem was expecting. Perhaps early twenties. Or at least, she appeared to be. Wendolin was hundreds of years old, as was Abigail, but both appeared about the same age as this woman.

      She wore her hair in two small buns on either side of her head, and she was pretty, certainly. Cuter than the typical tavern wench. Though a little flat-chested for his tastes. Not that any of that mattered, of course: he wasn’t here to have sex with her.

      Despite her youth, which could be unnatural, he didn’t think she was half monster. She looked completely human, at least the part that wasn’t covered by robes. Which would explain why he couldn’t sense her.

      She glanced between the different companions, until eventually her eyes settled on Malem. Apparently, instinctively she knew he was the leader.

      Am I that easy to pick out?

      That would explain why when monsters attacked, they often chose him as a target. Then again, maybe she just got lucky.

      “I don’t get visitors in these parts often,” she said. “I prefer it that way, though. I like peace and quiet. I’ve carefully crafted my image, arranged for rumors to spread. That way I can sit here, and remember my youth, and the joy I once knew.”

      “You don’t look so old,” Timlir said.

      She glanced at the dwarf, and raised an eyebrow. “I thank you for the compliment. But light magic renews the flesh. I am over five hundred years old.”

      “Really?” Timlir said. “Well, you’re a wee bit older than me, because I’m four hundred and fifty, lassy.”

      She nodded. “It will be good to talk to someone who remembers the past as I do.”

      “You are Grendel?” Malem asked.

      “I am,” she replied.

      “Wait, did you say light magic?” Xaxia asked. “You’re a light mage? I was expecting a dark mage of some kind. Not a mage of the light.”

      “Expectations,” Grendel said. “I’m all about managing them. As I told you, a few well-placed rumors in nearby cities, some glowing lights in the night… and the nearby populations are sufficiently spooked into leaving me alone. Most visitors leave my domain well enough alone, however when someone enters my forest, and finds their way to my house, I will usually invite them inside for tea, so that they can catch me up on the news of the world. Though it has been a long time since my last visitor. A very long time.”

      “That’s probably because the closest cities have been destroyed,” Malem said. “Their populations killed, or drafted.”

      “What?” Grendel said. “When? How?”

      “A Balor has been through this way,” he told her.

      She stiffened. “A Balor, when?”

      “It’s gone now,” Malem said. “Or at least, it was gone. But the demon has returned. That’s why I’m here.”

      “A Balor.” She shook her head. “I’ve been so out of touch with the world. I didn’t even know…”

      “Actually, there have been two in the past few decades,” Malem said. “First there was Banvil, defeated by my father, the ice mage Nailcrom. And then Vorgon, defeated by me, the Breaker Malem.”

      She shut her eyes. “I assumed no Balor would ever be able to touch this world again. Not after the agents of balance closed the way.”

      “Agents of balance?” Xaxia asked.

      “The Paragons.” She opened her eyes and glanced at Malem. “How did you find me?”

      “Emeric, of the Blade Elves, pointed us your way,” he told her.

      She smiled at the name, her eyes glinting as if some fond memory had come to mind. “Ah, good King Emeric. How is he?”

      “He now leads an undead faction under the Khroma mountains,” Malem said.

      Grendel’s expression became aghast.

      “That happened centuries ago,” Mauritania told her. “You really are out of touch with the world.”

      Grendel sighed, slumping. “Now you understand why I prefer memory, to reality.” She turned around, and walked to a curtained window in the kitchen. She opened the curtains, and light rays streamed inside. The movement startled three of Malem’s songbirds that perched just outside, but they returned a moment later to alight upon the windowsill.

      “Yours, Breaker?” she asked.

      “Good guess,” he replied.

      She opened the window and held out a finger toward the birds, as if inviting one to perch there.

      Malem commanded one of the birds to land on that finger.

      She stroked its little head with her free hand, smiling.

      “Such a small thing,” she said. “And yet still so infinitely complex. With a heart, lungs, mind… all the other organs we have, compacted into such a tiny space. They are self-aware, and fear death, just like all of us. Or most. I sometimes wish I had the power of a Breaker, if only for some company in these woods. But then I remind myself why I came. I remind myself of the pain that is the world. Because if I were to befriend these animals, one day, they would die, and I would be left only with my memories once more. It is better not to leave them. The memories, I mean.”

      She continued to pet the bird, smiling sadly.

      “Emeric told us you were one of the last Great Witches,” Malem said. “That you could summon a Paragon?”

      Her expression darkened, and she abruptly tossed her hand toward the window, launching the bird outside. She shut the window, and closed the curtains.

      “No,” she said curtly. She turned around, and pointed at the door.

      But before she could tell him to go, he forestalled her: “You can’t, or you won’t?”

      “The latter,” she said. “It’s just as well I didn’t know a Balor had come to these lands. I cannot fight it. Not anymore. Now please, just go.”

      But he stood his ground. “Why can’t you fight?”

      She gazed into his face, her eyes full of sadness. “The last time I summoned a Paragon, I nearly lost myself. The agent of balance almost consumed me. If I do it again, I will become like this vessel you carry among you, but worse.” She pointed at Goldenthall.

      “You know what he is?” Malem asked.

      She nodded. “Of course. I am a light mage. I can sense my opposite in a dark mage. But this one… he is blacker even than the darkest of mages. Such a blackness can only mean he is possessed by a Balor. The demon is weak, yes, but still present nonetheless. Just as the demon is present inside of you.”

      Malem nodded. “I control it.”

      She cocked her head. “For now.”

      He studied her for a moment. “So you won’t fight because you’re afraid of losing yourself to the Paragon? That’s the only reason?”

      “That, and I don’t want the pain that comes with the outside world,” she said. “The land beyond this forest is not for me. I’ve seen too much death, too much suffering. And I’ve suffered myself, greatly. I always do, when I set forth outside these woods. No, I stay here, in this house. And here.” She tapped her temple. “Free of worldly concerns. Reliving the best days of my life, again and again.”

      “The best days of your life are yet to come,” Malem told her. “If only you allow yourself to experience them. You say you don’t want pain. But that is exactly what life is. Fucking hard, withering pain. The worst kind you can imagine. But you can’t be alive without this suffering. Without pain of some kind. Emotional, physical. The pain of loss. The pain of a chronic injury. But there is also joy there, if you can surface above the pain long enough to find it. Great joy, that makes all the suffering worth it. And I hate to say this, but staying inside your memories, reliving them for the rest of your life, is little different from giving up. You’re not truly living. Not when the world is dead to you.”

      She stared at him with a cool expression. “Is that all?”

      “Yeah,” he said, still feeling some of the anger that her words had stirred inside him.

      “Can you go now?” she asked.

      “Yeah.” He turned to leave. “Let’s go. She can’t help us.”

      “Wait,” Wendolin said. She addressed Grendel. “You say you are a light mage?”

      Grendel merely stared at her, unblinking.

      “Is it not a light mage’s sworn duty, as a servant of the agents of balance, to preserve balance in this world?” she asked.

      Grendel still didn’t answer.

      “A Balor has entered this realm,” Wendolin continued. “Placing it out of balance. As one of the last, if not the last, Great Witches, you are duty bound to do whatever you can to stop this Balor. Even if it means losing yourself to a Paragon, or dying in the process.”

      The light mage stared at her for long moments, her expression growing darker by the second. So much so that Malem thought the woman was going to attack.

      But then her shoulders slumped.

      “Fucking tree elves,” Grendel muttered. “Fine. You want a Paragon at your side, then you will have one. But you may rue the day.” She smiled, baring her teeth. “For you see, not all Paragons are happy to be dragged, kicking and screaming, into this realm.”

      She raised her hands, and her exposed flesh began to glow a bright yellow. Brighter the glow became, until soon even her robe was glowing, thanks to the skin underneath. That glow formed an egg like shape around her, but then, abruptly, it collapsed, the bright light sinking into her body, and vanishing beneath the flesh.

      But her eyes continued to glow a bright yellow. The cornea, iris, and sclera were completely gone, replaced by that yellow glow.

      She turned her head toward Malem, and snarled.

      Streams of light erupted from her body like translucent tentacles. They wrapped around him and the others, lifting the party members off the floor. Where those ethereal appendages touched him, they sunk through his dragonscale armor, and he felt a burning pain upon the flesh underneath. Similar spasms of suffering emanated from the energy bundles of his companions.

      His arms were unbound, so he tried to strike down at the glowing appendages that led away from his body all the way to the witch, but his hands passed right though them.

      “Shit!” Xaxia said. “Get these off me!”

      Should we attack? Mauritania sent over the common link he shared with all his Broken companions. Use deadly force to break free? Like Grendel, she too had become as if possessed, her eyes glowing a bright green, and the horns on her head elongating until they were long, goat-like spirals.

      Not yet, Malem sent through the pain.

      Grendel turned her gaze upon Mauritania, who probably seemed the most threatening among them at the moment, and the witch launched several more appendages of light against her. Mauritania flailed in pain—he could sense sheer agony emanating from her energy bundle—but to her credit, she didn’t cry out or even moan, not once.

      Let me attack, Breaker! Mauritania sent.

      “Grendel, stop this!” Malem said.

      I could transform into a dragon, Abigail sent. We’ll see if she can restrain me then.

      Yeah, and you’ll crush the rest of us in the process! Ziatrice commented.

      Dark smears erupted from Goldenthall. They traveled aggressively toward Grendel.

      “Goldenthall, no!” Malem said.

      But streaks of light from Grendel intercepted the darkness, and they canceled each other out.

      “She’s a strong one, this Bitch,” Goldenthall said in a deep, evil voice. His eyes had become a stark black, and mist flowed from them in dark plumes.

      Grendel ceased the attack against Mauritania, and instead concentrated on Goldenthall, sending whips of light at the man in waves. Goldenthall flinched as if stung as each one wrapped around him, and he convulsed like a man drowning.

      “Stop!” Malem said.

      But Grendel did not.

      Branches thrust from the kitchen table, emerging from the wood itself, and wrapped around Grendel, restraining her. Wendolin’s doing, no doubt. One particular branch folded around the witch’s neck and squeezed.

      Grendel swiveled her angry gaze toward Wendolin, and abandoned Goldenthall—most of the tentacles of light that held the man fell away, leaving only a cursory few keeping the slumping man upright. The former king appeared to be unconscious, and his breath came in ragged wheezes.

      Grendel unleashed those whips of light at Wendolin next, but the tree elf was ready, and intercepted them with branches she grew from the table and chairs. The light seeped through the branches, emerging much weaker on the other side. But the individual strands combined to form a single, thick noose of light that Grendel squeezed around Wendolin’s throat in turn.

      Malem felt the sudden spike in pain from Wendolin, as well as a rising sense of panic as her oxygen supply was cut off.

      Wendolin tightened her own noose around Grendel’s neck, so that Malem could see the skin of the witch’s neck wrinkling above and below the plant. Grendel couldn’t be getting any oxygen, but she didn’t let up her attack. Her eyes glowed brighter than ever as she constricted her grip around the tree elf’s throat.

      Wendolin’s energy bundle was growing faint.

      Malem frantically fed Wendolin stamina, but it didn’t help… at this point, she needed air more than she needed strength.

      She was going to die if he didn’t find a way to stop Grendel.
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      Malem ceased feeding Wendolin stamina and turned toward Grendel.

      “Should we strike?” Mauritania asked. Her eyes yet glowed, and her horns were in full bloom.

      Malem was torn. Wendolin was dying. And yet they needed this witch.

      “Release her!” Malem pleaded with Grendel. “You’ll kill each other!”

      Grendel merely smiled the terrible smile of a woman who wasn’t breathing, and was happy to die.

      Ziatrice, Malem sent. Try to use your dark magic to cancel her grip on Wendolin!

      The night elf’s eyes emitted a dark mist, which flowed toward Wendolin. They spread apart, and intercepted the various tendrils of light that wrapped around the night elf, including the thick noose at her throat.

      Ziatrice fed more and more of her power into that mist, so that Malem had to grant her stamina, taking it from the others that waited outside.

      In moments, she’d instilled enough dark smears into the light so that the tendrils severed entirely, and Wendolin dropped free.

      The tree elf landed on the floor and gasped frantically for air. The panic was still raw in her energy bundle, as if she still thought she was going to choke to death and not get enough air in time.

      “Wendolin,” Malem said. “The witch.”

      She glanced up, not understanding, her breathing so very ragged.

      He fed her stamina, and sent calming vibes her way.

      “Your noose!” he said, pointing at Grendel. “You’re killing her!”

      Wendolin blinked in sudden understanding, and then the branches that held Grendel retracted. The witch began to breath steadily once more. She didn’t pant like Wendolin, however; Malem suspected the light magic had helped sustain her, despite the lack of oxygen.

      While the branches had slid aside, they otherwise remained fully grown and in place, ready to strike if Grendel, or whatever possessed her, attacked again.

      “WHAT DO YOU WANT?” Grendel said, the first time she had spoken since her eyes had begun that terrible glow. It was her voice, but deeper somehow. Demonic.

      Like a female version of Banvil.

      “We need your help!” Malem said between gritted teeth. “You are a Paragon? An agent of balance?”

      “YES,” Grendel said.

      “Release us,” Malem said. “And we can talk.”

      “TELL ME WHAT YOU WANT,” Grendel said.

      “There is a Balor in this realm,” he told her. “We need you to help us fight it.”

      She cocked her head. “A Balor?” Her voice had become closer to normal, which made him believe he was finally getting through to her. The witch’s eyes still glowed a bright yellow. “You are possessed by a Balor. As is that one.” She nodded at Goldenthall, who was only just starting to regain consciousness. Her voice took on a cunning edge. “Should I banish this particular Balor?”

      “No!” Malem said. “This Balor is helping us to preserve balance in this world. There is another. Actually, two others. Vorgon, and Denfidal. Vorgon has entered our realm, and hunts me, no doubt intending to destroy this world when the hunt is done. Meanwhile, Denfidal is using our world as a staging ground to gain territory in the Black Realm: the demon enters here, moves to an advantageous position, then returns to the Black Realm in order to defeat his foes. From what we can tell, Denfidal intends to hunt down all the remaining Balors, one by one, in this way.”

      Grendel stared at him. “That is not good.”

      “No,” he agreed. “It’s not.”

      The streams of light that held him and the others in the air vanished, and the party members dropped to the wooden floor.

      Malem no longer felt the burning pain that those glowing appendages had inflicted, but his ribs felt bruised nonetheless. Holding them, he pushed himself to his feet.

      “How many Balors has Denfidal defeated?” the possessed woman asked. Her eyes still glowed a bright yellow.

      “None so far,” Malem said.

      “Then it’s not too late,” Grendel said.

      “Well, Denfidal will probably have defeated at least one by the time we reach the demon,” Malem said.

      Grendel nodded. “Then three Balors will fall before we are done. Vorgon, Denfidal, and whoever Denfidal slays before we arrive. This leaves nine. A dangerously low number—the remaining Balors will become stronger than ever. But it can’t be helped if what you say is true.”

      “It is true,” Malem said.

      “We shall see,” Grendel told him.

      “So, you will help us?” Malem said.

      “I offer my tentative agreement,” she said.

      “Thank you,” Malem said. “Do you have a name, Paragon?”

      “Corinne,” she replied.

      “What happened to Grendel?” he pressed.

      “She is still here,” Corinne said. “Though I have pushed her aside for the moment. She is my vessel, just as you, and that man, are the vessel of a Balor.” She nodded at Goldenthall, who sat stunned on the floor next to Wendolin. “I will journey with you, inside this vessel, remaining dormant for the most part. And when the time comes, I will siphon myself through her into this realm, taking my full form. I can do this only once, however, for the cost to me is great. I will be unable to enter your realm for many years thereafter, assuming this vessel survives. And if she dies in the process, then I may never return. So, as you might have guessed, it’s important that this effort is not wasted.”

      “When you say ‘full form,’ you’re talking about the towering Paragon I saw in the nether realm?” Malem said. “A woman of light, the size of a Balor? She called herself, what was her name? Tempestria.”

      “That is what I will become, yes,” she said. “A being of pure light capable of challenging a Balor. I will remain in that form for only a short time, so we must strike quickly when the time comes.”

      “Can you summon no other Paragon?” Malem said. “Just yourself?”

      “I am the only one with enough strength left to transcend worlds without a Light Pearl,” she said. “Once, many of us could do this. But as the Balors grew in power, we weakened. Also, we require a particular breed of light mage, such as my current vessel, one born with the gift to siphon more light through their bodies than is ordinarily possible. One who has also devoted a lifetime to the mastery of her craft. A Great Witch, as it were. Of which this one is the last.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Malem said. “So, what is a Light Pearl, exactly?”

      Corinne nodded. “As we weakened, and the Great Witches died out, many of us began encapsulating our essences inside these objects—the Light Pearls—just in case we were needed once again to restore balance. The witch would summon us to this realm and then store our energy inside. When such a pearl was broken, we would return as if only just summoned. Though for a short time, of course.”

      “I watched as one of these Light Pearls was destroyed,” Malem said. “By a woman wielding a crystal sword. She served Vorgon, or Denfidal, I’m not sure which.”

      “Then the Paragon within is dead,” she said.

      “Too bad,” Malem said.

      “Yes,” Corinne said. “When I return, I will share the news, and we will grieve. There are ten still unaccounted for among my kind. Ten who still exist in this realm. Or there were. Now, given what you just told me, only nine.” Her head turned sideways slightly, as if she was contemplating the task of sharing that news, and not looking forward to it.

      “Nine?” Malem said. “So that means there are at least as many Light Pearls here. I don’t suppose you know where we can find them?”

      “I do not,” she replied.

      He nodded. “All right. So it’s just you. I guess we’ll have to work with that. How are you going to kill Vorgon and Banvil?”

      “I never said I was going to kill them,” Corinne said.

      Mauritania spoke up. Her eyes had returned to normal, along with her horns. “But I thought you said, and I quote, ‘three Balors will fall before we are done. And that only nine Balors will be left, stronger than ever.”

      “And three shall indeed fall,” Corinne said. “But only one will die truly, at Denfidal’s hands in the Black Realm. Vorgon and Denfidal will be reduced, and it is that reduction which will boost the strength of the others. Eventually the pair will return to their former power, after many, many years, restoring the balance somewhat.”

      “So you’re only going to kill them here?” Mauritania said. “And allow them to return to their native realm, just as Banvil and Vorgon did when they died?”

      “Yes,” Corinne said. “But they will become a shadow of their former selves, mist living in a cave.”

      “Yeah, but they’ll just return!” Mauritania said. “As Vorgon did. We have to journey to the Black Realm afterward and destroy their remnants!”

      “No,” Corinne said. “That will affect the balance. And they will not return, not for many years. I believe only Denfidal has the power to revive a fallen Balor.”

      “You believe,” Mauritania said. “So, you’re not sure.”

      “I’m not,” Corinne admitted.

      “Wait,” Ziatrice said. “You already admitted that one day, Vorgon and Denfidal will return to their former strength. It might not be now. It might not be within the next ten years. Maybe not even a hundred. But one day, they will return. And someone will have to deal with them again.”

      Corinne shook her head. “As an agent of balance, I cannot advocate their death. Yes, perhaps, one day Vorgon might attempt to reenter this realm. Before the demon falls, I will try to close whatever doors it has opened in this realm. Just as Tempestria likely closed the doors in the nether realm he had taken for himself.”

      “Yeah, we saw how well that worked,” Ziatrice said.

      Corinne gazed at her. “Denfidal and other Balors had access to that realm, so they could have retrieved Vorgon. But no other Balors have access to this one, save Banvil, through you. Thus, if the doors are shut to Vorgon, then he will not return.”

      Malem considered for a moment.

      We have to kill them truly, Mauritania said in his head. No matter what this Paragon says. After she’s gone, we can journey to the Black Realm, and destroy them.

      That’s an option, Malem said. But it’s too bad we don’t know how.

      I think we’d only need light magic, Wendolin said. Given how dark and light magic seem to act, based on what we’ve seen.

      There you go, Mauritania said. We’d only have to bring along Nemertes.

      Yeah, except we can’t create a portal to the black realm big enough to fit the dragon.

      Then we’ll find another light mage, somewhere, Mauritania pressed.

      For now, we’ll concentrate on banishing them back to the Black Realm as remnants of their former selves, Malem sent. Maybe someday we’ll journey to the Black Realm to destroy them fully. We’ll see. I think it’s unnecessary. There’s a reason why the Paragons want them to live. It’s not a good idea to allow any one Balor too much power.

      “So, do you want my help, given these terms, or do you not?” Corinne asked.

      “That seems a reasonable compromise,” Malem replied. “So how are you going to kill the two Balors? Or are you going to materialize inside them, like Tempestria did when I hurled the Light Pearl into Vorgon’s mouth?”

      “Unless you want to kill this vessel by allowing the Balor to devour her,” Corinne said. “I’d advise against that. Besides, such an act would only defeat one of the Balors, not both.”

      “So what, you’re going to grapple with them?” Abigail asked.

      “Grappling could work,” Corinne replied. “But there is also a chance I could be struck down, since I will not carry a weapon when I arrive. Denfidal wields a great halberd, and Vorgon an ax, if I recall. I will be defenseless.”

      “Would it help if we got you a Balor’s blade?” Malem asked.

      “That would certainly increase the odds of success,” she replied.

      “Well then, I know precisely where we can get one,” Malem told her.
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      Malem rode Nemertes once more. The other six Metals flew with him, three per side. They traveled toward the plains of Atembor, located almost due south, where the armies of the former Alliance had faced off against the dark host of Vorgon and lost. It was there, in that former no man’s land, where Banvil had fallen and the demon’s sword lay.

      Grendel was with them. She had squeezed in behind Wendolin on Nemertes’ back. The dragon saddle wasn’t really designed to fit three, so she sat slightly on the projecting part of the rear, where Malem had tied her in.

      Below, Atembor soon came into view. He knew where the no man’s land resided immediately, because while grass and shrubs grew beyond the trenches on either side, no plants sprouted within. There, only the scattered bones of man and monster lay strewn across the land, a sign of the terrible fighting that had taken place.

      Malem had never thought he would find himself engaged in the wars of men. Though human himself, he had always considered himself an outsider. But it was the women who had showed him his humanity. Even when he had become the Defiler, they were his beacon of hope, leading him back to the light. Without them, only darkness remained. If he had not met Abigail and the rest, he would still be running from Banvil, while Vorgon scoured the world.

      Yes, I owe them everything.

      Malem touched the amulet that he wore at his neck above his dragonscale armor. He wondered if it truly protected him from the Darkness. If it did, even if he failed to destroy Vorgon, that meant he’d never have to worry about the Dark hunting him again. Maybe even Vorgon itself would not be able to find him.

      So far, the Dark had not come for him again, nor had the buzzing, that terrible precursor, entered his head. But that was probably because Vorgon had yet to recover from the previous summoning. So it remained to be seen whether the amulet actually worked.

      He returned his gaze to the land below. At those skeletons… so many bones, glistening in the sun.

      I wonder if the land will ever recover, Gwen sent. And if plants will grow here again.

      I hope so, Wendolin said. It’s pretty terrible, to see what happened here. I can only imagine how bad the fighting became.

      It got fairly desperate at times, Abigail said. We were outnumbered, and outmatched. We only lasted as long as we did because of some brilliant strategies put forth by my father, and the other generals.

      I came up with some brilliant strategies myself, Malem said.

      You’re talking about the hill giant rush to drawn out King Barrowfore of the dwarves? Abigail asked.

      Exactly, he told her.

      Wasn’t so brilliant, Ziatrice said. Considering Barrowfore didn’t yield. And Vorgon only replaced him when we were done. We lost many soldiers in that rush.

      Too many lives were lost, Malem agreed. For too little gain. But the strategy itself was sound, and it would have worked, if you hadn’t killed the dwarf!

      Oh, Ziatrice said. Yeah. Sorry about that. But in my defense, the king did punch me in the jaw. I mean, come on, it was an instinctive reaction to cut him in half.

      Sure, we all instinctively cut people in half when they punch us in the jaw, Weyanna said.

      I’d do it, too, Mauritania said.

      There you go, Ziatrice said.

      Except my reaction wouldn’t be instinctive, Mauritania said. I’d just be acting out of rage.

      My own anger probably factored into my response, Ziatrice admitted.

      The dragons continued south over that no man’s land for quite some time, until Malem spotted the tall blade in the distance, protruding well above the horizon.

      There was something else accompanying that blade, however. A few other beings…

      It looks like some dragons have moved in, Abigail sent.

      Malem counted thirty in total. Black dragons. A couple circled above the sword. Most rested on the ground, where the bones of several monsters formed large piles around the blade. These monsters had probably been found roaming the plains, forced out of the Midweald by Malem’s own dark army, which itself hunted monsters for food.

      There were also gold coins and other treasures stacked near the bones. The beginnings of a dragon hoard, with the Balor’s blade the prize of the collection.

      He reached out, and sensed them. There were no weak-willed dragons among them, however. There rarely were, among creatures of this high level.

      Turn back, Malem said.

      We’re not going to attack? Abigail asked.

      We will, at some point, he said. But I want to plan some strategy, rather than barrel in head first.

      He turned around and glanced over his shoulder to see if any of the dragons were pursuing them.

      Do you think they spotted us? Wendolin asked.

      If they did, they’re not following, Malem replied.

      They recognize powerful foes when they see them, Gannet sent. And realize it’s probably not worth several of their numbers to defeat us. They look well fed. They’re not going to risk their lives trying to take down enemies that consider them food in return.

      Eww, Gwen said. You wouldn’t actually eat another dragon, would you?

      No, I suppose not, Gannet said. I never have. But I guess it depends on how hungry I was. If you were hungry, would you eat a gobling. Or a man?

      No! she said.

      Easy to say now, Gannet said. But wait until you haven’t had a meal in your belly for weeks, and tell me if you change your mind.

      Everything begins to look like food when you’re starving, Weyanna agreed.

      You should talk, Gwen said. I heard you used to eat men after seducing them. And you weren’t starving at that point, I take it?

      Oh, no, I was, Weyanna said. I wouldn’t eat them unless I had the appetite.

      But you had other food available, Gwen said. Yet you chose soldiers from the very men who had allied with us.

      I did, Weyanna admitted. Brings new meaning to the phrase man eater, doesn’t it?

      Look at that, she’s proud of it! Gwen said.

      Why do you care what I, a half dragon, did in my private time? Weyanna asked. Besides, I’ve learned the errors of my ways. Men aren’t a lesser species. The Breaker has taught me that. I’ve healed countless men since joining this group. That should be redemption enough.

      To me, it is, Malem said, hoping to put an end to the discussion.

      Gwen didn’t counter him, thankfully. He didn’t need her sowing disharmony among the group, for the past actions of one of their members. He was guilty of far worse things, as were some of the other members of his party, but his rule had been, once someone joined him, no matter what they had done, their past was forgotten. They started off with a blank slate, and what they did going forward was the sole determination of how he would treat them.

      Malem watched the sky behind him the whole time to confirm the dragons didn’t pursue. He ordered the Metals to land when the sword vanished beneath the horizon, and the Blacks were out of view.

      He chose a spot past the trenches that bordered the no man’s land, where grass still grew.

      After Nemertes landed, Wendolin released him, and he stood in the saddle to untie Grendel.

      “Those Black dragons are yours?” Grendel asked. Her eyes had returned to normal, as had her voice. Corinne was gone, at least for the moment.

      “No,” Malem said. “We’re going to have to fight them.”

      He slid down the wing, and Wendolin and Grendel followed behind him. Grendel was a little clumsy in her slide, having never done it before, and Malem caught her as she reached the bottom.

      She felt so light and delicate in his arms, as if she would be crushed by the slightest of blows. Her face was almost right in front of his so that he could smell her breath, a mixture of mint and lavender. For the briefest of instants, he thought he saw unbridled desire there, in her gaze. A hunger for the touch of a man, something she hadn’t experienced in perhaps decades.

      His eyes involuntarily drifted to her lips…

      She shoved him away curtly as if angry at his touch. All desire had faded from her eyes, replaced by a steely glint.

      “You asked if those dragons were mine,” Malem said, trying to pretend nothing had just transpired between them, though he couldn’t deny the desire he had seen. “I suppose it is possible they’re deserters from my army.” He glanced at the great blue dragon. “Without Nemertes to keep the peace…”

      Nemertes shrugged. “I left a dragon named Hastor in charge. He’s reliable enough. A strict disciplinarian.”

      “Hastor,” Malem said in wonder. “Yes, I know this dragon. He was the first dragon I ever Broke.”

      “I know,” Nemertes said. “He told me this. Why do you think I put him in charge? I figured you’d approve.”

      Malem nodded. “I do. I hadn’t heard from him in a while, so I guess I just assumed Hastor had fallen in battle at some point. I’m glad that’s not the case.”

      Abigail and the others remained in dragon form, and they formed a circular huddle around Nemertes. Their riders meanwhile gathered next to Malem.

      “I’m sure you’re happy your old pet is in charge back home, but what are we going to do about these Blacks?” Abigail asked.

      Xaxia gazed up at the ancient Blue dragon beside her. “Nemertes could probably take them all herself.”

      “While I appreciate the vote of confidence, even I would have trouble against thirty black dragons,” Nemertes said. “Even with six Metals backing me, it’s not going to be easy. Especially if the dragons concentrate on me while a few keep the rest of you occupied.”

      “I have a question,” Gwen said. “Why are the dragons here?”

      “The black blade draws them,” Ziatrice said. “Its dark magic can be felt for miles around. I feel it, certainly.”

      “As do I,” Goldenthall said. “My old blade. It would be good to hold it again.”

      “Yours, or Banvil’s?” Gwen asked.

      “I don’t know anymore!” Goldenthall said with a giggle.

      Xaxia tapped her chin. “If its dark magic can be felt for miles, that would explain how the night elves found it so easily.”

      Wendolin glanced at her questioningly.

      “When I came here to retrieve the Dark Eye from the pommel, I arrived to find it stolen, in the hands of night elves who were using an abandoned city nearby as their hideout,” Xaxia explained.

      “So these dragons have decided to make this sword the centerpiece of their new hoard?” Timlir asked.

      Abigail nodded her silver head. “Balor swords such as these are prized by dragons for their hoards. The fact that thirty dragons are sharing it should tell you a lot.”

      “It’s likely drawn in most of the roaming black dragons in the region,” Ziatrice said. “Not to mention other dark users. Though dragons are top of the food chain, as you can see from all the bones piled beneath.”

      “There were no dragons here when I visited not that long ago…” Xaxia said. “Nor other dark creatures.”

      “I’m sure curious dark users did in fact come,” Ziatrice said. “But then left, like the night elves you mentioned, when they realized what it was that had drawn them. As for the dragons, I can only speculate… most Blacks would have been part of Vorgon’s army at the time. Once the Breaker took over, there were several deserters, which lends credence to the theory that these once belonged to him.”

      “If Balor weapons are prized by dragons,” Timlir said. “Maybe we should just return to the Khroma mountains and loot a few more dragon hoards until we find one.”

      “No thanks,” Gwen said. “We already know where to find a sword. It could take weeks or months to find another in the mountains, considering we don’t know where all the dragon dens are.”

      “They’re not too hard to spot,” Timlir said. “But you’re right, it will take time.”

      “Something we don’t have,” Malem said. “In a week’s time, Denfidal might defeat all remaining Balors. No, this is the sword we’re taking.”

      “And what do we do when it’s ours?” Ziatrice said. “We can’t just carry it out of here. If the Blacks could lift it, they would have moved it by now to a more secure location. Somewhere more defensible, like a cave.”

      “These dragons can’t, maybe,” Malem said. “Nor even our Metals. But we do possess one among us whose strength is as formidable as her size.” He glanced at Nemertes, who towered above all the rest.

      “Fuck you,” the ancient blue dragon said. “I’m not carrying that.”

      “You have to,” Malem said. “We have no one else.”

      She closed her eyes and laid her head down on the ground. “Oh look. It’s sleep time. Good night.”

      “You can’t just shirk this duty so easily, Nemertes,” Malem said. “The fate of the world rests in your hands. Or paws, as it were.”

      “Talons,” Nemertes said, opening one eye. “Cats have paws. Dragons have talons.”

      “Of course,” Malem agreed. “So. Can you carry the blade, or are you to weak?”

      She sighed. “I’m not weak. So yes, I can carry it. I mean, probably. But I’ll have to take frequent rests. And I won’t carry it in my talons, that will be far too tiring. You’ll have to strap it to my back, once I knock it over.”

      “If she carries the sword on her back, where will we sit?” Wendolin asked.

      “We won’t,” Malem told her. “When we’re done here, the other Metals will have to carry us. We’ve ridden two per back before, without saddles. It’s just a matter of using extra ropes to secure ourselves.”

      “So, let’s say we get this sword,” Gannet asked. “How are we going to find Denfidal and Vorgon, for the Paragon to use this weapon?”

      “I can help with that,” Goldenthall said.

      Everyone looked at the former king.

      “Or Banvil can, I mean,” Goldenthall finished. His eyes rolled up, and turned black. He spoke with the Balor’s deep voice. “Once Denfidal defeats Quartenan, he will head east, to the territory of the next closest Balor: Manu.”

      “Denfidal isn’t attacking the weakest Balors first?” Grendel asked.

      “He chose Quartenan as his first target,” the possessed king said. “And that Balor is hardly the weakest.”

      “Maybe Denfidal was headed toward the territory of another, weaker Balor further north, beyond Quartenan’s lands,” Solan suggested.

      “There are no further Balors,” Goldenthall said. “Trust me, he is targeting the closest first. He wants to beat these other Balors as quickly as possible, before they can come up with a means to counter this new strategy. And that won’t be difficult, given his ability to circumvent all the elaborate defenses they have made for themselves. Most Balors in a one on one fight with Denfidal will lose. I would.” He glanced at Grendel. “Your Paragon probably will.”

      “We’ll see,” Grendel said.

      “You can guide us to the territory of this Manu?” Malem asked.

      “Of course,” Goldenthall replied. “In this world, it lies to the northeast, beyond the tree elf kingdom of Dothloron.”

      “And what about Vorgon?” Gwen said.

      “When we find Denfidal, Vorgon won’t be far, I’m sure,” Malem said. “Denfidal needs Vorgon to enter this world, after all.”

      “You’re sure Vorgon hasn’t given Denfidal that ability?” Gwen asked.

      “Yes,” Malem replied. “Because if Vorgon did that, the demon’s usefulness to Denfidal would have ended shortly thereafter, no doubt along with Vorgon’s life. So then, about the sword…” He turned his gaze south, toward the horizon.

      “Maybe we should just call in reinforcements?” Mauritania said. “A hundred Blues and Blacks would make short work of those thirty dragons.”

      “This is something we can handle ourselves,” Malem said. “Consider it practice for the fight against Vorgon and Denfidal. Besides, as I mentioned, we don’t have time to dawdle. Denfidal has likely already returned to the Black Realm, and is destroying Quartenan as we speak.” He glanced at the distant horizon to the south, beyond which lay the sword.

      “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do,” Malem said.
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      Beneath the cover of darkness, Malem and his small band wended their way alongside the trenches that bordered the no man’s land. The half-moon shone overhead, its light both a blessing, and a curse: it guided them, but it would also make their enemies see them even more readily—black dragons had very good night vision.

      To that end, Wendolin had garbed the Metals in clothes formed of branches and vines, allowing them to blend in with their surroundings. They were naked underneath: they planned to transform into dragons shortly after arriving, ripping the plant garments away entirely. The Metals would return to the camp and fetch their clothes when this was done.

      Malem and the non-dragons were similarly camouflaged, though the plants surrounded the armor and dresses they wore. Malem had several leaves and branches in his hair, and they itched constantly. He sensed similar irritation from the others.

      Well, that itching would be forgotten when the time for battle came. Though it wouldn’t be for a while yet: they still had several miles to go before they reached their destination. Malem could sense the dragons ahead, just out of view. He shared that sense with those bound to him, so that they had some idea of how far they had to go.

      Grendel remained close to his side, as did Xaxia. As the two full humans in his party, their night vision was the worst, and he warned them if there were any obstacles in their paths like a fallen branch or unexpected recess.

      Goldenthall, while human, was possessed by Banvil, which Malem suspected gave him night vision close to his own. Malem had confirmed as much when the man had avoided a log on his own, this while the moon was temporarily covered in clouds.

      “I’m afraid,” Grendel said softly.

      “Of the dragons?” Malem said. “And the coming fight?”

      “That,” she said. “But even more-so of what comes after. I’m afraid I will lose myself. I can feel her in my mind. The Paragon. I’m not sure where she ends, and I begin.”

      “That’s exactly how I feel,” Goldenthall said, turning around in the dim light. He giggled suddenly. “Sometimes, I’m not sure I’m still sane!”

      Grendel sighed. “See? This is my fate.”

      Malem paused to grab her by the shoulders and turn her toward him. “It’s not your fate. You make your own. We all do.”

      “Do I really?” she said. “I’m not so sure.”

      “You do,” he said. “It was your choice to close yourself up inside that house in Dark Wood. Just as it was your choice to leave that thankless life behind, and join us.”

      “I regret that choice,” Grendel said. “That’s all it took, one moment of weakness on my part, one moment where I lowered my guard, and I consented to something I should have never agreed to. Allowing a Paragon inside of me as its vessel…”

      Xaxia was waiting on the other side of him, as were the other party members, and so Malem gently shoved Grendel forward. She shrugged out of his grasp, and continued on her own.

      “You made the right choice,” Malem said. “No matter what happens, the world owes you.”

      “Yes,” she said. “Except the world can’t pay me back if I lose myself or die, now, can it? I miss my home. I want to be in my forest. I want to be left alone.”

      “When this is done, you can return to your woods,” he told her. “I promise you. If that’s what you want.”

      “Of course it is,” she said. “I can’t stay with you… misfits.”

      “Misfits!” Xaxia said. “Is that what you think of us?”

      “Well, yes,” Grendel said. “You’re all misfits. Don’t get me wrong. I am, too.”

      “Yes, most of us are social outcasts, to some degree,” Malem said. “You’d have to be, if you were a queen, or a princess, used to others following your every command and order, used to the lavish, disingenuous praise they heaped on for every little thing you did. Or a man like myself, who once preferred the company of animals to humans. But that’s why we make such a good team. Us misfits, we have to stick together.”

      “So you, too, once preferred the company of animals to humans,” Grendel said. “That makes me feel a little better. Less alone in this world. But I even gave up that small comfort, at one point. I suffered the loss of too many pets, outliving even my animal friends.” She shook her head, and was silent for a long moment. Then she glanced at the silhouettes of the party members behind her. “Is it true that you’ve Broken them all? At least, I assume you have, based on how deferential they behave around you.”

      “He hasn’t Broken me,” Xaxia said. “And I hardly act deferentially.”

      “Nor me,” Timlir added. “And I echo the latter sentiment.”

      “The humans and the dwarf, I cannot Break,” Malem said. “I can only Break monsters and animals. And of course, half monsters.”

      “I used to think Breaking would be a terrible burden,” Weyanna said. “A loss of freedom. But I was wrong. It’s the opposite. I’m more free now than ever before. If I want to communicate with my sisters and brothers, I don’t even need to be in the same room. I can issue a thought, and the Breaker’s brain will reroute it to another. And then there’s the pleasure. Don’t even get me started on that.”

      “Oh, of course,” Xaxia said. “She always has to brag about the pleasure, to make me feel left out.”

      “The pleasure?” Grendel asked, her interest piqued.

      “It’s like nothing you’ve ever felt,” Weyanna told her.

      “I almost feel bad that I’m human,” she said.

      “Don’t,” Xaxia said. “You’re not missing much. When you hear a bunch of panting and moaning coming from the tents around you in the middle of the night, you’ll understand why.”

      “Sounds a little gross, actually,” Grendel said.

      “It is!” Xaxia said. She turned toward the silhouettes of the other party members. “See, someone understands.”

      “So wait, I thought Breakers were in complete control of the minds they conquered,” Grendel said.

      “It doesn’t work that way for us,” Weyanna said. “He can force us to compliance, this is true, by draining us of stamina, but he never does that. Because he knows he needs us just as badly as we need him. We grant him his power, you see. We are free to leave whenever we want. So far, no one has.”

      “Probably because of the pleasure you mentioned?” Grendel asked.

      “That,” Weyanna agreed. “Plus, something more. The sense of camaraderie that’s developed among us. The sense that together, we’re more powerful than alone. We don’t have the Breaker’s powers, but we don’t need them—we have our own set of skills we bring to the table. We all play an integral role against whatever adversaries we face. It’s that sense of belonging, of purpose, I suppose, that keeps us together, more than anything else.”

      Grendel nodded. “That definitely makes sense. And it sounds like everything I’ve been lacking in my life. And yet I know, even if I were to join you, that one day you’d all die, leaving me alone again. I don’t think I could bear it.”

      “I think you’re missing the point,” Xaxia said. “Yes, we will die. But it’s the time you spend with us before then that matters. Have you ever heard the phrase: it’s the journey that matters, not the destination? Or the cliché: it’s better to have loved and lost, than to have never loved at all? Yes, most of us will die. But if you choose instead to seal yourself away from the world, locking your doors, and keeping your windows and their curtains forever closed, you’ll never experience the great adventures this life still has to offer.”

      “It sounds like you’re trying to convince her to join us,” Ziatrice said. “When we haven’t even decided if we want her to stay when this is done.”

      “I won’t stay,” Grendel said. “You don’t have to worry about that.”

      “Good,” Ziatrice said.

      “You were always good at spoiling the mood,” Gwen commented to Ziatrice.

      “Thanks,” Ziatrice said. “I’m actually doing you a favor, though. Less competition.”

      “I’m not trying to pressure you into staying with us in particular,” Xaxia told Grendel. “I only want you to live your life. Choose whatever path you wish when this is done. Go to the city. Take up a profession. Just don’t return to your life alone in the woods. Stop living in memories.”

      “Okay, we’re getting close,” Malem said. “Let’s get some quiet, please.”

      They were actually a few miles out, but the conversation was growing a little uncomfortable for his tastes. Xaxia was pressuring Grendel. And while that pressuring might be warranted, how she lived her life was her choice. He’d welcome Grendel if she did stay, of course, but the decision had to be hers and hers alone.

      In half an hour, he could make out the sword towering against the night sky ahead. It wasn’t as difficult to discern as he had thought it would be, considering the night sky was overcast behind it, while the half-moon remained clear above.

      He sensed four dragons circling overhead, and twenty-six more on the ground ahead. The latter group wouldn’t be sleeping: Blacks were most active at night. In Malem’s army, and Vorgon’s, most dragons were forced to rise with the sun to fit in with the schedule of the other troops. But out here in the wild, the dragons would have fallen back into their native cycles. Assuming they were in fact deserters. If not, then they were merely operating on their preexisting cycles.

      He couldn’t see any of them. Black dragons could paralyze their prey when looked in the eye, so maybe that was a good thing. So far, Wendolin’s camouflage seemed to be working, because it appeared the dragons hadn’t spotted his party, either.

      And then, when they were maybe half a mile from the sword, one of the dragons overhead issued a loud, shrieking cry.

      We’ve been spotted! Mauritania said. I know a thing or two about the calls of black dragons, and this one just sounded the alarm.

      But can we be sure it’s us they’ve spotted? Abigail asked. And not some other monster on the plains?

      I’m not detecting any other creatures nearby, Malem said. Except for perhaps a wild boar, near the periphery of my sense. He waited a moment. The airborne dragons are descending toward our position. Rapidly. And other dragons are taking to the skies. We’ve definitely been spotted. Transform!

      The Metal dragons Changed, ripping through the clothing of branches and vines that camouflaged them.

      Corinne was surrounded by a yellow glow, and ribbons of light flowed from her and into the six dragons. She was conferring a speed bonus to the dragons. When she was done, the glow disappeared, and Malem and the others moved away hastily under the cover of darkness and ducked behind a pile of bones: the dragons would be doing most of the fighting here.

      As Abigail and the others leaped into the air, flapping their wings with unnatural speed to intercept the four dragons that were coming down upon them, he sent the mental call to Nemertes.

      Come now, my friend, he sent.

      Oh, so I’m your friend now, huh? Nemertes retorted. Fucker.

      Malem smiled. Ah, dragons.

      He could sense her closing, but it would be some time yet before she arrived. The others would just have to hold off the Blacks until then.

      He continued to share his sense of the enemy dragons with those bound to him so that even if their night vision wasn’t on par with that of their enemies, they would still have some idea of where the Blacks were located around them.

      A glow came from above as Abigail created fire elementals to torment her foes. These creatures concentrated on the eyes of their enemies.

      While the four dragons were thus blinded, the Metals passed by, raking their claws into the backs of the Blacks. Solan scored a lucky hit, his talon tearing the leathery wings of one of the Blacks, and that creature went tumbling down.

      Weyanna, heal that one if you can! he sent.

      He reached out to Break it, but the Black was too close to the ground, and moving with too much speed, and it smashed into the hard surface a moment later. Malem’s sense of the creature vanished completely.

      The other twenty-six dragons began to arrive. From their roars, he knew they weren’t all that happy at this late-night intrusion. He could sense the dragons as they passed the Metals, and from the spikes in pain he felt from the bundles of the latter, he knew they were exchanging midair blows—mostly bites and talon strikes. He also occasionally heard the sickly sound of claws penetrating deep into flesh, followed by shrieks of pain.

      The skies lit up as the Metals breathed fire at their foes—they were aiming at the wounds they’d caused, in order to further aggravate the creatures. Weyanna also launched spears of ice at her enemies, also targeting wounds.

      Malem tried to wrap his will around the injured animals, but none had been weakened enough for him to Break yet. Solan had taken a fairly bad blow to his right foreleg, and he was flying away from the battle.

      I’m out, Solan said. Best of luck to the rest of you.

      That’s right, break a nail, and then you’re done, Ziatrice said. I see how it is.

      He’s broken a little bit more than a nail, Malem said. See you when this is over, Solan.

      Mauritania had crept to a spot well away from where Malem and the others were hiding, and she released several ribbons of Green Rot up at the skies. Two of the dragons were stricken, and they roared in pain, their wounds glowing in the dark. Eldritch magic was one of the few that could penetrate dragon scales, capable of causing debilitating damage to all but the strongest of them. And debilitate it did: the afflicted dragons plunged to the ground a moment later. They fell from too great a height to survive, and died upon impact.

      The others turned to where Mauritania stood, her hands glowing in the night. She released her magic, fading into the darkness, but she did not otherwise move. Though he could not see her from here, he sensed her, standing still.

      But the dragons apparently still saw her, because three blacks raced toward her position. They breathed acid, barely visible in the night.

      Get out of there!
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      Malem felt Mauritania’s energy bundle shifting. It moved rapidly, literally jumping to another spot thirty yards away—she had teleported, and was crawling away upon the dirt.

      Meanwhile, the three dragons landed, and scoured the area where they had last spotted her. They smashed their tails into the ground, and threw the skeletons up in the air looking for her.

      “Where did that Eldritch bitch go?” one of the blacks boomed. “It killed my brood mate!”

      “It’s not here,” another thundered. “But I have heard Eldritch can teleport!”

      And then more tendrils of Green Rot launched, revealing Mauritania’s latest position. One of the dragons managed to dodge the glowing ribbons of magic, but the other two were hit, and dropped.

      The remaining dragon roared in outrage, and then leaped at Mauritania.

      She was too weak to teleport, having exhausted herself with that last magic, so Malem frantically fed her stamina, taking from Gwen and himself.

      But before the dragon reached her, it was torn out of the sky by a silver blur—Abigail. She and the dragon landed rolling on the ground, and proceeded to wrestle.

      Where’s Nemertes! Abigail complained.

      On the way, Malem replied.

      Guys, this guy’s tough! Abigail sent. Some help here!

      He saw that the black had her pinned by the neck, and was refusing to let her get up.

      In between fending off the other Blacks, the remaining Metals made dive bombing runs at Abigail; they released streams of flame as they passed, fires that burned persistently upon the Black’s back long after the Metals had gone, irritating the wounds the dragon had taken at Abigail’s hands. Nonetheless, the beast kept her pinned, apparently ignoring the pain.

      The flames the Metals had unleashed had struck not just the dragon, but the ground on either side. And there they continued to burn, despite that there were no plants, illuminating the nearby area.

      Malem and the others kept low behind the pile of bones, not wanting to give away their positions.

      Abigail’s energy bundle was growing weak. Malem fed her stamina, taking liberally from Gwen, Mauritania, Wendolin, and Ziatrice, not daring to leech from the Metals embroiled in the fighting above. He did take some from Solan, since he wasn’t fighting anymore, but not too much as the Bronze was already weak. Still, Abigail was like an endurance sink—no matter how much he gave her, he was barely maintaining her current level.

      “Can you reach the Black with your ribbons of light from here?” Malem asked Grendel quietly.

      “No,” the light mage replied. “I’ll have to get closer. A lot closer.”

      It’s killing her, Malem said. Wendolin, can you help her?

      No, she said. Even if I had the strength, unfortunately she landed in no man’s land. There are no plants around.

      Mauritania? Malem asked. What about you?

      Sure, if you return some of the stamina you took, she sent.

      He checked her energy bundle. Yes, she was very weak. She must have teleported again, shortly after launching her latest Green Rot attack—she probably realized too late that Abigail had saved her.

      Malem had already drained too much from the others with him to risk more. And he was loath to take from the Metals above him, who were struggling for their very lives, doing their best to keep the other dragons away from Abigail while protecting themselves. But it looked like he was going to have to.

      There was another option…

      He gave Mauritania as much stamina as he could spare, and then clambered to his feet.

      It’s not enough, Mauritania said.

      You’ll get more in a sec, he replied, wishing he had given the stamina to Abigail instead.

      He made his way toward the pinned silver dragon, moving quickly across the bones.

      Xaxia appeared at his side. As did Timlir and Grendel. Goldenthall remained conspicuously behind.

      Where are you going? Ziatrice asked from where she lay exhausted on the ground behind him.

      To help her, of course, Malem replied. Stay there.

      Like I have a choice, she said. Given how much you just drained.

      I’m not done yet, unfortunately, he said.

      He drained Ziatrice and Gwen further, as much as he dared, and also took small amounts from the other Metals, and gave it to Abigail, who was no longer conscious.

      As he got closer, he realized just how enormous the dragon that had Abigail was. It was at least twice as large as Abigail. He could understand why she had struggled.

      It still had her in a chokehold. He realized it was trying to bite her head right off. And it would succeed in moments.

      Malem drew his sword and broke into a run. It was time to feed Balethorn.

      The blade didn’t hum or fight him in any way. It was calm and content, as a Broken blade should be. Completely unlike himself.

      He howled in rage as he grew near, and he stabbed the point of his blade into the dragon’s leg.

      The beast shrieked, releasing Abigail, and kicked outward.

      Malem flew backwards and landed several yards away, but endurance flooded him from the sword. He fed much of it to Abigail, and a good portion of the remainder to Mauritania.

      The dragon turned around to face him.

      Malem scrambled to his feet, averting his gaze. But it was too late. He had caught the dragon’s eye, and its black paralyzing magic had taken hold.

      He stood there, motionless, completely illuminated by the flames that yet burned on the ground around him. He tried to wrap his will around the creature, but Balethorn hadn’t weakened it sufficiently.

      “Why, it’s the Breaker!” the dragon hissed. “My old commander. Well, well, little Breaker, you’ve come to hunt us down for deserting, have you? Well then, the best of luck to you!”

      It reared its head, and gills on the side of its neck glowed green as it prepared to release a stream of acid.

      But then another glow came from behind the dragon, this one a bright yellow. Burning whips of light wrapped around the dragon’s head, pulling it back.

      “What?” the dragon thundered.

      Timlir raced forward, and slammed Hamstringer into the dragon’s already injured foreleg. Xaxia attacked too, also concentrating on the wound Malem had opened.

      The dragon screamed, kicking outward and sending the bandit and the dwarf hurtling backward. It limped toward Grendel, but she wrapped more whips of light around its neck, and hurried to the side, drawing its head well behind its body. The creature struggled to reposition its legs to catch up with her. It breathed a stream of acid, hitting the empty ground beside Grendel.

      “It burns,” the dragon said.

      Malem was still frozen, but he reached out, and was relieved when he found that he could wrap his will around the dragon’s. He squeezed, tight, and it fought him, but the stamina Balethorn had granted Malem allowed him to prevail, and he Broke the creature.

      Release me from your paralyzing magic, Beast. Malem commanded.

      Yes, Master, the dragon responded.

      Malem staggered when he was free. The Breaking had cost him.

      What is your name? he asked.

      Jaggon, the dragon replied.

      “Grendel,” he shouted. “Release it! The dragon is mine!”

      Go, Jaggon, and fight your comrades, Malem commanded.

      The dragon wasn’t so weak that it could not yet fly, and it took to the air easily. It intercepted the three dragons that were coming in to make a strafing run.

      Weyanna, down here! Malem sent. Abigail needs your healing!

      Weyanna arrived, with four Black dragons hot on her tail.

      But then Nemertes swooped down from above, and crashed into two of the dragons, which had lined up in a neat vertical row.

      She tore into the flesh of the first one, and tossed it aside, and then ripped out the throat of the one below. The last two turned to face her, but she unleashed ribbons of light into the wounds the dragons had taken in their scales, causing the tissue underneath to cave, forming craters in the flesh.

      The enemy dragons screamed.

      “Now that’s what I call light magic,” Grendel commented.

      Nemertes turned away from the injured dragons. A gift for you, Breaker.

      Malem reached out, and Broke the first one. He was too weak after that to Break the second one, so he commanded the first to finish off the second. His Black surprised its comrade, biting a huge chunk out if its belly, and the dragon fell to the ground, dying upon impact. Then the dragon swooped into the air to join Nemertes, Jaggon, and the other Metals in the fight.

      Weyanna, meanwhile, had landed and she healed Abigail enough so that the silver dragon returned to consciousness.

      “Did we win?” Abigail asked when she opened her eyes; the surrounding flames flickered in her large irises.

      “Almost,” he told her.

      He tapped into the viewpoint of Nemertes; she moved quickly among the enemy, guided by her night vision, the dark bodies of the Blacks gleaming beneath the half-moon like beacons to her eyes. He shared his beast sense with her, and his awareness helped her sense the Blacks that came at her from her blind spots, so that she could avoid them before they surprised her with an attack from above, or behind.

      The battle ended relatively quickly after her arrival. Already the Blacks were weakened from harrying the Metals, who had put up an extremely good fight, whereas Nemertes was completely rested. She used all of her attacks: breathing ice, spitting venom, launching sticky silk from the spinnerets in her tail, releasing more ribbons of light to crater the wounds of her enemies.

      Soon, the Blacks were broken and routed, with the survivors fleeing the scene.

      “The treasure is yours!” one of them shouted. “Take it!”

      “That’s right, run, Bitch,” Nemertes boomed in reply. “And yes, I’ll be happy to take your treasure. I’m going to shit all over it.”

      When they were gone, Nemertes landed next to Abigail. “She going to be all right?”

      “Yes, no thanks to you,” Malem said.

      “You sound ungrateful,” Nemertes said.

      “You took your sweet time coming here,” he said.

      She shrugged. “I’m a heavy dragon. I don’t fly very fast. Your little light mage’s speed boost wore off well before you summoned me.” She glanced at the two Blacks that had landed nearby. “How come you didn’t crush more of their wills? You’re losing your touch, Breaker.”

      “Too weak,” he replied. “Besides, you and the Metals had the situation under control.”

      “Just me,” Nemertes said. “Not the Metals.”

      “We pulled our weight,” Sylfi said angrily.

      Nemertes shrugged. “You survived. Where’s Solan by the way? Don’t tell me he’s fallen. He was the only dragon I really liked among you.”

      Solan, come back, Malem sent. If you can.

      I can, Solan replied. I’ll be right there.

      “He’s fine,” Malem said. “Though he’ll need some attention from Weyanna when he returns.”

      “If I were still sexually active, I’d probably choose Solan as a mate,” Nemertes said.

      Gannet laughed. “But he wouldn’t choose you!”

      Nemertes glanced at the male silver and arched an eyebrow. “He wouldn’t have a choice. Trust me.” She narrowed her eyes. “Maybe I’ll make you my mate.”

      “But you’re not sexually active,” Gannet said, sounding nervous as he stepped back.

      “Just because I’m not sexually active doesn’t mean I can’t actually engage in the sex act,” Nemertes said. “Who knows, it might be fun to subjugate you. And while it might not be physically stimulating to do so, it will certainly be satisfying mentally.”

      Gannet took another few steps back, and stumbled on a large rock in the no man’s land. He straightened, suddenly aware that all eyes were upon him.

      “Just kidding, Fuck,” Nemertes said.

      Gannet slumped visibly.

      When Solan arrived, Malem drained stamina from Nemertes—she glared at him for doing so—and gave it to Weyanna so that she could heal him. Then Weyanna treated the injuries of the others which, thankfully, were mostly minor in comparison to Abigail and Solan.

      “Jaggon,” Malem said.

      The Black dragon stood to attention.

      “Am I correct in assuming that the two of you are deserters from my army?” he asked.

      Jaggon bowed its head in shame. “Yes, Dread Lord.”

      “Don’t call me that,” Malem said. “Well, I’ve just drafted you back into my service. You are to return to my army in the Midweald, and warn those serving beneath the Black Swords to have my troops ready to march upon the morrow.”

      “It will be done,” Jaggon said.

      “I am releasing you from the Breaking,” Malem said. “But know that since I have Broken you once, I can Break you again at any time, no matter where you are in the world. So, if I sense you steering away from the forest, I will make you mine again. Permanently.”

      “I understand,” Jaggon said.

      None of what he had said was true, of course. He wouldn’t be able to sense them once they passed out of range, nor would he be able to Break them beyond that range, especially after they recovered some of their strength. But the Blacks wouldn’t know that: his Breaking skills weren’t widely understood among any of the monsters.

      With that, the two Blacks departed.

      Goldenthall was giggling. The former king had dived into one of the gold piles, and he was throwing the coins up into the air.

      “I’m rich, I’m rich!” Goldenthall said.

      “Can I eat this fool?” Nemertes asked. “And put him out of his misery?”

      “We need him,” Malem replied.

      “I guess that’s a no,” Nemertes said.

      “So we’re going to make camp here, I assume?” Gwen asked.

      “That’s right,” Malem said. “You all get a few hours to recover from tonight’s fight. At first light tomorrow, we’re going to pack up this sword”—he glanced at the blade that towered over them in the night—“and then fly east, back to the center of the Midweald. From there, we will gather my army, and head northeast, past the Harken mountains and beyond the kingdom of Dothloron, to search for Denfidal.”

      “Assuming he chooses to strike at the Balor Manu next,” Grendel said. “As this one says.” She nodded at Goldenthall.

      “He will,” the former king said.

      “The logistics of moving an army as large as yours are going to be challenging,” Wendolin said. “Especially if you hope to arrive before Denfidal returns to the Black Realm.”

      “The soldiers can ride the dragons,” Gwen said.

      “Yes,” Wendolin said. “But there are only so many dragons to go around. Certainly not enough to carry any entire army of regular troops…”

      “I’ve come up with a way to speed things up,” Malem said.
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      Malem went to Ziatrice’s tent that night. She was very happy to see him, to say the least. She slid off that skirt of black blades, and opened the form-shaping green and purple corset so that her pretty blue breasts tumbled out.

      Though there was no light in the tent, the canopy was partially translucent and allowed some of the glow from the half-moon to pass through. With his night vision, that dim illumination was equivalent to candlelight for him, and he could see her fully.

      Malem stripped off his own armor, rapidly, hungrily, and when he got stuck with the breast plate, she helped him. In moments he stood only in his undergarments before her, and he pulled her close to him and kissed her ravenously.

      “It’s been too long,” Ziatrice said, coming up for air. “I’ve felt you inside of me at a distance. But I want you for real.”

      “And you will get me,” he said, pressing his lips against hers. He slid his tongue into her mouth, between those sharp teeth. He reached between her legs—

      She moaned, and bit down slightly, drawing blood.

      He pulled away angrily. The coppery taste of blood filled his mouth, along with the throbbing pain of the wound. “We talked about this. No biting!”

      “Sorry,” she said, smiling sheepishly. “I couldn’t help it, when you touched me… no tongue maybe next time, if you plan to do that. Besides, I didn’t bite hard. I can’t help it if my teeth are sharp. I am half monster, you know.” She held her hands behind her back, and made a sweet face.

      The pain was subsiding, as was the taste. He sighed. “I can’t stay angry at you for long, not when you blink those innocent little eyes at me. Even though I know it’s a trick.”

      She grinned mischievously, but then paused. “One thing I’ve always wondered. We share pleasure, but why not pain, too?”

      “What, are you a sadomasochist?” he asked.

      “Maybe I am,” she answered. Then chuckled. “Not really. But for example, I just bit you, and I feel nothing.”

      “That’s because I keep the pain muted,” he said. “I can share it, if you like.”

      “No,” she said. “Pleasure is fine.”

      “Good,” he said, wrapping his arms around her once more. But this time he didn’t kiss her on the lips. Instead, he went for her jaw line, and nibbled at her ear. Then he went down, kissed her on the neck, and bit it, while pulling at her hair with one hand.

      He slid his free hand between her legs, and reached inside her. Her back arched and she pressed her hips against him. She began thrusting ever so slightly as he continued to bite at her neck, and she moaned softly. He felt the pleasure he instilled in her, as it echoed back and forth between their connection. It also reverberated through the others who were bound to him, magnifying each time. He might as well have been stroking himself.

      He pulled away from her neck and looked her in the eyes.

      “Break me,” she said.

      “Oh, I will.” He ripped off his undergarments and threw her down on her sleeping bag. Then he mounted her, and entered. He started off slowly, rhythmically, but then increased his pace until he was pounding her.

      He mashed his lips against hers, letting their teeth click together. He kissed her so hard, so hungrily… with the desperation that came after battle. He couldn’t hold back tonight: he wanted—no, needed—release, as badly as she did. He let the pleasure amplify among himself and the others, let it build exponentially, and then he erupted inside of her.

      He slid off of her to lie at her side, and sighed in ecstasy.

      She cuddled against him, squeezing her breasts into his biceps. “Such big arms,” she said softly.

      He smiled. “Thanks.”

      She spider-walked the fingers of her other hand toward his crotch. “And such big equipment,” she said, grabbing him. Then she frowned. “Or at least, it used to be.” She worked him a bit, but his gear wasn’t complying tonight. “Come on, steal some stamina from Gwen or something so we can go again.”

      He shook his head. “Not tonight. That was all I needed. I just want to sleep now. We have to get ready for tomorrow. It’s going to be a big day.”

      She pouted one more time, but when she realized it wasn’t working, and that she wasn’t going to budge him, she lay back side him.

      He closed his eyes, and he was close to drifting off when Ziatrice spoke.

      “I’m a better person now, because of you,” she said.

      He almost gave a sigh of annoyance, but something about her voice stopped him. It was the sincerity, he thought. She was telling him something important here. Something that he better damn well not brush off.

      He waited for her to say more.

      Finally:

      “You know what changed me?” she said. “I’ll tell you. It was the moment you spared me, after I had betrayed you and nearly killed you. When I had run at you with my halberd, and tried to cut off your head. And yet you forgave me.”

      “You mean after I returned from defeating Vorgon?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she replied. “Exactly that. I wanted you to rule the world. And yet you told me you already did rule the world, because I and the other women, were your world.”

      “Yes,” he told her, smiling. “I said something like that, didn’t I?”

      “That changed me,” she said. “That, and the fact you still loved me, despite what I’d done.”

      “For the better, I hope?” he said.

      She smiled, and looked at him. She pressed against him even more tightly. “Of course. I know that power isn’t everything now. I know that I don’t need to rule the entire world to be happy. All I need is you. And a few thousand night elves at my beck and call.”

      “Ah,” he said. “You had to add the few thousand night elves, didn’t you?”

      She shrugged. “I am a queen. And not just because you assigned me to be one of your Black Swords. I would have taken my army back if you hadn’t!”

      “Oh, I know,” he said. “That’s one of the reasons I entrusted them to you. Another is, well, I don’t want to have to deal with them directly.”

      She nodded. “Good.” She gently nibbled his bicep with her sharp teeth, not hard enough to draw blood. “And I’m actually willing to overlook the other women you bed, since, well, they do give me pleasure when you take them. Which is a fair trade off, I suppose. If I didn’t feel everything you were doing to them, I’d probably have to kill them, one by one. Since I hate not knowing.”

      “Then how come you haven’t killed Xaxia?” he asked, turning toward her. “You can’t feel it when I take her…”

      “I’ll get around to it, eventually,” she said. When she sensed the unease from him, she said: “Just kidding!”

      He smiled, shaking his head, and lay on his back. Then he pursed his lips. “You know, I’m actually happy to hear that. About how you understand now that power isn’t everything. Because, I’ve been thinking…”

      “Yes?” she pressed.

      He hesitated, then: “Well, when this is done, and we have our kingdom built in the Midweald, what would you say about sitting on the throne for a few months? While I went away?”

      “Away?” Ziatrice spun on him. “Where would you go? And why? What’s the point of building a kingdom if you only plan to leave it?”

      “Ah, never mind, it was a random thought,” he said.

      “No, tell me,” she said. “Why?”

      He sighed. “I’m not sure I want to be king. Or emperor. Or whatever it is the soldiers are calling me these days. I just want to be… me. You know? I never wanted to rule anything. I just wanted to go back to my old life…the life of a nomad, wandering and exploring. I mean, sure, I can be emperor if I really have to—especially if it means giving the dark host under my command something to do with their spare time other than raping and pillaging all the nearby human settlements. I understand this duty, and I accept it. But I thought it would be nice to take a break now and then, and let someone else handle things for a while. Someone who actually wanted to rule. Someone like… yourself.”

      She paused, and then nodded very carefully. “I’d be happy to assume this burden for you while you were gone.”

      He laughed. “Nice act. This burden! Right. I can feel the excitement in you. This is exactly what you want.”

      “That’s so cheating,” she said. “Reading my emotions like that. But yeah, you’re right. I was just imagining all the things I could do with the entire army under my command, instead of only the night elves. The realms I could conquer. The kingdoms I could take. Oh, the plunder!”

      “And you just told me you understood that power isn’t everything…” Malem commented.

      She shrugged, smiling sweetly.

      “There would be one catch,” Malem continued.

      She pressed her lips together in annoyance. “I figured there was something coming.”

      “If I were to go, and leave you in charge, you wouldn’t be allowed to conquer any other kingdoms or realms while I was gone,” he said. “I’d want you to stay here, and keep the peace. Make sure the army stays in line.”

      She pouted. “Come on, what’s the point of having this huge army then? We have to pay the men and monsters somehow you know. What are you going to do when the treasury runs out? There are no gold mines in our territory, last I checked. But in some kingdoms to the east there are many for the taking…”

      “Sorry, we’ll just have to figure out other ways to generate revenue to pay the army when the treasury runs out,” he said. “Also, I haven’t decided if it’s going to be you, Mauritania, Wendolin, or Abigail I leave behind.”

      “Oh, so I have to compete with them for the job now, do I?” she said, crossing her arms underneath her breasts.

      “Something like that,” he told her. “Just be on your best behavior, really. That’s all it will take. Keep telling me that you understand power isn’t everything.”

      “That’s easy,” she said with a sly grin.

      “Yes, but actually meaning it isn’t so easy,” he told her. “I can sense your emotions. I know when you’re lying.”

      “Like I said, cheating,” she commented.

      “Anyway,” Malem continued. “This is all just conjecture for now. We haven’t defeated Vorgon or Denfidal yet. And we might not. In fact, tomorrow we could all die. We probably will, actually.”

      “I’m prepared,” Ziatrice said. “If tomorrow is my time, I will face my death with my head held high.”

      “Will you really?” he said. “I’m not prepared, not at all. There’s so much I still want to do.”

      She nodded. “Yeah. I’m kinda lying. No matter how old I ever get, there’s always something else I have left to achieve. If I died tomorrow, before the moment passed, I’d be full of regret for everything I had yet to accomplish in this life.”

      “Like what?” he asked.

      She winked. “The kingdoms left to conquer, the loot left to plunder…”

      “No, come on,” he said. “A serious answer.”

      “Really?” she said. Then hesitated. Finally: “Never mind.” She blushed slightly, looking away.

      “Come on, tell me,” he said. When she shook her head, he said: “Is it that bad?”

      “Kinda,” she replied.

      “Tell me,” he pressed.

      She sighed. “Fine. I know this might sound corny, but… okay, it is corny. Never mind.”

      “Tell me,” he said.

      She paused a moment longer, and then she blurted it out: “I want to have little blue babies with you.”

      She was very careful to avoid meeting his eyes.

      He stared at her, unsure if she was joking or not.

      Then she finally looked at him and, apparently not liking what she saw there, she smiled and said: “Just kidding!”

      He slumped in relief.

      The smile left her face. “Sort of.” She looked away once more. He sensed the raw disappointment from her.

      He knew he had to word his response carefully. He didn’t want to hurt her.

      “I don’t think I’m ready to have children,” he said. “I like being free.”

      “Yes, I figured that,” she said. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have made that comment about leaving the Midweald after our kingdom is done.” She looked at him. “Who knows? Maybe I’ll want to go with you when you leave. Maybe I’ll grow bored of the luxuries that come with being the Breaker’s Queen.”

      He smiled patiently. “You’ll only be one queen among many.”

      She nodded. “Yeah. And maybe I’ll grow bored of that, too.”

      “Anything can happen,” he agreed. “If you ever wanted to leave, I wouldn’t stop you. Even if you wanted to go tonight, I wouldn’t say no. Not if anyone left.”

      “I can’t abandon you now, of all times,” she said. “No, I’m going to stick with you to the end.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “That’s all I could ever ask for from anyone.”

      She snuggled against him and he slept easily, the darkness kept at bay thanks to her touch.
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      Malem was up with the dawn.

      Solan greeted him when he emerged from the tent. He had been on the last watch. “Good morning, boss. Pretty quiet today.”

      Malem nodded. “Quiet is good.”

      He walked amid the monsters bones that had been picked clean of all flesh, and past the small treasure piles the dragons had accumulated during their short tenure in the area. He felt no temptation whatsoever to grab any of those treasures: he had all the treasures he could want already, in the form of his companions.

      But apparently Xaxia, Timlir and Goldenthall didn’t share his immaterial attitude, because they were already up and sorting through the coins and gems for items they liked.

      Xaxia glanced up when she saw him. “Nothing like having your pick of a dragon hoard. Some choice pieces here!”

      Malem smiled patiently and continued past her.

      He made his way around the body of a Black that had fallen amid the bones and treasures. Its head had been sheered almost entirely off. Nemertes’ doing, no doubt. It reminded him that she was no dragon to be trifled with.

      He double-checked that his mental hold was tight around her. In theory, he didn’t need to keep the dragon Broken, and he did so only to maintain telepathic communications with the beast, but still, he didn’t think he wanted her running around loose near him, not when she was capable of doing that.

      He finally arrived at the base of the great black sword and stared up at the distant hilt and pommel. He had to crane his neck to a painful degree, so he didn’t look for very long.

      Nemertes came to his side. “You expect me to carry that on my back?”

      “Why not?” he said. “You claim to be the most ancient and powerful dragon in existence…”

      “And so I am,” she said. “But this back wasn’t designed to carry Balor swords! It will slip off!”

      “Then we will secure it,” Malem said.

      When everyone was up, Malem ordered Nemertes to knock down the Balor blade.

      Nemertes glared at him. “You expect me to throw myself at that blade? I’m going to cut myself in half!”

      “Try to hit the flat side of the blade only…” Malem said.

      “And be gentle!” Goldenthall called. “That is my weapon. I will not have it mistreated!”

      Nemertes smirked. “That only makes me want to hit it all the harder, Balor’s Bitch.”

      “That’s not my name!” Goldenthall exclaimed.

      “It is to me.” Nemertes turned toward the towering blade. “All right, you little bastards, clear out!”

      Malem and the others moved far back as Nemertes retreated to take a running leap at the blade.

      She threw herself against the flat edge several times like that, but the sword refused to yield—it was embedded deeper than Malem had originally thought. Finally Nemertes turned toward him.

      “I think a different approach is in order,” she said.

      Malem nodded, then glanced at Solan and Gannet. “You two, get up there. Pull at the guard while she continues to throw herself at the blade.”

      The pair nodded, and stripped down. They turned their backs on the team members so that Malem and the others wouldn’t have to get an eyeful.

      “Ooo,” Xaxia said. “I love it when they do that.” She glanced at Gwen as the pair dropped their drawers. “Who do you think has the cuter ass?”

      “Solan, by far,” Gwen said.

      Solan glanced over his shoulder. “We can hear you!”

      “Oh, we know,” Xaxia said, winking.

      Solan reddened. From his energy bundle, Malem knew it was a mixture of embarrassment and anger.

      The pair transformed and flew to the top of the blade; they wrapped their talons around the two sides of the hilt, angling themselves so that their wings wouldn’t collide as they flapped, and pulled upward.

      Meanwhile, Nemertes continued to plow her body repeatedly into the blade.

      Finally, she succeeded in knocking it loose enough for the two dragons to lift. Slightly. The pair released it a moment later, unable to carry its weight, and the blade dropped once more.

      “Again!” Nemertes shouted.

      The pair lifted once again, raising the sword only a short distance. Nemertes plowed into it before they could drop it again, and this time her weight toppled the blade.

      Solan and Gannet released the guard before they were drawn down with it, but Nemertes was committed, and followed the blade down.

      “Timber!” Timlir shouted.

      “Shut up, Dwarf!” Nemertes said as she collapsed atop the blade.

      Behind her, the earth and some treasure were dislodged in a neat line by the emerging sword tip; beneath, a trench remained cut into the ground in its wake.

      Nemertes stood up. “Well, that was… exhausting.”

      Malem fed her stamina to appease her, and she glanced at him in thanks.

      The other Metals transformed and helped load the sword onto the great Blue’s back, resting it between her wing stalks.

      “Man, that’s heavy,” Nemertes said. “I’ll never be able to fly with this.”

      Tendrils of light emerged from Grendel and darted toward the big blue dragon.

      “Hey, no!” Nemertes said, trying to move away. The sword partially slid off as she moved, but she was too late, and the light wrapped around her before vanishing within her scales.

      “How about now?” Grendel asked.

      “Ow, ow, ow,” Nemertes said.

      Because the sword had partially slid off her back, it was digging into one wing stalk; Abigail quickly corrected it.

      When that was done, Nemertes straightened her legs tentatively. She seemed to rise easily. “It feels way lighter! The fuck did you do?”

      “A small buff to ease your burden,” Grendel said. “We creatures of the light have to stick together.”

      “I like her!” Nemertes exclaimed.

      “How long will it last?” Malem asked Grendel.

      She took him aside, and brought her lips close to his head. She spoke softly, for his ears alone, well aware that dragons could hear much better than normal humans. He kind of liked having her that close…

      “I didn’t actually grant her any kind of buff,” Grendel said. “She only thinks I did. This is all her. It’s called the placebo effect.”

      “Nice,” Malem said. “I’ll have to try that sometime.”

      Malem and the other non-dragons climbed onto her back, and secured the sword around the belly of Nemertes with the spare rope they had brought. It wasn’t enough.

      “I got this!” Timlir said, sliding down Nemertes’ wing toward the ground. His ax tip slightly scraped her leathery membrane along the way.

      “Hey, watch the ax, bucko!” Nemertes said.

      Timlir ignored her, and leaped onto the ground. He raced to one of the nearby black dragon corpses, and began hewing his axe repeatedly into one of the legs.

      “What are you doing?” Xaxia called.

      “Dragon tendons!” Timlir said, producing a long, stringy mass of flesh from the wound he’d carved. He chopped off the end that was still buried in the arm, cutting the mass free. He slid his ax along the slimy surface of the fresh tendon he’d extracted, clearing away the gore to reveal a white string beneath. “Dragon tendons are the most versatile material around! You can use them in fashioning ropes, baskets, beds, saddles, you name it! Why, you can even use them in armor! Almost as good as the scales!”

      “Why does it sound like you’ve done this often?” Abigail asked warningly.

      “Because I have!” Timlir said. “Never against Metals, of course. Only Blues.”

      Nemertes growled.

      “Don’t worry,” Weyanna told Nemertes. “I’m trying very hard not to eat him, too.”

      Timlir smiled nervously, and glanced at Malem, looking for obvious backup.

      “Now, now, Weyanna, let’s not get hasty,” Malem said. “Continue, Timlir. We need rope. And if dragon tendons will do the trick, then it’s dragon tendons we’re going to use.”

      “This is gross,” Sylfi said. “You have to look at it from our perspective. How would you feel about wearing a rope made from another man’s tendons on your back?”

      “Nemertes, do you really care where we source the rope for your back?” Malem asked.

      “Not really,” Nemertes said. “I just want to fly this to our destination so I can get the fucking thing off my back.”

      “Good,” Malem said. “Timlir, proceed.”

      When Timlir had cut and cleaned enough of the tendons to form the extra cords, Malem and the other non-dragons used it to finish securing the sword to Nemertes back.

      It was slightly springy so that Malem had to tighten the two ends before he could secure it. He glanced at the white dragon next to him. “Weyanna, your help…”

      “Not me, I’m not touching that stuff,” Weyanna said.

      “Me neither,” Abigail said.

      Solan and Gannet finally helped Malem tighten the bind by grabbing onto either end of the cord in their mouths, and pulling until their heads overlapped. Malem tightened the slack portions in a triple knot, and released it.

      “Nice knot,” Xaxia commented. “How do you expect to open it?”

      “We’ll have to cut the sword free,” he admitted.

      With the help of Solan and Gannet, they secured the remaining tendons so that the sword was properly held in place.

      “See, takes a man to get the job done,” Gannet told Weyanna.

      She sniffed, looking away. “You men certainly like holding rotting things in your mouths.”

      “Ah, my old weapon,” Goldenthall said. He had approached Nemertes, and patted a portion of the blade that hung down near the tail of the great blue dragon.

      “Mine now,” Grendel said. Her eyes flared bright yellow momentarily.

      “Take it,” Goldenthall said, raising his hands and stepping back.

      “He feigns weakness and subservience, that one,” Nemertes said, nodding toward Goldenthall. “And acts like an idiot as often as possible. But I see past your mask, Balor. You own Goldenthall.”

      The former king stared at her for a moment, seeming worried, but then he broke into a giggle. He performed an odd dance, and then did a bow. “Thank you, Lady Dragon!”

      “He certainly has me fooled,” Gwen commented.

      Ziatrice frowned. “I have to admit, sometimes I don’t know what to think. But does it really matter if the man is Goldenthall, or Banvil? He serves his purpose, nonetheless.”

      Malem had no comment to make on that, because he mostly agreed with Ziatrice, which was probably a terrible thing. The man was his direct line to Banvil.

      So instead, Malem said: “We ride east!”

      Because Nemertes was carrying Banvil’s sword, he could no longer ride with her. He would have to take one of the other dragons instead.

      May I have this dance? Abigail asked. She lowered a wing.

      Why yes, you may, Malem replied. He scooted up the leathery membrane of her wing until he reached her silvery back.

      Mauritania, Gwen, and Ziatrice were having some argument at the base of the wing below him. Meanwhile, Grendel slipped right past them and clambered up to join him on Abigail’s back.

      “Hey!” Gwen shouted at Grendel, and then threw up her arms, stalking away to another dragon.

      “What was that all about?” Malem asked.

      “Haven’t you guessed yet?” Grendel replied.

      “Fighting over a spot?” he said.

      “Good guess,” she told him.

      Malem positioned himself between the two wings, next to where they became stalks that connected to Abigail’s back. Jagged, cross-guard-like protrusions jutted from the base of each stem, about a thigh-width above the scales below, and he hooked his legs underneath them. He retrieved special harnesses from his backpack and slid them around his thighs, and each stalk, tightening them to further secure himself. His scabbard rested along his inner thigh.

      He reached into his pack and grabbed another harness, securing this one to his waist.

      “So how do we do this?” Grendel asked from behind him. “I have nowhere to place my legs.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at her. “You’ll have to scoot in behind me and wrap your arms around my waist. Then I’ll slide this harness around you and secure you to my hips.”

      “Okay, but what about your backpack?” she asked.

      “Oh yeah.” He closed it, and offered it to her.

      Grendel reluctantly accepted the pack and shrugged it on. “How can you carry this all day? It’s heavy.”

      He shrugged. “I hardly notice it anymore.”

      She gazed at him, and hesitated.

      “Maybe we could tie another tendon around this dragon,” she said. “And I can use that instead. Or we can retrieve the saddle from Nemertes.”

      “Too late for that now,” he said. “We’re leaving. I’m not going to untie the Balor’s sword just to get access to the saddle. Besides, it’s too big, it won’t fit on Abigail’s back.”

      “But what about the tendon option?” she pressed.

      “No tendons,” he said.

      She sighed, then she hiked up her dress almost to the point where he could see her panties, and then squeezed in behind him. He could see her bare legs on either side of him as the dress settled around her upper thighs. She had very nice legs indeed.

      Noticing his gaze, she frowned. “Should’ve worn a riding dress.”

      He could smell that mint and lavender breath of hers. A good smell.

      “Do you have one?” he asked, his voice catching ever so slightly in his throat.

      “No,” she admitted.

      He slid the harness down over her head and around her waist, so that it wrapped both of them, and tightened it. She squeezed against his back, pressing up against his dragonscale armor.

      Her breathing seemed to change subtly, when she clung so close against his body like that. It almost seemed… aroused.

      She hasn’t been with a man in years, he reminded himself. Maybe decades. He grinned widely. I’m going to have to remedy that.

      But then he remembered where they were flying. And that there was a good chance none of them would make it through this alive, especially not her, this vessel of the Paragon.

      He closed his eyes, and hung his head.

      “What’s wrong?” Grendel said, her voice betraying no hint of the arousal he thought he’d sensed. “Are we going to take off, or what?”

      Malem raised his head, and glanced at the other dragons. Their riders had secured themselves between the wing stalks just as Malem had. Gwen and Ziatrice rode with Mauritania and Wendolin, respectively.

      Metals, scoop up as much of this hoard as you can, Malem ordered. We can use it to augment my treasury.

      There isn’t enough here to pay even half the army for a month, Ziatrice commented.

      Every little bit helps, Malem said.

      The metals grabbed heaping scoops of the treasure in the talons of their fore and hind legs, and then took to the air.

      Nemertes didn’t bother—she already had enough of a burden. She rose ponderously, and followed behind the other six dragons.

      Going to be a long flight, Nemertes sent.
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      Soon, the scarred plains gave way to the green ocean of the Midweald. Malem kept the dragons high, flying well above the forest. He had learned his lesson the first time he had cross this forest on dragonback, when scouts of Mauritania had fired the Green Rot up at him and his dragons. The Eldritch magic had penetrated the scales of Abigail and Weyanna, and they crashed into the forest. The magic had crippled them for the rest of the journey through the Midweald: they had to cross in human form, too weak to become dragons. It hadn’t been the most enjoyable of experiences.

      He studied the distant treetops, and the occasional clearings among them. There could be rogue mages hidden down there even now, or monsters with innate magic such as basilisks, or the witchdoctors of gobling tribes. Yes, it was best to remain as high as possible so that he could have some warning of incoming magic. It did mean that he and the others had to constantly scan the trees far below. The dragons were doing that even now.

      Except, perhaps, Nemertes. She lagged behind them, flapping her wings laboriously. He could see her visibly panting: her neck curled back and forth with each breath, her lungs heaved. Of course, he couldn’t actually hear her panting above the wind generated by the flight of his passage.

      Do you need a break, Nemertes? he sent.

      No, she said.

      You sure? he asked.

      Yes! she replied.

      Yes you need a break, or yes you’re sure? he pressed. He couldn’t help the mocking tone that crept into his voice.

      Fuck! Nemertes said. Just let me fly!

      I deserved that, he thought. Poor dragon.

      He fed her stamina, taking from himself, Gwen, Mauritania, Wendolin, and Ziatrice, and he sensed relief from her, but she didn’t send thanks. He didn’t expect her to.

      Eventually, she did indeed need a rest, and Malem picked out a clearing in the forest for the party to land. Not all the dragons could fit, and they had to perch partially on the trees and the ground nearby. Nemertes got most of the clearing all to herself, which was only right.

      Solan ferreted out a moose from the forest, and deposited the carcass, replete with dripping blood, in front of her.

      “All yours,” Solan said.

      Nemertes wrapped her jaws around the head. She glanced up in delight. “Still warm! You’re such a dear. Did I ever tell you: if I were still sexually active, I’d choose you as a mate?” It was such an odd thing, hearing her say those words while holding the moose’s head partially in her mouth.

      “I heard that from Gannet, yes,” Solan said.

      She began to devour it greedily.

      “Breakfast in bed,” she said between bites, with bloody tendons hanging from her teeth. “Now this is how an old dragon such as myself should be treated. Like a princess, not some pack mule!”

      “Got news for you,” Xaxia said. “You don’t really look like a princess right now, with bloody sinews drooping from your teeth.”

      “I look like a princess whether I have intestines in my mouth or feces smeared across my face!” Nemertes boomed, rearing her head. “Now let me eat in peace.”

      Xaxia was cowering before the display of might, but when the dragon returned her attention to the meal, the bandit recovered enough to shrug. “Touchy.”

      “Why do you think she’s taking so long to eat it?” Gwen asked Malem softly. She didn’t want Nemertes to hear, evidently. “She’s taking such small bites. She could swallow it whole, by my estimate.”

      “Maybe she wants to savor it,” he said. “Maybe she’s too tired for bigger bites.”

      When they had rested, the party took to the air once more. Malem landed only once more before reaching his kingdom in the Midweald, so that the big dragon could rest.

      And then, by early afternoon, the party reached the massive clearing his army had clear-cut from the forest. His city was progressing well: he could see buildings in various stages of construction below, spanning the clearing from one side to the other.

      Near the perimeter, dragons cleared trees and dug pits in the ground, paving the way for new structures. Behind them, oraks chopped away the branches from the fallen boles, forming logs. Further in, men and oraks used ropes to haul logs to the construction sites. Earth elementals, directed by mages among them, helped stab those logs into the ground, forming the foundations of different buildings. Other earth elementals carried large stones to each site, while rock elementals pounded those stones into dust to be used for bricks. Goblings mixed the stone dust with water and lime, and set them in molds that were heated in kilns kept lit by fire mages. Dwarven bricklayers stood on ladders and applied the finished bricks to partly formed walls. Nimble night elves and Eldritch used ropes to move across the outer surfaces of the completed brick buildings, and pressed plaster over the exteriors.

      The troops were definitely earning their pay.

      And yet, despite all of this, Malem felt a growing rage: the army was supposed to be preparing to march.

      This doesn’t look like an army mobilizing for war, Gwen commented.

      No, Malem said. It does not.

      He sounds pissed, Mauritania said.

      Goodie! Ziatrice commented. Maybe we’ll see some rolling heads.

      Just yours, Mauritania told her.

      Ha! Ziatrice said. Your head is going to roll before mine ever does!

      We’ll see, Mauritania replied.

      The avenues between buildings were designed to be wide so that dragons could pass through alongside the smaller monsters, if they so desired. There were a few Blacks and Blues lounging there in the sun, along with other members of his dark host, and they looked up lazily as he passed. If they recognized him, the monsters didn’t show it: most merely lowered their heads to rest once more.

      Look at those lazy bastards! Brita exclaimed. Earning pay for lounging about!

      I think they’re on a different shift, Abigail said. At least, for their sakes, I hope they are.

      It doesn’t matter, Malem said. All shifts and rest periods end now.

      Malem brought the dragons to the center of town, where many of the buildings were complete. Here, there were wide, paved clearings that could easily fit the dragons, even Nemertes: the great blue landed in the main square that abutted his future palace. The towers and outbuildings of the latter structure were progressing well, and workers had already started working on the outer wall.

      Malem directed the remaining Metals over the palace, and they deposited the coins they had collected from the dragon hoard in the well-guarded outbuilding that served as the makeshift treasury. Then they returned to the square beyond, which his army had named Breaker Square, and landed Abigail next to Nemertes.

      Malem removed the harness that bound him to Grendel, and she stood up; her dress flowed down immediately, covering her legs once more. Too bad.

      He opened the harnesses that bound him to Abigail’s wing stalks, and stood.

      “Well, that was a fun ride,” Grendel said. Still standing on the silver’s back, she gazed at the surrounding buildings, and the palace. “This city is yours?”

      “It’s mine,” he said distractingly. “As is the army.” He was still fuming about the lack of mobilization exhibited by said army. While it wouldn’t take long to switch the troops into a state of readiness, he was angry more because they hadn’t obeyed his orders than anything else.

      How am I to lead, if they don’t listen to me?

      Grendel was nodding at his previous comments. “You always did exude an aura of power. This, all of this, explains that aura, perhaps.”

      “Does it now?” He beckoned toward the backpack she yet carried, and she removed it. Malem stuffed the harnesses inside, and slid the pack over his shoulders.

      “Abigail, let us down,” Malem said.

      The silver dragon lowered her leathery wing, and he slid down. At the bottom he caught Grendel, who descended just behind him.

      Her breath was wild with exhilaration. “That never gets old!” But when she realized he was holding her, she promptly pulled away from his grasp.

      He smiled patiently, and turned toward the palace, wanting to talk to those who ruled in the absence of the Black Swords.

      But his gaze was caught by the sprawling fountain at the center of the square, where dwarven and Eldritch sculptors carved what appeared to be life-sized effigies of himself and his team.

      He walked to that fountain to watch the sculptors work. When finished, it would be a beautiful piece. Now that he was closer, he definitely recognized himself and his companions; his statue was holding Balethorn, and his expression was radiant as he swiped at an invisible foe. The women were carved in exquisite detail as well, down to their dress—the bladed skirt for Ziatrice, the scales of the armor Gwen wore—and some took the forms of miniature dragons.

      Seeing himself and the others thusly honored calmed his rage somewhat.

      “I don’t look that heroic, do I?” he asked Gwen when she came up beside him.

      “To me, you always do,” Gwen replied.

      “That was the right response,” he told her, looking into her eyes.

      Her eyes dipped to his lips longingly, and he felt like kissing her right there. And he might have, despite the jealousy it would have evoked, but then Nemertes spoke.

      “Can we cut this sword off my back?” the great blue dragon boomed. “And give me a rest from this damn burden?”

      Malem glanced at the surrounding Metals. “Do it.”

      The dragons cut away the ropes and tendon cords that bound the Balor’s blade to her back, and Nemertes folded her wings out of the way, and carefully sloughed the heavy weapon off her back. It clanged loudly on the cobblestone when it struck.

      “Careful!” Goldenthall said, rushing to the blade. He patted the black metal gingerly. “You’ll hurt her!”

      Nemertes rolled her eyes, and lumbered to the shade produced by the palace, where she promptly collapsed. The big dragon fell asleep almost immediately.

      “Gannet, see that she’s fed,” Malem said. “She’ll need her strength for the flight to come.”

      “I’ll see to it,” Gannet said.

      “She’ll be useless in the final battle,” Mauritania commented. “Too weary from carrying that blade.”

      “She’ll be able to do a little bit,” Malem said. “But she’s useless against the Balors themselves anyway. You saw how quickly she fell against Vorgon.”

      “Only because she was surprised,” Mauritania said.

      Malem considered that. She had a point. “Anyway, I need to see the men you left ruling in your wake.” He glanced at his companions who had assumed the position of Black Swords—his top lieutenants. “All of you.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” a deep male voice thundered. “I’ve taken charge of all of them.”

      Hastor had arrived—the big black dragon was perched on a building next to the square. That was another thing about the particular architecture Malem had requested—it had to be able to support the weight of dragons.

      The Black was sweating, no doubt from the effort of clearing the trees along the edges of the forest. Or perhaps the creature was merely nervous because it had disobeyed Malem’s orders. He did sense a slight nervousness with his beast sense, but that could just be the nerves that came from dealing with your king and emperor.

      When Malem didn’t answer, Hastor added, hastily: “Nemertes appointed me the acting Black Sword of the dragons. Because dragons rank in power above all other species, the other races naturally fell into a position of subservience beneath me.” The dragon licked its lips nervously.

      “Where are my manners?” Malem finally said. “Hastor, it’s good to see you.”

      “And you, Breaker,” the Black said, seeming slightly at ease by his words. “Oh, before I forget, I wanted to mention: I’ve been talking to my fellow dragons about potential solutions to your treasure problem. It would be a pity if you couldn’t pay the army for all the hard work they’ve been doing. Soon, we dragons will no longer be needed to fell trees and dig foundations, as the designated extents of your city will be reached; and before you repurpose us to other tasks, I’d ask that you consider allowing us to undertake expeditions to the khroma mountains, where we might search for abandoned dragon dens to refill the treasury. We’ll avoid any hoards that are guarded by living dragons, of course, and—”

      “Yes, that sounds great,” Malem interrupted. “But tell me, I sent two dragons this way… did you not receive their message?”

      Hastor frowned. “The two deserters who arrived last night?”

      “Those would be the dragons,” Malem said.

      “We didn’t believe their message,” Hastor said. “We caught them passing through our territory, and we thought they were saying anything to avoid punishment.”

      Hastor nodded to a side street that abutted Breaker Square, he saw two Blacks tied to stakes, baking beneath the sun.

      “They didn’t carry a signed document, like the previous messengers you sent,” Hastor explained. “So we assumed… you’re saying they spoke the truth?”

      “They did,” Malem said.

      “Oh,” Hastor said. “Whoops.”

      “Cut them down,” Malem said.

      “It will be done immediately,” Hastor told him. “I’m sorry. Would you like me to stake myself in their place?”

      “No,” Malem said, realizing he was the one who had made an error here. He would learn how to do this ruling thing properly yet. “You did the right thing. You can’t just believe the words of some random deserters who drop in telling you to mobilize the army. Official documentation slipped my mind.” He glanced at Mauritania and Ziatrice. “You should have spoken up when I dispatched those dragons.”

      Mauritania shrugged. “I would have, but I knew it wouldn’t matter anyway. The army can mobilize quickly. I thought it would be a good lesson for you, this way. Next time, you won’t forget to send an official document along with your orders.”

      “By the way,” Hastor said. “Speaking of official documents… no Metals have yet to come to inspect our weaponry of behalf of King Agantas.”

      “They’ll come,” he said. “Eventually. But right now, we have more pressing matters.”

      “I’ll have the army mobilize after I cut down the deserters,” Hastor said. “Where are we going?”

      “Only to fight a couple of Balors,” Malem said.

      Hastor’s face dropped. But then the dragon recovered. “Ah. That explains the sword Nemertes carries. Shall I tell the troops our final destination, or would you prefer I surprise them?”

      “You might as well tell them,” Malem said. “I pay them enough that they won’t desert. At least I hope not.”

      “We’ll soon find out,” Gwen said.

      “You can promise them fresh loot,” Malem said. “The army of the Balors will have enchanted items, no doubt. Those items are theirs for the taking, along with any other valuables we find, such as the Balor blades.”

      Hastor nodded. “The latter two weapons will certainly pique the interest of the dragons.”

      With that, the dragon marched off to free the deserters, and to distribute his mobilization orders.

      Malem glanced at Ziatrice. “It’s almost time to put your dark magic to use.”

      She nodded. “I’m looking forward to it.”
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      Malem stood with Mauritania in Breaker Square. Behind him, distributed across that square, and the side streets beyond it, his army had gathered. The troops were separated into different divisions by race; these divisions were further subdivided into brigades by specialty: cavalry, archers, infantry, mages, and so forth. The bigger monsters were at the front.

      Ziatrice rested on the ground beside him with her legs crossed. In front of her lay the Dark Eye, its black depths holding her attention.

      Next to her stood Mauritania, Weyanna, Solan and Gannet. His remaining companions resided next to the fountain to his left, whose construction had been abandoned for the time being.

      “Are you ready?” he asked Mauritania.

      “No,” she replied. “But we have to do this, so we might as well get it over with. I doubt we’ll be attacked by any dark denizens on the other side, considering our numbers, but you never know.”

      “Do your best to avoid any fighting,” Malem said. “I need the army rested for what comes. Well, as rested as can be expected, given how far they have to march.”

      “Once we arrive in the general area, we’ll have some time to rest,” she said. “The seconds pass slower in the Black Realm.”

      “They certainly do.” Malem glanced at the night elf. “Ziatrice, it’s time.”

      She ignored him, and simply stared into the Dark Eye.

      “Ziatrice!” he said.

      She started, and then looked up at him. “Already?”

      He nodded.

      The night elf returned her attention to the Dark Eye. Black mist drifted from her eyes in profusion and flowed into the dark sphere. In a few moments, a rip opened in the air above it. Pure black, it was little bigger than the size of a door.

      “Can you make it larger?” Malem asked. “We need all of the land-based monsters to fit.”

      Ziatrice sighed, and concentrated. The door enlarged. It was just big enough to fit the bigger monsters. The ribbons of dark magic she fed to the door became a trickle as she switched to maintenance mode.

      “We’ll see you shortly,” Malem told Mauritania.

      She nodded, and entered the dark portal with Weyanna, Solan and Gannet following close behind.

      Their energy bundles immediately faded in his head. They were still present, but he detected them only very weakly. They still gave him the slots of their Breaking, but he wasn’t able to communicate with them.

      The army divisions followed them inside. The bigger monsters passed through first, including the Eldritch, and when the smaller, man-sized troops took over, Ziatrice reduced the amount of magic she fed to maintain the gate and it shrunk to the size of a regular door. Still, some of the taller troops had to duck as they passed inside.

      During that time, Malem kept well back, joining his remaining companions next to the fountain. They were surrounded by orak guards—many of them dark mages disguised as ordinary troops. It was a little surety in case anyone decided to try their hand at assassinating him. The troops couldn’t be all that pleased about traveling to the Dark Realm, with the eventual goal of facing off against the armies of two Balors. There was definite fear in many of those eyes.

      Yes, not all of them could have been pleased to be going up against their former master, especially considering they knew how powerful Vorgon was. But Malem did see eager glints in some of those eyes—those who desired revenge against the Balor. That was what Malem liked to see. He could harness that.

      But as for the others, those whose faces were full of fear… he realized the promise of loot might not be enough to hold them when the time came. They might flee as soon as the front ranks began to buckle beneath the terrible fiery weapons of the Balors.

      Well, this was the only army he had. He treated them well, better than Vorgon ever had. He hoped that treatment, as well as their relatively high pay, would be the glue that kept them bound to him. That, and the penalty for desertion. And if not, he’d just have to start Breaking them during the fighting.

      Desertion.

      He had always promised himself he wouldn’t rule by fear. Deserters wouldn’t be slain, but all of their belongings would be taken, and they would be cast out, left to fend for themselves in the wild. If they were monsters, they would become potential food for the rest of the army. If they were men, well, they’d have to go back to banditry. Of course, that penalty might not be enforced, not if Malem lost.

      So yes, he was perhaps somewhat lenient when it came to desertion, but he refused to rule any other way. If men and monsters deserted, then so be it.

      As the different soldiers marched through, often their gazes were drawn to the Dark Eye. Neither man, dwarf, night elf, Eldritch or orak were free from its pull. Malem had experienced it himself. The distracted soldiers stared into the black depths, sometimes tripping on the cobblestone or walking into the man or monster directly in front of them.

      It took half an hour in total for the land-based component of his army to march through, and then Ziatrice released her maintenance magic, and the portal vanished.

      She slumped.

      Malem fed her stamina, and she stood up on wobbly feet.

      “Well, I guess it’s time the rest of us took the dragons, huh?” Ziatrice asked.

      Malem nodded.

      Many soldiers had remained behind, most of them mages, including his personal orak guard. Several of these had won the right to ride the dragons, and included men, Eldritch, night elves, dwarves, goblings and oraks alike. Not everyone was coming, of course: many soldiers would remain behind to protect the city while the main army was gone. Malem had assigned a few of the most powerful mages among them to guard the treasury, along with several basilisks, hill giants and ghrips he had personally Broken. Those monsters were no longer bound to him, of course—he’d turned them into pets of sorts, which happened when monsters remained joined to him for a long time. Nemertes displayed a similar degree of loyalty as these monsters, owing to her own long-lived connection with him.

      The Metals helped load Banvil’s sword onto the back of Nemertes once more. Oraks climbed all over the great blue, and used ropes to secure the weapon in place.

      Malem clambered onto Abigail’s back. She had retrieved a fresh saddle designed for dragons, as had the other Metals, and he sat in it, securing his feet in the provided stirrups. The other dragons—that army of Blues and Blacks two hundred strong—also had saddles to accommodate their riders.

      “Announce our departure,” he told Abigail.

      “Riders, board your dragons!” the silver boomed.

      The riders clambered up the wings to take to their mounts.

      Grendel didn’t have much experience riding dragons, so he had her pair up with Wendolin on one of the Blacks. He supposed he could have Broken the Black and flown it for her, but he preferred to leave as many slots free as possible for Breaking enemies.

      When everyone was secured, Malem told Abigail. “Let’s do this.”

      “Fly, dragons!” Abigail roared.

      The great winged beasts took to the air en masse. They were like a flock of huge geese taking to the skies and they flew in a similar V-shaped formation, with Abigail at its lead.

      Malem had the dragons assume a circular holding pattern while waiting for Nemertes to take to the air. The big blue seemed to be having trouble taking off from Breaker’s Square.

      The sword that broke the camel’s back, Abigail commented.

      Malem studied the struggling blue. She certainly has her work cut out for her. He focused on Nemertes’ energy bundle. Are you all right?

      My age is catching up to me, I’m afraid, Nemertes said. Either that, or I’ve been enjoying too many fat wildebeests of late. I think I need to go on a diet. Nothing but lean human meat for me, going forward!

      Malem leeched stamina from Gwen and Wendolin, and fed it to Nemertes. How about now?

      In answer, she finally took to the air. Don’t think this means I’m not going on my human diet.

      For now, you’re going to subsist on a diet of uraks and other dark hosts, he told her.

      Balor, too? she asked.

      If you can stomach it, he replied.

      Oh, I can stomach it, don’t you worry, she said. I’m looking forward to tearing nice big chunks out of Vorgon’s face. Demon fricassee, anyone?

      And so the dragons flew to the northeast. This time, Malem didn’t allow Nemertes to lag on the rear, and instead had the others form a tight circle around the lumbering dragon, so as to better protect her should trouble arrive. Abigail was still at the head of the formation of course, along with Sylfi and Brita, as was only right. They matched their pace to Nemertes, currently the slowest member among them, thanks to her burden.

      The army of dragons left the forest behind, and traveled over the plains beyond. The dragons blackened the sky with their bodies, casting the land below in shadow wherever they went. Herds of wild beasts fled across the plains when the dragons appeared; the sudden movements only aroused the hunting instincts of the Blacks and Blues, who promptly departed on temporary food runs.

      Despite matching Nemertes’ slower speed, the army still made good time. Soon, the plains gave way to rolling hills, and the hills in turn ceded to the shoulders of the Harken mountain range. As the army crossed those mountains, Malem could see Mount Ademan squatting on the eastern horizon.

      Maybe we should stop by Khaledonius, and ask the Metals for a hand, Abigail suggested.

      I can’t set foot in Khaledonius again, he told her. Not unless I want to be forced into marrying you.

      You’re strong-willed enough to resist father’s pressure, she sent. You’re a king and emperor in your own right.

      Not in his domain, I’m not, he said.

      Then why not just do it? she asked. If it meant bolstering our ranks by another hundred dragons? All the other women would know the marriage for the sham it was.

      Because another hundred dragons won’t be enough, Malem sent.

      But surely you’d agree, we can use all the help we can get? she sent. Every dragon we take with us is another dragon that will distract the Balors.

      Let’s be honest, Malem said. The Metals can’t really help us. Distract perhaps, but no more. Look, I’m doing them a favor. They’ve already done enough. We’ve taken much of their treasure. Destroyed their homes. He shook his head. And they already gave enough lives during the original war against Vorgon, when they joined the Alliance. So no, I will not ask Agantas to do this. This is my fight, for once. A battle for my army alone. Besides, I kind of think of this as a proving ground for my men. Their first major engagement after leaving Vorgon’s power, in a battle against their former master.

      And you say Nemertes has her work cut out for her… Abigail commented.

      Malem fed Nemertes stamina along the way, but as soon as the army had crossed the Harken mountains, the blue asked for a rest, so he landed the army on the Wilden plains below.

      Sylfi deposited a dead wildebeest at Nemertes’ feet.

      “Well thank you, aren’t you a dear,” Nemertes said, before tearing into the animal.

      When Nemertes had recovered, the army took to the skies again. Soon they flew past the outskirts of the Dothweald forest, where the entrance to the realm of the tree elves existed. The elves had made great strides in restoring the forest: when Vorgon had invaded previously, the demon had attempted to burn down the Dothweald in order to drive out the elves. But Malem could hardly tell that the forest had ever taken fire damage. There were a few scorched sections with blackened, dead trees, but otherwise the green branches extended to the northwest horizon.

      I might be able to convince the elves to join us, Wendolin sent suddenly.

      Again, Malem found himself reluctant to commit. We don’t have time to dawdle. Denfidal could be marching across our world even now, preparing to enter the Black Realm to defeat the next Balor.

      It won’t take long, Wendolin said.

      Sorry, no, he sent.

      Stubborn ass, Wendolin said. You’re going to insist on doing this yourself, with your own army, to the detriment of the world! You just have to do this yourself. Completely. You’re afraid to admit you need help.

      It’s not so much I’m afraid, he said. As I’m reluctant to owe anyone anything. Especially when I believe my army can do this on its own. I’m paying them a fortune to fight for me, after all. But what will I pay the elves with? I have nothing. You can’t tell me the elves won’t expect something in return? Oh wait, let me guess… they’ll want me to marry you?

      She snorted mentally. Nothing of the sort, believe me. But sure, they’d expect preferential treatment in any trade agreements you drafted with other nations, once our kingdom is up and running. Things like that.

      There you go, he said. I don’t want to owe them anything. Besides, where we’re going, there aren’t many trees. Their magic will be useless.

      Not so useless, she said. There are certain magic items tree elves can bring to the table. Seed Stalks, for example.

      Seed Stalks?

      We used them to bind up your dragons when you first attacked, if you’ll recall, she sent.

      I do, he said. But again, useless against the blades of a Balor. So no, no tree elves.

      I can go on my own, Wendolin said. It wouldn’t delay you. Let me take this dragon—

      No, I forbid it, he said. And that’s final.

      She didn’t say a word more, but he could feel her stewing in his head. She definitely wasn’t happy.

      It was late evening by the time they reached their destination, the barren plains of Thaadamus. The land was rocky and treeless. It reminded him of the Black Realm. He searched the four horizons, but couldn’t see any sign of the Balors or their dark hosts.

      Nemertes, on the ground.

      Relieved, the great blue landed to rest.

      He fed her stamina, hoping it would help her rejuvenate faster.

      Then he deployed scouts in every direction. He ordered Sylfi seven miles to the north, and Brita the same distance to the south, with orders to assume a holding pattern when they reached their respective destinations. He didn’t expect them to travel exactly seven miles in either direction, of course, but dragons did seem to have an almost uncanny sense of distance. Abigail had revealed the trick to him: they relied upon landmarks to check off the miles in their heads.

      Meanwhile, he had Abigail fly east another seven miles. That left him in communications range with Sylfi and Brita, along with Nemertes, who remained behind with the main army. If Sylfi or Brita spotted anything, or scouts relayed sightings to Nemertes, any one of them could send him a message. In turn, he would be able to do the same on his side.

      And so there he waited upon Abigail’s back, circling like a vulture, spying the horizons on all sides. He reached out with his beast sense, but there were only a few rodents and their predators scouring the rocks for food below.

      Because of the time dilation caused by the Black Realm, the infantry portion of his army, though they marched far slower than the dragons flew, would be arriving at about the same time. They might even be in the area already.

      He was going to have to retrieve them if Vorgon and Denfidal didn’t show soon, because he didn’t want to leave his army vulnerable to attack by the denizens of the Black Realm. He also worried they might run into Denfidal: maybe the Balor was chasing them at this very moment, and they were looking for the portal back, but couldn’t find it because it didn’t yet exist.

      He had to balance the fact that he wanted to open the portal as close as possible to Denfidal’s eventual location, with the gnawing fear that the infantry portion of his army was currently engaged in a fight for their very lives. He almost told Ziatrice, who was back at the main army with Nemertes, to fly to him so she could open a second portal.

      But he held back.

      Mauritania, Weyanna, Solan and Gannet can take care of themselves, he told himself. They’re all right. I know they are.

      At least, he prayed that was true.

      It’s going to be dark in a few hours, Abigail said over the mental link he shared with his companions. Apparently, she sensed his impatience, and perhaps was feeding upon it.

      We’ll wait here as long as it takes, Malem returned.

      What if Denfidal has chosen not to strike at Manu next after all? she pressed. What if Goldenthal… Banvil… is wrong?

      Then we try again somewhere else, Malem replied. And we keep trying, until we finally track the demon down.

      But Denfidal will grow in power with each Balor that falls, Wendolin chimed in from closer to Nemertes. And soon Corinne will not be able to defeat him.

      You forget, she isn’t alone, he said. We’ll find a way. You and I defeated Vorgon, after all, when the odds seemed hopeless. We will prevail.

      She had nothing to say to that. No one did.

      And so he kept up his search of the far horizons.

      And then, finally, his beast sense went off.

      He turned his attention to the southeast and spotted them on the horizon.

      His heart began to race.

      They’re here, Malem announced. Denfidal and Vorgon have arrived.
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      Retreat, Malem told Abigail. And fly lower. Make sure they don’t spot us.

      You got it, she said, swooping down to skim above the rocky landscape.

      Malem spoke directly to Nemertes. It’s time, old friend.

      Old friend? Nemertes said. When I’m potentially about to fly to my death, suddenly I’m “old friend.”

      Malem sighed. Come, Dragon. Bring my army.

      Shit, Nemertes said.

      He sensed fatigue from her, along with a good deal of reluctance to take to the air again, and so he drained stamina from the others, granting Nemertes a good amount.

      He waited. Still she didn’t budge.

      Nemertes… he sent.

      She issued a huge sigh through their mental link.

      Finally, her energy bundle began to close. She was on her way, as was Ziatrice and the other companions he had left with the main army. The dragons were coming to meet their fate. He sensed Sylfi and Brita approaching from the northwest and southwest respectively, as well.

      Malem kept an eye on Denfidal the whole time. The demon’s dark body was silhouetted in green flames, and it carried its fiery halberd over one shoulder, the blade lodged against one of the vestigial wings upon its back. It held its tail above the ground as it walked, that metal-covered tip hovering menacingly above the dark host below. Upon its brow was a circlet, resting above the horns—it seemed to be fashioned of rib bones. Malem knew there was no other creature those bones could have come from, save for another Balor—they were far too massive. That meant Quartenan was dead.

      When Banvil had died in this world, the demon’s body had disintegrated, its essence retreating to the Black Realm. But apparently when a Balor died in the Black Realm, that wasn’t the case, considering the bones…

      That host seemed even larger than the last time Malem had spotted the Balor: by destroying Quartenan, Denfidal had probably inherited its rival’s army. Not to mention whatever boosts in power Quartenan’s death gave Denfidal.

      Seven towering Stilt Walkers accompanied the Balor; they were just as tall as the demon, and their suction-shaped mouths swept back and forth in search of prey.

      Oraks follow alongside on the ground below, blackening the gray rocks. They were joined by herds of four-legged reptiles with tentacled heads. There were also what could best be described as mini-Balors: smaller demons, about twice the size of the oraks, that resembled Denfidal to a T, minus the wings. Quartenan’s troops, perhaps, since Malem hadn’t seen them the last time.

      The sky was quite literally black with gargoyles. They formed a huge swarm in the air above Denfidal, the further among them looking like a plague of locusts because of the distance. Twenty huge Black dragons accompanied them. Some were of a size almost comparable to Nemertes.

      Vorgon, meanwhile, resided farther away to the south, surrounded by blue flames, ax in hand. Vorgon’s host seemed roughly the same size as before: despite however many had been lost in the dungeons beneath the Khroma mountains, the demon still had hundreds of uraks, no doubt as part of whatever deal Vorgon had made with Denfidal.

      Above the Balor, six Reds circled. They seemed small compared to the dragons Denfidal kept, but the least of them was still twice as big as Abigail’s silver.

      Vorgon departed south with its army. That was all the evidence Malem needed that the amulet at his throat was actually working, because if it was not, Vorgon would have been able to sense his location and would have been charging straight for him in that moment. At least, Malem assumed as much.

      Doesn’t look good, Abigail commented.

      It’s not going to be easy defeating them, Malem agreed.

      Though on the plus side, Vorgon doesn’t seem to be aware of you, she said. The amulet must be working.

      I was just thinking the same thing myself, he said.

      I wonder if we can arrange it so that we fight them separately… she suggested.

      I’m not sure that’s a good idea, he told her. Corinne hinted that her time here would be limited. If we fight them separately, we’ll probably only defeat one of them, while the other goes free.

      I see your point, Abigail sent.

      The silver dragon continued to skim close to that rocky terrain, moving away from both Denfidal and Vorgon. When Malem judged both armies far enough away, he ordered her to land, and waited for the others to arrive.

      I hate this part, Abigail sent.

      What part? he asked.

      The time before battle, she replied. The tension can become… unbearable. I just want to start the fighting, and let it all the fuck out.

      Don’t blame you, he said. I want this, too. If only to meet my fate head on.

      Your fate… she told him. Did you ever imagine, when you were a child fleeing the Darkness, that one day, you would lead armies to destroy its source?

      No, he said. I knew I was different, but I didn’t think that difference would make me a leader. I always thought I was meant to be an outcast. And before I met you, I was living that life to the fullest. The life of a nomadic outcast.

      Funny how we can shape our own destinies, based upon the preexisting beliefs we have about ourselves, she commented. These beliefs can limit some of us. Trap us in prisons of the mind.

      Maybe, Malem told her. But sometimes, I think I was far happier when I was a prisoner in my own mind.

      You miss being a nomad… she said.

      Good guess, he told her.

      Maybe, when this is done, a vacation is in order, she said.

      Malem could have laughed. That I will never disagree with.

      He gazed at the Balors to gauge their progress. Vorgon was continuing south, Denfidal to the north. Actually, no, Vorgon was moving to the southeast, not due south, judging from the demon’s latest position. No doubt Vorgon was looking to circumnavigate the Harken mountain range to attack the human cities beyond.

      Fly east again, he said. Get closer.

      She took to the air.

      He wanted to keep both Balors in range, but that would be tricky, as the two were moving in opposite directions. It helped that their respective advances were relatively slow and ponderous… he knew they were capable of much faster speeds, but he suspected they were conserving energy for the planned attacks.

      Malem hoped to deploy his army as close to the Balors as possible, giving time for his ground troops to arrive in their entirety before the battle. The last thing he wanted was for Ziatrice to have to maintain a portal to the Black Realm while under attack: she’d be the main target of the enemy, who would try to mow her down if only to stop the flow of his army from the dark land.

      When Abigail was close enough for his tastes, he had her land again. So far, it appeared the enemy still hadn’t detected them. His beast sense reported no other monsters for miles around, save for the dragons coming in from the west. He still sensed the usual rodents beneath the soil, but those would of course be of no help in the coming fight.

      Sylfi and Brita arrived from their scouting positions to the north and south ahead of the main group: they flew at full speed, whereas the other dragons would have had to adjust their pace to account for the slower flight of Nemertes.  The two of them lowered their riders to the ground—Xaxia and Timlir—and transformed back into humans to shrug off their large saddles. Though Sylfi and Brita were both naked, Malem spared either of them only the most minimal of glances: he was too distracted to be concerned with matters of the flesh. The pair retrieved pullover dresses from the saddlebags and quickly donned them. Sylfi took the red one, Brita the blue. They didn’t bother to equip their usual weapons and armor.

      Ziatrice arrived next, atop the back of a Blue that had pulled ahead of the others. She landed next to Malem and dismounted. More Blues landed, and lowered the rest of his companions, along with several orak mages.

      Abigail lowered a wing so that Malem could join the night elf on the ground.

      When he arrived, Ziatrice held out an empty hand expectantly.

      Her Dark Eye would still be recharging of course: Ziatrice couldn’t use it to open another gateway until a full twenty-four hours had passed since the release of the first portal.

      But Malem had another.

      From his backpack he produced the second Dark Eye, retrieved from the depths of the dungeon beneath the Khroma mountains. He placed it firmly in Ziatrice’s palm.

      Without looking at it, she set down the item on the ground in front of her and sat down, cross-legged, beside it. Dark mist arose from her eyes and flowed into the sphere of infinite blackness. Behind it, a portal opened.

      Malem glanced at Sylfi and Brita, and nodded.

      The pair dashed into the gate and vanished within the darkness.

      Timlir and several oraks followed after them, as did Goldenthall.

      Ziatrice continued to maintain the gate with her dark magic while they were gone.

      Dragons continued to land around him, including Nemertes, until finally the entirety of the dragon army had arrived.

      “How close do you need me to bring you?” Malem asked Grendel, who had come to stand at his side, along with the other companions.

      “As close as possible,” Grendel said. “The sword, too. Ideally, we want Corinne to be able to pick it up as soon as she appears.”

      Malem nodded. “We’ll bring you right to Denfidal’s feet.”

      “That’ll do perfectly,” Grendel said.

      “What if you die before you arrive?” Xaxia asked.

      Grendel smiled peevishly at her. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      Xaxia shrugged. “Hey, it’s entirely possible.”

      “If I die, then you’re all screwed,” Grendel said.

      “Sounds about right.” Malem glanced at the Balors in the distance. Neither had given any sign that they noticed the gathering army to the west. Denfidal had glanced this way once, and for a moment Malem had been sure the demon had spotted them, but then it continued onward as if nothing had changed. Either it hadn’t seen him and his dragon army, or it didn’t care—to Denfidal, Malem and the dragons were like ants gathering on an anthill: an interesting sight, perhaps, but no threat whatsoever.

      Sylfi and Brita abruptly returned through the black portal. They were breathing hard, as if they had run a marathon. They’d also exchanged outfits—Sylfi was wearing the blue pullover dress, and Brita the red, which told him they had transformed inside, as expected.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” she replied. “We’re good.”

      Mauritania, Weyanna, Solan and Gannet emerged from the dark portal next.

      “You made it,” Malem told them.

      Mauritania nodded. “Our journey was relatively uneventful.”

      “That’s a good thing,” he said.

      “I suppose. Though I was hoping for at least a few foes to whet my blades.” She glanced at Ziatrice. “You might want to enlarge the gate.”

      Ziatrice didn’t answer at first, and Malem had to repeat the command. Then the night elf allowed more dark mist to flow into the sphere, and the portal grew.

      Basilisks, hill giants, and ghrips emerged—the latter tucked in all their tentacles to squeeze through—and took up their designated positions behind the dragons.

      “The army wasn’t far,” Sylfi said. “I did a quick sweep and found them a short ways to the south, circling the area, waiting for us.”

      “You really had no trouble from any of the dark denizens?” Malem asked Mauritania. “Or my army itself?”

      “None,” the half Eldritch commented. “They behaved like a well-oiled machine. Though I think the fear imbued by being in the Black Realm helped ensure they obeyed me to the letter—none of them wanted to be stranded in that terrible place.”

      “I was worried Denfidal and Vorgon would spot the army,” he told her. “And for a while there I convinced myself the demon was hunting you down. I almost opened the gate early to look for you.”

      “Probably a good thing you didn’t,” she said. “Because you might have walked right into the Balors. We actually spotted the demons before we arrived, and kept well away from them. We mirrored their advance for a short distance, until their armies reached the borders of Manu’s territory and left the Black Realm. We stopped at the periphery of the territory ourselves, deciding to wait for Sylfi and Brita there.”

      The procession of monsters through the portal switched to the smaller, man-sized types, and Ziatrice allowed the gate to diminish in size once more. Night elves emerged first, and they assumed their places in their respective brigades, spreading out across the plain between the dragons behind him.

      Malem gazed into the distance. “Vorgon’s almost out of view.”

      “That’s not good,” Abigail said, still in dragon form. “I thought we wanted Corinne to fight them both.”

      “We do,” he told her. “Weyanna, Sylfi, lead some dragons to Vorgon. See if you can bait them into following you.”

      “Why don’t you simply try removing that instead,” Goldenthall said, pointing at Malem’s throat.

      Malem touched the amulet at his neck.

      “Remove that, and you’ll become like a beacon to Vorgon, lighting up in the night sky,” Goldenthall said.

      “But it’s not night,” Xaxia said.

      “Not yet, no, but he’ll still draw the demon like a moth to the flames!” Goldenthall told her with a cackle.

      Malem shrugged. “It’s worth a try.”

      He fingered the amulet at his neck, but didn’t yet remove it.

      “Well?” Weyanna said.

      “I want more of the army to arrive first,” Malem said.

      “So you don’t want us to bait Vorgon anymore?” she pressed.

      He shook his head.

      He waited twenty minutes. By then, the night elves had entered completely, as did all the Eldritch, men and dwarves. The oraks were only beginning to arrive.

      Vorgon had vanished beyond the southeastern horizon, while Denfidal was barely in view to the northeast.

      Malem waited for more oraks to enter, and when he judged that eighty percent of his army had arrived, he slid the amulet off his throat.

      He heard a roar in the far distance. “My beast sense tells me Vorgon and his host are approaching. Fast.”

      “Now you’ve done it boy!” Goldenthall said.

      “But you told him to!” Timlir said.

      “Oh, I know!” Goldenthall said, giggling.

      Malem heard a buzzing in his head, and quickly lowered the amulet around his throat. The droning vanished.

      In the distance, he saw Vorgon reappear, rampaging over the horizon. The demon’s dragon companions had darted ahead, and were headed straight toward him.

      “Uh-oh,” Weyanna said. “You were right to wait.”

      Malem glanced at Ziatrice, who was yet maintaining the portal. He had to lead those dragons, and Vorgon’s host away from her until the rest of his army arrived. Ideally, he wanted to draw Vorgon right to Denfidal, so that Corinne could vanquish them and all of this could end.

      He supposed it was about time to fight anyway.

      “All right,” he said, gazing at his companions. “The moment we have been waiting for has come to pass: we bring doom to the Balors.”
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      Malem ordered several oraks down from their Blues so that his companions could take their mounts, and instructed the stranded monsters to guard Ziatrice, who of course had to remain behind. The oraks obeyed, and formed a protective circle around the night elf.

      You want some night elves among your guards? he asked Ziatrice

      Hell no! she said. I can’t trust that one of them won’t try to stab me in the back to take my position as Black Sword. I prefer oraks. They fear me.

      I’d kill any night elf that touched you, he said.

      She smiled fiercely. Yes, but I’d already be dead by then.

      Good point, he told her. Oraks it is.

      He turned toward his companions. His Black Swords. “Relay the order to your lieutenants: the divisions are to begin the march to Denfidal immediately. March in the assigned formations. The dragons will lead the way, and the ground divisions are to join us as soon as they are able.”

      His companions quickly dispatched the orders to their lieutenants, and then mounted the Blues that had been evacuated by the oraks.

      As Ziatrice was presently occupied, Mauritania handled the night elf’s lieutenant.

      “Ensure her orak guards instruct the others to follow as they emerge,” she told the elf in question, as Ziatrice was responsible for not just the night elves, but also the oraks and goblings.

      “It will be done,” the elf said.

      Mauritania nodded, and then mounted a Blue.

      None of them rode the Metals, even though Sylfi and the others had already transformed back into dragon form: Malem wasn’t going to take any chances. Denfidal specialized in anti-dragon debuffs, which the party had learned, to their detriment, during their previous encounter with the demon in the Black Realm. And who could say how many mages among the enemy were equipped with debuff scepters, of the kind the agent of Vorgon had used during the attack on the inn?

      No, it wasn’t safe to ride the half dragons. The Metals had in fact donned their saddles, but only so that they could retrieve their gear if they were forced back into human form. They planned to fly close to the ground, so that if they did unceremoniously turn back, they wouldn’t take too much damage in the fall.

      Malem clambered up Hastor’s wing with Grendel, and sat in the saddle the dragon bore. He removed his backpack, grabbing a waist harness from within before shoving the pack into one of the saddlebags. Grendel approached, and hiked up her dress to take her place behind him. The saddle was too small to fit two people, so she sat on the rear lip. He tightened the waist harness around the two of them to secure her in place, and only spared the most fleeting of glances at her bare thighs. Which were certainly looking very nice today.

      “Wish me luck,” she said, sounding so very sad.

      “Luck won’t be needed,” he told her.

      “If Corinne dies, I die,” she said.

      “Oh,” he said. “That I didn’t know.”

      “We’re linked now,” she said.

      Malem nodded. “Then we’ll just have to make sure Corinne doesn’t die.”

      Like the other Blue and Black dragons, Hastor was trained to respond to foot and leg pressure, changing course based on the intensity and angle of said pressure, however Malem preferred a more direct communications line. Thus, he reached into Hastor’s mind, and the Black surrendered to him, allowing Malem to Break it without too much effort: monsters he had previously Broken at some point never drained him as severely as newly broken foes.

      It’s good to be in your service once again, Master, Hastor said.

      It’s good to have you, Malem agreed.

      To the southeast, Vorgon was still incoming, with the demon’s red dragons taking the lead.

      “Into the air!” Malem ordered.

      The dragon army took flight. They hovered in the air, waiting for Nemertes, who was slow to rise. Malem fed her stamina, and she ascended a little faster, joining the others.

      Forward! He ordered Nemertes.

      Yes, yes, she sent. It’s time to fly to my death.

      Don’t be so dour, he told her. You’re the one most likely to survive.

      Am I now? she asked. I’m the only one with a Balor’s sword strapped to my back! That kind of makes me a target, I would think.

      We’ll be around you at all times, he promised.

      She advanced, and the dragons assumed a spherical formation around her and matched her speed as they proceeded forward. Malem drew Hastor close to her, so that Nemertes was lumbering along just below, with that giant Balor sword in full view strapped to her back.

      His core team members remained near, keeping close to him and Nemertes. Abigail and the other riderless Metals. Gwen, Mauritania and the rest, perched upon the backs of different Blues. He gazed past them, at the other dragons accompanying him. That army of Blues and Blacks.

      He thought of all those dragons as his Defilers, because they—and he—would have to channel their inner Defilers if they wanted to win this. But the dragons called themselves the Blue Hornets, a name Nemertes had given them when she formed the brigade.

      “Why hornets?” Hastor had complained. “Hornets are such tiny, insignificant things.”

      “Yes,” Nemertes said. “And yet they pack a mighty sting.”

      “Huh?” Hastor said. “Their sting can’t even penetrate our scales!”

      “Perhaps not, but have you ever accidentally inhaled a hornet’s nest?” Nemertes said. “Not the most pleasant of experiences.”

      “And why Blue?” Hastor complained. “That’s discriminating against us Blacks!”

      “Because I’m the fucking commander!” Nemertes roared. “And I choose the names! Now get out of my face, before I wrap your tail around your neck and turn you into a pom-pom.”

      Malem led them northeast, toward Denfidal. On the Thaadamus plains behind him, the dark army marched at a fast trot in the same direction, maintaining their brigades. As more oraks emerged from the portal, they quickly rushed forward to join the others. The ground troops lagged behind the dragons, of course, and would probably arrive ten to twenty minutes after the airborne units took first blood. The Blue Hornets would have to hold their own until then. Malem still hadn’t decided whether he would wait for the ground troops to join battle before summoning Corinne. It depended on how desperate things became out there.

      To the southeast, three of Vorgon’s red dragons swerved to intercept the airborne unit; the remaining three headed toward Malem’s ground troops. Vorgon seemed to be making for the ground troops as well—the demon wouldn’t know Malem was among the dragons, not with that amulet resting firmly on his throat.

      Malem removed the amulet, and the buzzing came into his head. He quickly replaced it.

      On cue, Vorgon swerved toward him. The Balor shouted something, and the remaining Reds changed course to intercept Malem’s airborne army so that all six headed toward him. Good, that meant he wouldn’t have to leave any of his air units behind to protect the ground troops. Not that he really needed to—with so many Eldritch among his host, if any of Vorgon’s dragons attacked, the airborne foes would be felled in short order by the Green Rot, even if all of them were bigger than Abigail and the other Metals.

      But Denfidal’s dragons were a whole other story, belonging to a class in and of themselves. Because of their massive size, Malem doubted the Green Rot would affect those dragons in any meaningful way, causing more of a scratch than an actual wound. Same thing if used against those Stilt Walkers. Malem wasn’t sure how the army would defeat them when they arrived.

      But he had realized long ago it wasn’t necessary to win against them. His purpose, and the purpose of his entire army, was to serve as a distraction so that the Paragon could fight, and hopefully win. When the Balors fell, Malem and the others would simply have to flee if the enemy host did not break after that.

      Ahead to the northeast, a swarm of gargoyles was breaking away from the main body, and turning back to intercept Malem and the others. Five of the huge black dragons joined them. One of the Stilt Walkers also turned around. Its mouth was at about the same height as the Blue Hornets flying at the lowermost portion of the spherical formation.

      Spread the word, my Defilers! Malem sent to those bound to him. We plow through! Continue toward Denfidal!

      He heard the booming voices of Abigail and the others, announcing his intentions. The word was passed down the ranks to the other dragons in the sphere formation, so that they all understood.

      We’re your Defilers, now, huh? Gwen said.

      I meant Blue Hornets, he said distractedly. His gaze was upon the incoming swarm, and the dragons with them.

      Now that he was closer, he realized that the Blacks were even bigger than the last time Malem had encountered Denfidal. Their size must have been tied to the demon’s power in some way. The Green Rot would definitely have little effect against them.

      He focused his attention on the gargoyles. He reached out, and was pleasantly surprised to find a few weaker-minded monsters among them. There weren’t as many as he’d find in a similar group of ordinary oraks or goblings, but the sheer number of them insured he would field enough for his purposes.

      He held back on Breaking them for the moment. He needed a way to recoup the stamina drain, first, without tiring those who fought for him…

      Several fire elementals appeared, created by Abigail and other dragons possessing the necessary magic; fireworker mages among the riders summoned more elementals from the flames of the previous fire entities, so that the creatures seemed to sub-divide, doubling. Most of the elementals accosted the eyes of the five black dragons in an effort to blind them. The remaining intercepted the gargoyles, and attacked with flaming swords and axes, sending the gargoyles falling, sizzling, to the ground below.

      Malem was careful not to look the incoming dragons in the face, lest they paralyze him with their eyes. Before the battle, he had given the other riders similar warnings, and around him, he saw that they, too, were looking away. And not just Gwen and his companions, but the Eldritch, night elf, and other races riding the Blue Hornets.

      With his beast sense, he felt the five black dragons pulling ahead of the gargoyles; those massive wings no doubt imparted incredible speed with each flap.

      He switched to Abigail’s viewpoint to watch the dragons approach through her eyes.

      The five huge dragons bit down on the elementals that assailed their faces, and swallowed them with one gulp.

      So much for blinding them, Abigail commented.

      It was a nice dream, Weyanna agreed.

      In moments, the five dragons were passing through the ranks of Malem’s army. As the closest members of the Blue Hornets passed, they raked their talons across the backs of the enemy dragons. They caused deep wounds, but because the dragons were so big, those wounds were otherwise relatively superficial. The big Blacks in turn lashed out at their foes with their talons, causing debilitating gashes in their sides. One of the Blacks snapped at a passing Blue, and tore its throat clean away. The Blue died on sight, plunging to its death with its rider.

      Some of the closest Blue Hornets breathed acid and ice at the faces of their foes, trying to blind them; the dragons simply opened their mouths, and devoured the attacks. They breathed acid in turn, often successfully blinding the closer enemies, or melting their riders.

      The enemy dragons also unleashed streams of dark magic. Though the magic wouldn’t harm the intact scales of a dragon, it was lethal to the riders, whom they were apparently targeting—those riding the dragons in front of Abigail were purposely avoiding looking at the enemy, and thus didn’t even notice when black mist hurtled toward them. It struck them, and the riders toppled in their saddles, black veins inching up their faces as it disintegrated the flesh.

      Zig-zag, he ordered Hastor. Don’t let them target Grendel and I!

      The dragon obeyed.

      Malem sent a similar order to the dragons bound to him, and they passed it down the ranks.

      Nemertes sent light magic up at the Blacks in the form of a debuff, in an effort to curtail their dark magic.

      Piss in a beer flagon! Nemertes sent after a moment. It didn’t work. They have strong wills.

      Save your strength, Malem told her. He felt her flagging from the effort, and was forced to feed her stamina, taking from Gwen and Wendolin.

      Ahead, two of the enemy dragons headed straight for Nemertes.

      Dive, Malem ordered Hastor and his companions, including Nemertes.

      The lot of them dove out of the way, and other Blue Hornets meanwhile swooped upward to intercept the incoming dragons. In moments the enemy had passed—Malem and the others had successfully avoided tussling with them.

      Mauritania, stay close to those Blacks, he sent. Wait for my signal.

      The half Eldritch promptly turned her Blue around, and headed for the two Blacks, and the Blue Hornets accosting them.

      Malem switched back to his own viewpoint, and gazed forward once more. Ahead, the gargoyle swarm arrived.
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      The Blacks among the Blue Hornets breathed acid, while the Blues unleashed their ice breath. The gargoyles were nimble, however, and often dodged those attacks. When the gargoyles got closer, they weren’t able to dodge the quick mouths of the dragons as often: the Blues and Blacks snapped at the smaller, humanoid-sized creatures, sometimes swallowing them, other times merely biting off pieces.

      With their taloned appendages, the dragons also grabbed at any of the winged creatures that tried to skirt past underneath, and crushed and impaled them; when the dragons released them, the crumpled, useless bodies plunged to their dooms.

      Those gargoyles that avoided the breath, claws and teeth of the dragons focused on the riders, who used whatever weapons available to them to strike at the gargoyles, be it magic, bows, or blades. Two or three usually assaulted a rider at the same time, so if the person in the saddle wasn’t quick, he or she would soon find themselves dead.

      As those gargoyles filtered through the ranks of the Blue Hornets, Malem began to Break the weaker-minded among their outskirts. They used three slots each. It was draining work, and he could barely sit in the saddle after Breaking five of them. He resisted the temptation to steal the stamina from his teammates.

      Now, Mauritania, he sent.

      He had lent the half Eldritch Balethorn for the mission. He doubted the sword would do much damage, but raw stopping power wasn’t entirely his intent.

      Mauritania swooped her Blue toward the closest Black, and then became a green streak that traveled rapidly toward the enemy. She re-materialized on its back, between its wings.

      She stabbed the blade down between its shoulder blades.

      The dragon screamed in pain. It was a stentorian, terrible peal, traveling up and down the ranks. Even Denfidal, in the distance, looked over his shoulders when that scream reached the Balor’s ears.

      Black mist erupted from the dragon’s torso, and the deadly magic darted toward her. But Mauritania withdrew the blade and raced across its bare back, avoiding the magic. She struck again. And again.

      The stamina inside her rose in leaps and bounds, and Malem drew it from her, replenishing himself, and sharing the excess with his companions.

      Malem Broke another five of the weakest gargoyles, for a total of ten, and once more slumped in the saddle.

      The huge Black still hadn’t been able to shake Mauritania, and she had stabbed her sword twice more since the last he’d checked, drawing still more stamina. Black mist was coming at her in such thick profusion, that he didn’t think she’d be able to avoid the deadly magic for much longer.

      Malem Broke a final five gargoyles.

      Mauritania hadn’t been able to get in another strike as that black magic came at her, and instead leaped onto the tail to avoid the deadly ribbons.

      Malem, feeling very weak, commanded all fifteen of the gargoyles to fly directly to Hastor, with instructions to stay as far away as possible from other Blues and Blacks until they arrived.

      See that cluster of gargoyles in the arrow formation? Malem sent his companions. Those are mine. Spread the word.

      And so they did, and the news was passed down the ranks; Malem’s gargoyles were left alone.

      At last the huge Black managed to shake Mauritania with its dark magic, and she had to leap off the tail to escape it. As she fell, she got in a final parting blow, stabbing Balethorn into its leg; the blade cut a long, vertical gash into the muscle as she plunged, and opened up half the leg, causing the blood to spurt all over her.

      Mauritania teleported back to her circling Blue before the Black could swat her, and Malem fed upon this recent boost of stamina she’d taken, restoring his endurance, and then wrapped his mind around the dragon. The attacks had weakened it severely, and Malem was able to tighten his will around the creature’s mind. The Black struggled in his grasp, but as the monster continued to bleed out, it weakened, and Malem Broke it at a cost of fourteen slots.

      The dragon continued to flag, the leg wound causing severe blood loss.

      “Heal this one,” Malem ordered Weyanna. She swooped back to obey.

      The White arrived, and sent tendrils of cloudy mist into the wounds, and in a short time she had healed it.

      Malem fed Weyanna stamina, and the Black, too, giving back some of the endurance Balethorn had stolen. But even with the added stamina, the dragon was still slow. That said, he did sense it growing in strength rapidly, regenerating its lost blood far faster than one of his own dragons would. He doubted the healing rate was natural—the dragon was probably still endowed with whatever magical buffs Denfidal had applied.

      The Black flew at about the same speed as the burdened Nemertes, and so he instructed it to join the great Blue to act as her personal bodyguard.

      Well, lookee here, Nemertes said when the dragon came alongside. You’ve gifted me a mate? Aw, you shouldn’t have. I bet he’s nice and big in the places where it counts though! It takes a huge dragon to satisfy me these days…

      I thought you weren’t sexually active? Gannet said.

      That’s because I can’t find a male big enough… Nemertes retorted. She turned toward the Black. What are you called, Baby?

      Notcher, the Black replied.

      Notch? Nemertes said. That’s right, you’re going to be another notch in my belt, hun.

      Notcher! the Black repeated.

      Notch, Notcher, what’s the difference? Nemertes said. When I’m screaming your name while taking you atop my treasure hoard, I’m sure you won’t care if I miss a few letters.

      The gargoyles began to reach the central core where he and his companions resided, and they attacked him and the others in orchestrated waves, ignoring the outlying dragons. Some of the gargoyles got through the talons and claws of the Metals and Blues his team rode, and Malem was forced to use his non-magical sword to defend himself. Gwen protected him and Grendel with arrows from Wasp, while Mauritania launched the Green Rot. Wendolin often caused branches to grow from the wooden shafts of those arrows, and impaled two or more gargoyles at the same time.

      When Malem’s gargoyles arrived, Gwen accidentally shot down one of them before he could stop her.

      They’re mine, he sent on the telepathic band he shared with his bound companions.

      Sorry, Gwen returned.

      He crushed the falling gargoyle’s will entirely before it could die, in order to avoid the debilitating severing effect that would come when that happened.

      Meanwhile, the remaining winged humanoids took up defensive positions around him and Grendel, and protected the pair against attacks from any further gargoyles that penetrated the defensive sphere formed by his companions. In essence, the gargoyles became his personal airborne guard.

      Nemertes wasn’t free from harassment either, and she too, had to deal with the winged humanoids that accosted her. Notcher was only able to keep away so many, and Nemertes had to deal with some that came in from underneath, and others directly above; when they reached her scales, they appeared to be trying to cut the ropes that bound the sword to her; Nemertes was constantly having to swat these latter away, either with her tail, or her jaws.

      You okay down there? he asked.

      She was chewing, and snatched up and gobbled down another gargoyle as he watched. Just fine. Never hurts to get in a late lunch. Bastards are a bit bony to my tastes, but hey, sometimes you dine on filet mignon, other times you chow on brown cow.

      What’s brown cow? Gwen asked

      You don’t want to know, Nemertes replied.

      It’s cow intestines with feces still inside them, Weyanna explained.

      Yum, Gwen said.

      Told you, you wouldn’t want to know, Nemertes said, snatching up another gargoyle.

      A gargoyle darted through the defenses ahead. This one carried a white staff of some kind, and before it reached Malem’s personal guard, it began to swirl the weapon, rapidly. The ends began to glow a bright purple, and they trailed mist of a similar color. The mist increased with such profusion that soon the entire staff was enveloped in it.

      Magic user! Abigail said.

      Before the gargoyle mage could release whatever magic it was summoning, ribbons of green cut into the creature, forming deep trenches. Swirls of light also came in from Nemertes below, and its body imploded. The staff plunged from view.

      Moron, Mauritania said. If he wanted to use his magic, he should have been subtle about it.

      But then another gargoyle came in, also with a staff, which was already swirling when the creature arrived. From the tip erupted a powerful vortex of purple mist, headed directly for Malem and Grendel.

      Dive! Malem ordered Hastor.

      Tendrils of light curled around the creature’s feet, and yanked it downward before causing its body to implode like the last gargoyle.

      Meanwhile, the powerful vortex cut a swath through Hastor’s previous position above; one of Malem’s gargoyles was in its path, and when the vortex struck, the winged humanoid disintegrated.

      Malem leaned far forward in the saddle, feeling the severing keenly. He forced himself to sit upright again, and crushed the will of another one of his gargoyles; the creature dropped from view and Malem felt better immediately.

      “You all right?” Grendel shouted into his ear.

      “Fine now!” he told her.

      Hastor’s dive had taken the dragon to a position directly above Nemertes. The Black was so close it could have landed on the Blue, if it wanted.

      The three lead Reds from Vorgon’s army were approaching attack range. Nemertes suddenly began swatting at something underneath her. Malem couldn’t quite see what it was from his current angle.

      He momentarily switched to her point of view.

      Wind elementals had appeared below Nemertes, apparently summoned by the Reds. They looked like whirlwinds of dust, with ghostly eyes at their centers and cloud-like arms protruding from either side. The elementals swirled faster and faster as they followed the motion of Nemertes, sucking out the air beneath her so that she began to plummet.

      Nemertes swatted at the wind elementals, which matched her descent, but her limbs went right through the entities. Besides her, Notcher was experiencing a similar predicament, beset by wind elementals of his own.

      “Get away from me, fuckers!” she roared.

      She launched ribbons of light magic at them. The bright tendrils entered the vortex-like shapes of each elemental, where they seemed to swirl harmlessly around; however, Nemertes continued to pour light into them, more and more, until all three whirlwinds glowed a bright yellow. And then, just like that, the elementals imploded, ceasing to exist.

      Notcher dealt with his wind elementals in a similar manner, using dark magic instead of light, which had the effect of dispersing the whirlwind bodies once the entities absorbed enough of the black tendrils.

      Malem returned to his viewpoint.

      Nemertes had dropped to the level of the Stilt Walker ahead, and was struggling to regain her former altitude. She was already weak from carrying the sword, but the magic had put her over her limit, and she was having trouble recovering.

      Malem fed her stamina, taking liberally from Gwen and Mauritania, and also Notcher, and Nemertes slowly returned to her former height. Notcher accompanied her the entire way. Malem had Hastor climb as well, since the Black had dropped to avoid the gargoyle mage.

      Malem couldn’t see the three Reds around him, so he searched for them on his beast sense. Ordinarily, such powerful creatures would have stood out readily, but they were almost lost to the background noise of gargoyles and Blue Hornets, and he had to concentrate for a moment before he found them.

      There: above. When he glanced that way, he saw the Metals had engaged them, two per Red. Abigail and Weyanna wrestled one of them, while Sylfi and Brita breathed red flames against the purple fire of their foe. Gannet was held in the clutches of the third Red, while Solan attempted to bite into the enemy’s neck.

      Gargoyles continued to assail the remaining companions around Malem, their waves seeming endless. The winged humanoids he had drafted into his service protected him so that he had yet to draw blood again with his replacement sword. Grendel hadn’t had to use her own magic yet, either, and hopefully that wouldn’t change: she was supposed to be saving her energy for the summoning.

      Behind! Gwen sent urgently. She turned her Blue around.

      Malem spun Hastor around.

      One of Denfidal’s huge Blacks was coming at Nemertes from the rear. Its jaws were open, and in moments it would rip into her tail.
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      Blind it with your breaths! Malem instructed Hastor and Notcher, as neither dragon would be able to physically intercept the enemy in time.

      The two dragons breathed acid toward the Black, targeting the eyes, but the creature shifted its head from side to side, avoiding the substance.

      Nemertes, Malem sent. He shared his vision with her so she could see what was about to go down.

      As the Black came within striking distance, Nemertes lifted her tail far back, waited a few seconds, and then swung it in a wide arc.

      THWACK!

      She struck the huge dragon directly in the head. From the way its face seemed to have partially caved, he knew she had crushed some bones. More than some.

      The dragon’s wings were no longer flapping, and it arced downward. Nemertes had apparently knocked the monster senseless.

      But it awakened an instant later, having plunged several hundred yards, and recovered before hitting the ground.

      Notcher rammed into the dragon from above, slamming it downward, and the pair crashed into the earth, where they wrestled.

      Malem tried to Break the stricken dragon, but it was too strong-willed and he couldn’t touch its mind. The only way to Break this particular creature would be to bring it inches from death. And by then, it would probably be too late to salvage the thing.

      So, he moved on, letting the dragons wrestle.

      Two Reds dropped to the ground; the belly of the first was slit open, and trailed intestines. The neck of the second was torn away. Sylfi and Brita finished off the third as he watched, ripping away its genitals and severing both wings before he could Break the creature. It too, plummeted.

      As the Blue Hornets continued toward Denfidal’s main host, the dragons along the lower outskirts of the formation gave a wide berth to the lone Stilt Walker that approached on the plains below, but it didn’t help—that Stilt Walker launched a long tongue, like that of a frog, and wrapped it around a poor Black at the bottom of the formation and drew the creature into its suction-shaped mouth. Its screams echoed across the skies; the remaining Blue Hornets quickly moved out of range of the Stilt Walker, and it turned around, lumbering, to pursue. It was too slow to catch up.

      Vorgon’s remaining three Red dragons approached the perimeter of the Blue Hornet formation.

      I want ten Blues and ten Blacks to intercept those Reds, Malem told Nemertes.

      She passed on the orders, calling out specific names, and when the commands reached the Blue and Blacks in question, they dove to intercept the Reds. Meanwhile, the main host continued onward.

      Gargoyles continued to attack, but their numbers were quickly thinning. They simply were no match for the far more powerful dragons.

      Malem searched for the remaining three Black dragons that had entered their midst, but couldn’t find their energy bundles. He glanced at the sky above and below: they were nowhere to be found. He had to assume that they had been felled by the Blue Hornets. Even creatures as powerful as they were could not hope to stand up to so many.

      He sensed Notcher on the ground behind him, barely alive. Apparently the creature had won, because Malem couldn’t detect its opponent. Given how weak Notcher appeared to be, Malem decided it wasn’t worth it to lend stamina to the dragon: it needed healing. He wasn’t about to send Weyanna or other healers back to help it, and it was well out of the way of the incoming ground troops. So Malem released the creature from his service, so it could either heal on its own, or die in peace.

      Denfidal was quickly coming up ahead.

      Malem reached out to the Metals. Fly low.

      The six Metals bound to him descended, moving toward the bottom of the formation and then leaving it entirely to skim above the ground below. Malem was expecting the demon’s anti-dragon magic to hit at any time. Well, he supposed anti-transform was a more accurate term, in their case, since the True dragons would remain unaffected.

      And then it finally happened. Just like that all six dragons shrunk, changing back into humans in midair, and dropping the short distance to the ground. He detected momentary spikes in pain from their energy bundles.

      Oof! Abigail sent.

      Everyone all right? he asked. The pain he sensed from their bundles was quickly subsiding, and he couldn’t detect any serious injuries among them. However, Weyanna was there to heal them if anyone was too badly hurt.

      We’re fine, Abigail replied. Good thing we decided to fly low, expecting this.

      They were naked down there, save for the large saddles that they’d shrugged off after landing. They had brought gear and clothing inside the bags of those saddles, but nothing magical—that gear was merely a backup, in case they couldn’t change back.

      Sylfi was running in the opposite direction, away from Denfidal, and she announced a moment later: The anti-transform zone ends here!

      The others grabbed swords and bows from their gear, but otherwise remained naked as they shouted taunts and catcalls at the dark host at Denfidal’s feet. Several of the enemy’s ground troops had already broken away to intercept them, but now more joined them, thanks to those taunts. It would be some time before they arrived, given the distance. The Metals had ample opportunity to retreat to Sylfi’s position; when the ground troops got closer, Abigail, Sylfi and the others would promptly transform back into dragons, and lay waist to the incoming enemies. At least that was the plan.

      As the Blue Hornets neared Denfidal, the final gargoyle swarm that had remained behind broke away to assail them, along with the remaining fifteen Blacks. The demon itself turned around, realizing it wouldn’t be able to invade the territory of its rival, not until it dealt with what it likely thought was a minor annoyance.

      Malem smiled. Yes, the Balor no doubt believed it would defeat them without breaking a sweat.

      Oh, you’re going to sweat, my friend. Like you never have before.

      As he got closer, he could feel Denfidal reaching into his mind, trying to assert control. The demon’s mind control power was similar to Malem’s Breaking ability, though it could affect every species, from animals, monsters, all the way up to men. But Malem was able to resist readily enough, as were the dragons, and all the riders he had chosen to lead the air assault. He had warned his troops there was a chance they could become possessed by Denfidal if they were injured too close to the demon. Some of the weaker-minded oraks and lesser species among his ground troops could also succumb, but there was a limit to how many Denfidal could control at once, just as Malem had a limit—it was doubtful Denfidal would give up control of the more powerful creatures bound to him, such as the Stilt Walkers, in order to Break a handful of oraks. This limit was one of the reasons why Vorgon had only bound the Black Swords, and relied upon them to dictate its commands to the remainder of the army.

      Because Malem’s companions were already Broken, they didn’t have to worry about Denfidal—or Vorgon—taking them. Only Xaxia, Timlir, Goldenthall and Grendel could succumb, so it was important they remained strong and uninjured in the fight to come. Especially Grendel.

      The gargoyles reached the front ranks of the defensive sphere, along with the fifteen Black dragons.

      The Blacks and gargoyles formed a wedge with their bodies, and shoved through the ranks, heading directly for Nemertes. They took down anyone that got in their way, tearing open throats, ripping gashes in leathery wings. The ground troops of Denfidal’s host roiled at the feet of the demon, and swarmed the body of any dragons and their riders that landed in their midst.

      Denfidal waded into the fighting as well. The demon unleashed dark streams of magic from its body; though that magic didn’t harm the dragons, it killed riders in waves. To kill the bigger foes, the demon hurled that giant halberd in sweeping arcs across the sky, producing cracks like thunderclaps. Every dragon it struck was hewed in half. Consumed by bloodlust, the Balor killed gargoyles, and even one of its own huge Black dragons, in the process.

      The Stilt Walkers launched their long tongues, drawing in Blue Hornets like a frog drew flies, and devouring them just as easily.

      As that indomitable battering ram of dragons and gargoyles continued toward their position, Malem made up his mind.

      Gwen, Mauritania, Wendolin, Malem sent. Send your mounts to Nemertes… cut the blade off her back!

      I can fight, Nemertes said.

      Dump the sword! Malem told her. You’re too much of a target!

      The battering ram reached them, and Malem and the others were forced to scatter beneath the terrible force of the enemy.

      I can fight, Nemertes repeated. As if to prove her prowess, she tore into the neck of one of the Blacks that came at her, and ripped open its throat. But then another Black swooped past her, and cut a wide gash into her flank with a swipe of its talon.

      Your courage is admirable, Malem said. But you don’t need to die for this. The Paragon can pick up the sword.

      He dove toward her, with the dragons of his remaining companions, and they did their best to accost the monsters assailing her. Hastor raked its claws against the back of one particularly big Black, but the dragon swatted Hastor away with its wings.

      Nemertes launched streams of light magic at the gargoyles and Blacks that were snapping at her from all sides. The gargoyles imploded, and some of the Blacks slowed down, affected by her debuffs. He was forced to feed her stamina—she was quickly becoming taxed.

      When Malem got close again, Grendel also released light magic, and the streams wrapped around Nemertes. The big blue suddenly seemed full of energy, and moved with a speed she never had before, striking out at Blacks, and devouring the gargoyles. Malem hoped Grendel hadn’t drained herself too severely to provide that buff.

      A bunch of gargoyles came in at Hastor, but Malem’s own winged creatures protected him. At least at first: there were too many for his guard to hold off entirely, and a few began streaming past. Malem had his sword in hand, and he cut off the heads of any that came close. Unfortunately, some attacked from unreachable angles behind him, swooping in upon Grendel; he tried to Break them, but they were strong-willed members of their kind. Grendel was forced to release her whips of light: she wrapped the tendrils around her foes, and threw them aside.

      When she had handled the gargoyles coming for her, she began to assault those that attacked Malem.

      He glanced over his shoulder and shouted above the wind of flight: “Save your strength!”

      “What’s the point of saving my strength if I die before I can use it!” she replied.

      He sensed Nemertes flagging once more. The buff Grendel had applied had already worn off.

      Denfidal’s fiery green halberd came screaming down upon the great blue dragon.

      Nemertes narrowly dipped to one side.

      The blade sliced just through the sky just beside her body, and she was momentarily drawn downward as the weapon sucked away all the nearby air.

      Fuck! she sent. Then: Rip this fucking sword off my back! Now, now, now!

      Finally.

      Do it, Malem sent his companions.

      The dragon mounts of Gwen, Mauritania and Wendolin darted through the enemy dragons and gargoyles, until they reached Nemertes. The Blues used their talons to rip away the cords that bound the sword to her back, and when the blade was free, Nemertes flapped one wing to initiate a roll; she tucked in the leathery appendages, and let the blade tumble free.

      The large weapon plunged through the air, striking a couple of gargoyles along the way, and landed with a loud clang among the rocks below.

      Free at last! Nemertes said. Now I can fight!

      Below, enemy ground troops swarmed over the sword, and issued cries of victory. Nemertes swooped in on them, breathing acid, and the enemy screamed, fleeing before her.

      Denfidal’s halberd came crashing down upon her again, but she darted away, and the weapon only scattered more of the demon’s ground troops that had come to claim Banvil’s sword.

      Denfidal seemed to lose interest in Nemertes then, and turned away to randomly attack any dragon that came near. Banvil’s blade was really the only thing that could harm the demon. Denfidal had probably feared Nemertes intended to drop the sword on its head in an attempt to guillotine the demon. But now that the sword had been apparently abandoned, the Balor no longer cared.

      The closest enemy Blacks and gargoyles also scattered, spreading out to attack the Blue Hornets at random.

      And then arrows arced into the sky, striking gargoyles in waves from below.

      Glancing down, Malem saw that his ground troops had begun to arrive. Those arrows were launched by the archer brigade of the night elves.

      Enemy oraks rushed forward to attack those archers, along with the herds of quadruped reptiles with tentacled heads, and the mini-Balors among them.

      But a dwarven infantry brigade sallied forth to intercept them. Their axes hewed through oraks and reptiles alike.

      Orak mages sent walls of fire and ribbons of darkness into the dwarves. They caused earth elementals to rise from the dirt, and blades of ice to fall from the sky. Two mini-Balors broke through the dwarven ranks at the same time, swinging their huge hammers, sending dwarves flying in all directions.

      But then the Green Rot of Eldritch magic struck the mini-Balors, and both went down. Hidden blades struck at the orak mages as invisible Eldritch targeted the higher level foes. Those blades sought ordinary oraks and the reptiles with them next.

      The men and oraks of Malem’s army joined the fray shortly thereafter, lending their sword arms. None of the goblings had yet arrived, strewn across the plain behind the main fighting as they rushed forward.

      The six Metals had transformed back into dragons, but they remained upon the periphery to assault the outskirts of Denfidal’s army. They mostly breathed their flames, igniting any foes rushing to join the attack against the ground troops. Because they had assumed a position on the southeastern side of the battle, they were also able to accost the uraks of Vorgon’s army as the latter rushed to join Denfidal. Many of them made it past the Metals to fight alongside their dark brethren.

      Finally, Vorgon itself joined the field of battle. The great demon rushed forward, trampling the ground troops of both armies, swinging its ax wildly at any Blue Hornet that crossed its path. It seemed to be looking for someone.

      Probably Malem.

      It’s time to end this.
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      Malem glanced over his shoulder, and was about to shout at Grendel to summon the Paragon, when he saw that her eyes were glowing a bright yellow. The rest of her body had also lit up.

      She raised her arms, and threads of light swirled between them, forming a great vortex of light above her. She threw her hands down, toward the ground between Denfidal and Vorgon, and that vortex spiraled earthward, growing in size, until it struck the monsters that swarmed over Banvil’s blade. The dark creatures scattered as if in pain.

      From the bright maelstrom, a large, glowing mass unfolded. In moments, a being of pure Light stood beside him, reaching to the same altitude as his dragon. Bright, but not blinding. Humanoid, with stilt-like arms and legs, and a long, egg-shaped head, and small, iridescent globes for breasts.

      Corinne.

      Grendel slumped against Malem’s back. She no longer glowed, and seemed completely spent.

      Beside them, the towering Paragon calmly knelt to retrieve the black blade of Banvil. The sword became a bright, almost blinding white in her hands.

      “Balors!” Corinne boomed in a voice that was both angelic and demonic at the same time. “It is time to meet your doom!”

      “The only doom to befall this day will be yours!” Denfidal thundered, swinging its flaming halberd at her.

      Corinne stepped back, parrying the blow. She crushed the ground troops of both sides who didn’t flee her great footfalls in time.

      The Balor was slightly larger than her, and seemed to have the advantage, which it pressed, forcing Corinne on the defensive. Sparks flew from the giant blades with each strike.

      Vorgon, meanwhile, ignored the Paragon entirely, and circumnavigated that battle of titans to come rushing into the cloud of Blue Hornets and gargoyles around them.

      What’s Vorgon doing? Gwen asked. Why isn’t it helping Denfidal?

      I think Vorgon has spotted me, Malem said. Grendel became a shiny beacon during her summoning, after all…

      We can use that! Wendolin said. Try to keep Vorgon distracted for as long as possible. Give Corinne a chance!

      Oh, I intend to, Malem told her.

      Sure enough, Vorgon headed directly for him, and raised that fiery blue ax to strike.

      Dodge behind Denfidal! Malem ordered Hastor.

      The dragon flew to the side, narrowly avoiding the path of that giant ax. As Vorgon pursued, Hastor headed toward Denfidal; the latter demon still had Corinne on the defensive.

      One of Denfidal’s huge Blacks lunged at Hastor, but before it could strike, that giant flaming ax cut the Black into two halves.

      “Mine!” Vorgon roared, rushing forward.

      Hastor dove in beside Denfidal; Malem hoped Vorgon, in its fury, would strike at the other Balor, but sadly, Vorgon restrained itself.

      Corinne seemed to have recovered some of her lost momentum, and she was taking the offensive against Denfidal. The large Balor retreated beneath the flurry of her attacks, and seemed to be struggling to keep up with her. It let out streams of darkness in waves toward her, but she intercepted them in turn with tendrils of light, and they canceled each other out.

      “I am your opposite,” Corinne bellowed. “You cannot harm me with your Darkness.”

      “But I can harm you with my blade!” Denfidal boomed, lurching forward with surprising speed. Malem wondered if the weakness had been a feint, to get Corinne to lower her guard. Whatever the case, it almost worked, and she narrowly deflected the blow meant for her torso. The huge halberd did strike a glancing blow on her thigh, however, and light rays spilled forth in all directions. She fought on, moving with a slight limp.

      Malem kept the two titans between himself and Vorgon, maneuvering Hastor in slow circles. Vorgon stalked them angrily. He could sense the rage emanating from the creature, and thought Vorgon was going to join the battle against Corinne soon, if only to eliminate her so that the demon could get to Malem next.

      Beside him, once more Corinne quickly gained the offensive. And in a surprise riposte, her blade struck off the right hand of the Balor; Denfidal almost dropped the halberd—the demon narrowly gripped it with its remaining hand.

      Denfidal retreated, narrowly holding its halberd as a shield in front of itself as Corinne kept up her blows; Vorgon moved forward, intercepting her, and protected the other Balor.

      Malem’s gaze was drawn to a bright light emanating from the field of battle below, sourced among the denizens of Denfidal’s army. He spotted a figure there amid the oraks and reptiles, a woman wielding a sword of crystal. Glowing a brilliant red, that sword proved the source of the light.

      Hastor, bring me closer to that woman, he sent.

      Hastor dove over the enemy army, and as Malem neared, he recognized the strange woman from beneath the Khroma mountains. She was dressed in her usual crimson robes.

      As her blade glowed brighter and brighter, shining like a beacon upon the battlefield, whirling mist rose from the ground and enveloped random soldiers on both sides, causing them to fall dead to the ground, like marionette’s whose strings had been cut.

      At the same time, threads of darkness began to appear around Denfidal, and flowed into the demon’s body. While Vorgon kept Corinne at bay, Denfidal held out its arms, including the stump of its right hand, and issued a stentorian roar at the sky.

      The green flames surrounding Denfidal’s body doubled in size, consuming the dark threads around it. Black mist promptly flowed from the stump at its wrist, reforming its shadowy hand.

      It gripped its halberd with both hands once more, and lashed out at Malem’s army, sending dark streams into the ground troops. Next Denfidal chopped at the sky around it, cutting dragons out of the air. Beside the demon, the Stilt Walkers continued to launch their deadly tongues, plucking Blue Hornets, squirming, out of the air and devouring them.

      Denfidal abruptly shoved past Vorgon to strike at Corinne with renewed fury.

      What is that sword? Malem asked his companions.

      It’s some kind of mass Drainer, Mauritania replied. She’s using it to feed stamina to Denfidal from both armies… we have to take out that woman or the Paragon is doomed!

      All right, everyone, she’s our main target, Malem sent. Hastor, take us closer.

      Nearby, Vorgon had taken to randomly attacking the dragons and ground troops around it, having lost sight of Malem owing to its temporary skirmish with the Paragon.

      Hastor made an attack run at the woman below, joined by the dragon mounts of Malem’s companions, and escorted by the gargoyles he had Broken. As he got closer, Malem reached out, but couldn’t detect the woman at all with his beast sense. That told him she was either undead, or human. He guessed the latter, from her appearance.

      When they were in range, Hastor breathed acid at the woman, while the accompanying Blues released ice.

      But a mini-Balor threw itself in the path of those deadly breaths, protecting her. The small demon itself took no damage from either the acid, or the ice. Around it, some of the reptiles and oraks didn’t fare quite so well, and either melted or froze.

      As Hastor passed overhead, the woman pointed her crystal sword up at the black dragon, and white mist flowed from Hastor’s body down toward the blade.

      Malem sensed a precarious drop in stamina from Hastor, and he frantically replenished it, taking from himself, Mauritania, and Gwen.

      But Hastor was already plunging from the sky, and crashed well beyond the woman, smashing into a troop of oraks. The big dragon crushed most of them, while the remainder scattered. It was a good thing Hastor had come so close to the ground during the attack run, otherwise the fall might have killed the creature.

      Are you all right? Malem asked the dragon.

      Not really, Hastor replied. That sword almost killed me. If it wasn’t for the stamina you gave…

      Malem checked the dragon’s energy bundle. Still low. Can you fight?

      Not like this. Hastor said. I’ll need to rest. Unless you have more stamina to spare?

      I’ve already taken too much from myself and the others, he said. I might need whatever we have left to deal with this woman.

      Slay some more dragons? Hastor said.

      Malem glanced at the remaining Blacks that still roved to and fro among the Blue Hornets above. He counted three of them. Massive, lumbering things.

      Mauritania, he sent. When you have a chance, see if you can feed Balethorn on a couple of those enemy dragons.

      Will do, she replied. After a few more attack runs against this bitch. If that’s all right…

      Fine, he sent. You hear that, Hastor? You’re on your own for now.

      Oraks began to attack the downed dragon, and Hastor swatted them weakly.

      But then icy breath swept across the oraks, and a Blue landed beside them.

      “Need some help?” Xaxia shouted from its back.

      “Protect Hastor and Grendel!” Malem said, removing the waist harness that tied him to Grendel, and sliding off the saddle.

      Behind him, Grendel was too weary to even keep her back straight: she sagged drunkenly in her seat.

      He retrieved his backpack from the saddle bags and slid it on.

      “Sit tight,” he told Grendel.

      She moaned something weakly in reply.

      He ordered half of his gargoyles to remain behind to protect Grendel and Hastor, and then made his way down the dragon’s wing to the ground.

      He had his temporary sword in hand. He missed Balethorn, but this blade would do for what he intended.

      The surviving gargoyles came with him. Some had died during the fighting, and he had drained a few of the others to make up for the stamina loss.

      As he cut his way through the mass of oraks and tentacled reptiles that stood between him and the woman—whose back was currently to him—Timlir, Xaxia and Goldenthall suddenly joined him.

      “I told you to protect Hastor and Grendel!” Malem told her.

      “Fuck that!” Xaxia said. “The dragons will protect them.”

      He glanced over his shoulder, and saw that their three Blues were indeed taking good care of Hastor and Grendel.

      He shrugged, and continued forward.

      Goldenthall sent threads of darkness into their foes, and summoned four oraks to fight at his side.

      When one of the mini-Balors intercepted them, Timlir dashed forward and underneath it: his ax Hamstringer lived up to its name. The demon toppled, and Xaxia and Malem finished it. This one was one of the smaller variants, more of a runt, barely taller than a human. Malem doubted the next mini-demon would be so easy.

      He glanced toward Vorgon. So far, the Balor hadn’t spotted him.

      Mauritania, Wendolin and Gwen tried to make more attack runs at the woman, striking from the air. They took hits in turn from that stamina draining sword, and managed to escape before they were downed, like Hastor.

      Stay back! Malem told them. Harass her from afar, if you can.

      Even Nemertes made a run, but was spooked when the stamina drain came, and left to fight easier foes.

      As Malem and those on the ground with him approached the woman, he saw arrows coming in from above. No doubt Gwen was trying to heed his advice regarding striking from a distance.

      However, when the arrows struck the woman, she did not fall. Even when an arrow hit her in the eye. Instead, the sword simply glowed brighter, and mist rose from the ground around her, felling random troops. As they died, the protruding fletchings fell away while her body absorbed the embedded portions, and her wounds healed, including her eye.

      Mauritania’s Green Rot struck her next. But again, the sword glowed, more troops fell, and the green veins in her body vanished.

      The bitch won’t die! Mauritania said. Okay, I’m going on a stamina run. I’ll be back in a bit.

      Mauritania sent her Blue skyward, heading toward the cloud of basilisks and dragons that swirled around the fighting titans.

      The sword, Wendolin said. The sword is the key.

      Malem couldn’t see Wendolin’s Blue, but she must have been nearby, because from the fletchings that had fallen from the woman’s healed wounds, branches began to thrust upward. Those branches wrapped around the crystal sword, but before they could wrench the blade from her grasp, white mist once more flowed from the branches, and they withered as the woman took their stamina. She easily broke away the blackened, shriveled plants.

      So much for that idea, Wendolin commented. She really is unbeatable.

      We’ll find a way, Malem said. The Paragon is counting on us.
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      Malem glanced at Corinne, who still battled Denfidal nearby. She seemed to be on the defensive yet again. Malem wasn’t sure how much longer she would remain in this realm.

      Vorgon occasionally took a swipe at Corinne as well now, at least whenever the fight between her and Denfidal carried her near. Otherwise, Vorgon occupied itself with Malem’s ground troops, and the Blue Hornets.

      Malem and the others bashed their way through the oraks and reptiles that blocked their paths. So far, the woman still ignored them; instead, her gaze was intent upon the fight between Denfidal and Corinne. She was ready to provide stamina when needed.

      Before Malem and those with him reached the woman, three more mini-Balors blocked their paths. These ones were more typical of their race, and towered over him and the others, coming in at about twice the size of a human. Their chests could hold three men, and their hammers were thick as an elephant’s thighs.

      Malem sent the gargoyles forward to distract them. Goldenthall deployed his oraks.

      But the demons battered the enemies away with their hammers, and in seconds most of them were down or dying. Malem, realizing the wastefulness of this act, recalled the remaining gargoyles and they returned to his side. He drained the stamina from the fallen before they could die, crushing their wills entirely.

      “What do we do?” Xaxia asked.

      In answer, Timlir dashed forward, rushing the lead mini-Balor.

      “Timlir, no!” Malem said.

      But the dwarf performed his signature maneuver, sliding underneath the swing of that hammer, and slicing at the ankle of his foe as he arose.

      But the demon was the quicker and leaped out of the way. It swung its hammer and scored a solid hit on Timlir’s chest piece; the dwarf was sent flying to the side.

      Goldenthall released threads of dark magic, and the black ribbons curled around the three demons. The only effect it had was to make the three demons grin.

      Then one of the demons rushed the companions, raising its hammer as if intending to crush all three with a single blow of its iron head.

      “Scatter!” Malem said.

      He darted to the right, while Goldenthall and Xaxia jumped left.

      The other two demons leaped forward then, the first targeting Malem, the other two his friends.

      Malem dodged the hammer blow, rolling to the side. He clambered to his feet in time to stave off an orak attack. The gargoyles with him rushed to his aid, and helped him defend.

      Hastor! Malem told the dragon urgently. Send one of the Blues to me. Quickly!

      His sword arm growing weary, Malem finished off the orak he faced, and turned in time to see a mini-Balor coming at him again.

      But then the demon tripped. It clambered to one knee, and spun about to swing its hammer at an unseen foe. Timlir appeared, ax streaming fresh demon blood.

      Malem rushed forward, and stabbed the demon in the back, striking through to its heart.

      “How fair is that?” Goldenthall said, coming to his side. “You stab your enemies in the back when they’re not even looking?”

      “All is fair in war,” Malem said, exhausted.

      An orak leaped at him, screaming, and before Malem could engage it, the orak’s head left its body, courtesy of Biter.

      “And in love,” Xaxia said, lowering her magical weapon, which was glowing a bright purple in appreciation of the fresh orak blood.

      She joined Malem, Goldenthall and Timlir, and all four of them faced off against the remaining two mini-Balors. Malem’s gargoyles had picked up pikes from the fallen, and used them to fend off the surrounding oraks.

      The two demons squatted slightly, as if preparing to pounce.

      Malem tensed, wishing he wasn’t so damn exhausted.

      He felt a sudden glow from Mauritania’s energy bundle.

      Just procured some fresh dragon stamina, as requested, Mauritania sent.

      Malem quickly drained the stamina from her, replenishing his energy levels. He fed some to Hastor as well, to help expedite the dragon’s recovery.

      Hey, don’t leave any for me or anything! Mauritania complained.

      I kind of need it right now, he told her.

      So do I! Mauritania sent.

      The two demons leaped—

      But the Blue sent by Hastor finally arrived.

      It landed on one of the mini-Balors, and scooped the other up in its jaws. Biting down hard, it tore the demon in two. The second one it lifted into the air, crushing its body in its talons, and tore off the head. It tossed the body away into the scattering oraks like a ragdoll.

      “You called, Emperor?” the dragon said.

      “I did,” Malem said.

      “Sorry for the delay,” the Blue continued. “Some mage decided to create a few earth elementals to delay me back there.”

      “No problem,” Malem said. “Now if you can do what you just did to the woman in red, we can finish these Balors and all go home.”

      The dragon grinned maliciously. “My pleasure.”

      But the Blue’s arrival finally got the attention of the woman, because she turned around. Before the dragon could attack, she pointed her crystal blade at it.

      The dragon shriveled, its flesh sinking inward, the muscle underneath becoming emaciated, so that Malem could see the outline of its bones beneath its face and body. It collapsed.

      “Sorry to have failed you, my emperor…”  the Blue said before it died.

      Malem was filled with pity for the dragon. He gazed at the woman, who merely smirked. He waited for that crystal blade to drain him next, waited for his body to collapse into a pile of bones and empty flesh, but amazingly, the woman merely turned around, as if he was no threat at all to her.

      A group of oraks and reptiles lay between her and the dead dragon, so it wasn’t like he could simply rush her and take her head. Though he certainly felt like doing so.

      “Why didn’t she attack?” Xaxia asked.

      “She’s saving me for Vorgon,” Malem muttered.

      His anger overcame him in that moment, and he was about to make his final, headstrong rush, not caring if death should take him, when a shadow blocked the sky.

      Glancing up, Malem saw a huge fiery ax coming down on him.

      He leaped out of the way. The ground shook beside him, and when the ax rose, it left a huge runnel carved into the ground.

      Vorgon had come, as if summoned when Malem spoke its name.

      Streams of Darkness erupted from the Balor’s chest, and curled down toward Malem, the object of its hatred.

      Malem tried to Break that Darkness, as he had Broken Banvil’s, but he could not—he wasn’t linked to Vorgon.

      So instead he ran, leading the Darkness toward the woman with the crystal sword, intending to use it against her.

      But he got caught up by the oraks and reptiles, which blocked his path, and was forced to fight. As he engaged them, the Darkness came for him, and he fled once more.

      But it was too late.

      The Darkness wrapped around his body, and— no, wait. It wasn’t wrapping around his body… it was being drawn into the amulet at his neck. The magical object was eating it all.

      An orak attacked from the right, and Malem leaped forward, around the Darkness, so that some of it curled past him and struck the orak. The creature screamed as black veins crawled up its body.

      Vorgon’s huge ax, covered in blue flames, came hurtling down at him once again.

      Malem narrowly dodged to one side and the ground rumbled beside him.

      Darkness continued to flow into the amulet as Malem ran, but then, just like that, the amulet shattered—it could absorb no more. Malem was thrown backward by the shockwave it unleashed, and felt a throbbing beneath his dragonscale armor—if he wasn’t wearing that armor, he probably would have been dead.

      The dark strands continued weaving toward Malem, now that he no longer had protection.

      But then Goldenthall stepped into the path of that Darkness, and began to absorb it.

      “Run!” the man said. He glanced over his shoulder at Malem. His eyes were pitch black, and dark mist flowed from them.

      “Banvil!” Vorgon said in delight. “We meet again, my old enemy. For the last time.”

      Vorgon directed its fiery ax toward Goldenthall.

      But then Nemertes slammed into the haft of that ax, ruining the Balor’s aim, so that the blade hewed the ground just to the side of Goldenthall.

      “Little dragon!” Vorgon said. “You will pay for that.”

      The Balor ceased sending out the Darkness, withdrew its blade, and turned toward the ancient Blue.

      But Nemertes was already climbing, putting as much distance as she could between herself and the Balor.

      Vorgon turned toward Malem again.

      “I can sense you, now that you’ve lost your pathetic amulet,” Vorgon thundered. “There is no hiding from me now. No escape for you, Slave. Denfidal will slay your Paragon, and I will destroy you. And then, when your army lies defeated before me, I shall Break your Black Swords, your precious women, and use them to rule this world.”

      Vorgon raised that fiery blue ax to strike again, but then paused. The Balor’s gaze was drawn to something behind Malem. Something above him.

      An iridescent form burst past overhead. Another. A third. A Bronze, a Gold, and a Platinum.

      More Metal dragons, of all colors and sizes, tore past, heading toward Vorgon.

      Metal dragons! Gwen sent.

      They pummeled the Balor, breathing flame, and creating fire elementals, but Vorgon bashed them aside. Some flew past, heading toward Denfidal, but as they crossed the boundaries of that invisible anti-transform zone, the debuff caused the dragons to revert to human form. They crashed, tumbling to the ground, usually amid the dark host of the two Balors. While it was good they weren’t flying too far above the ground, landing without weapons amid the enemy wasn’t so great.

      Nemertes, spread the word, Malem sent. Protect the newly landed Metals! And send the ground troops forward! Drive a wedge to them!

      Nemertes barked out orders among the closest Blue Hornets, which swooped low, breathing acid and ice at the oraks near the crashed Metals. As the dragons moved past them, over Malem’s army, the Blue Hornets shouted more commands, and guided the dwarves, night elves, and Eldritch forward. Men and oraks joined them momentarily, fighting through the ranks, driving the requested wedge into the enemy, so that the Metals could retreat back beyond the debuff zone.

      Speaking of that zone, it seemed smaller than before. Denfidal must have been weakening.

      He glanced at Corinne, and was almost surprised to still see her there, fighting. She wasn’t glowing as brightly, Malem noticed. And she was becoming translucent. Her time here was very short. Even her blade had become a grayish white, as it too, lost its glow.

      Vorgon was backing away from the attacking Metals, toward Denfidal, obviously intending to draw the dragons into the debuff zone.

      Malem sprinted toward the red-clad woman, and began fighting his way through the remaining oraks and reptiles that stood between him and his foe. Xaxia and Timlir joined him.

      As he fought, more dark blurs passed overhead. These were much smaller than the dragons, and they came in far greater numbers.

      Griffins.

      Tree elves rode on their backs.

      About half diverted to attack Vorgon, while the other half continued toward Denfidal and Corinne. There were still many of Denfidal’s gargoyles aloft, and some attempted to intercept the griffins, only to be overpowered by the larger creatures.

      Vorgon swatted the griffins that came upon him, and sloughed them off its flesh with one hand. Oftentimes the griffins would remain clinging to the demon’s hand with their beaks, which only seemed to further infuriate the Balor—it would slam its fist repeatedly upon the ground in order to get rid of them. Meanwhile, more griffins would be latching on to other parts of its body with their beaks.

      Vorgon launched streams of Darkness at the griffins and their riders, causing several of them to release the demon, but more kept coming; the Balor was too weak to continue dispatching the Dark.

      Soon Denfidal was similarly accosted, and the distraction allowed Corinne to push the offensive. Denfidal retreated, swatting at the griffins, toward Vorgon; the anti-transform zone moved with the main Balor, because as Denfidal closed, the Metals that were assaulting Vorgon began to transform back into humans, dropping to the ground.

      The Paragon seemed more translucent than ever, but even so she managed to score a good hit against Denfidal, cutting a slice from its belly to its thigh. The demon roared in pain, and swung its halberd in a countering blow, one that nicked Corinne in the chin. She stepped back, raising her sword in preparation to defend against the next blow, which never came. Denfidal was still retreating, struggling to swat away the griffins that were now concentrating on his fresh wound, festering it.

      Corinne pressed the offensive, and Denfidal waved that giant halberd in a wide arc again, forcing her back. The demon used the momentary lapse in her attack to rush behind Vorgon, who was similarly struggling with the griffins.

      Mist erupted from the ground around Malem, and monsters began to fall. He realized the woman was using the crystal sword again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            41

          

        

      

    

    
      Malem felt helpless as the woman began to take stamina from the monsters around him.

      But just then, two bright, iridescent objects tumbled down from the griffins that were assaulting Vorgon and Denfidal. The objects were about the size of iguanid eggs, and they landed next to each Balor. They sunk into the ground upon impact, and moments later thick beanstalks rushed from the earth. As they grew, branches expanded outward from their tips, and these entwined around both Balors, trapping them in place before they could cut through with their weapons. In moments, the pair were completely encased, their arms bound to their sides, helpless as the griffins continued to assail their exposed flesh. The fires that surrounded each Balor had grown dim, and barely seared the surrounding plants.

      These were the much-vaunted Seed Stalks that Wendolin had used to trap his dragons, once.

      Corinne dashed directly for Vorgon, her gray sword leading the way.

      “Denfidal!” Vorgon screamed. “Help me!”

      It was too late.

      The sword plunged into Vorgon’s chest, penetrating to the hilt, so that the Paragon was face to face with the Balor. Then she stepped back, withdrawing the blade, and brought it around again to sever the demon’s head.

      It landed bouncing on the ground below, crushing the uraks that did not flee in time, before coming to a rest.

      The head and body began to disintegrate on the breeze. Its great ax remained solid, however, lying completely black beside the body.

      And so Vorgon leaves this world once again. Hopefully for good.

      Corinne was already lunging toward the other trapped Balor.

      Unfortunately, dark threads were entering Denfidal’s body from all sides, giving the demon strength, courtesy of the crystal sword the woman wielded. More monsters fell around Malem as the pale mist took them. No doubt those ghostly white tendrils would come for him, soon, as well.

      The green fire around Denfidal’s body flared, scorching the branches that held it, and the demon broke free before Corinne arrived; she managed to score a hit nonetheless, cutting deep into the Balor’s side.

      Denfidal retreated, screaming. It clumsily knocked her blade away with its flaming halberd.

      Corinne pressed the attack, but then several long tongues wrapped around her blade, pulling it far back: the Stilt Walkers had rushed in to aid their master.

      Denfidal was too weak to maintain the anti-transform debuff apparently, because the fallen Metals around it began reverting to dragon form. They took to the air, and tore into the demon, joining the griffins in their assault, so that Denfidal could not attack the Paragon while her weapon was trapped.

      The Balor swatted at the Metals and griffins frantically. Sometimes, when Denfidal broke away the Metals that had latched onto its shadowy skin, the demon sloughed away portions of its own flesh in the process, ripped away by the talons and jaws of its foe.

      Some Metals swerved to concentrate on the Stilt Walkers, and were joined by the Blue Hornets, who dove to their aid. The Metals bit down on those tongues, trying to sever them.

      The woman in red raised the crystal sword higher.

      More mist erupted from the ground.

      Some of it was directly below Malem.

      Oh no you don’t.

      Malem rushed forward, breaking away from his companions. He hoped to outrun that deadly mist, and his fate.

      By draining all the monsters around her of stamina, the woman had inadvertently cleared a path for Malem, and he was able to approach without issue.

      He still had his own blade in hand. He could impale her with it, but she would not die, not while she wielded that sword.

      But Malem had other plans for her.

      He tossed aside his weapon as he ran, and doffed his backpack. He reached inside, grabbing the item he was looking for, and then let the pack fall away to the ground.

      The woman still had her back to him, her gaze intent on Denfidal beyond.

      He reached her, and promptly snapped the collar around her neck from behind. It was the same collar Wendolin had used to control him. A collar he had saved for a moment just like this.

      Instantly, the blade she held stopped glowing.

      “No,” she whispered.

      He could sense her suddenly, even though he thought she was completely human. He realized it was because of the collar. The entity inside was a monster—a griffin—and since its presence had entered her mind, it seemed Malem could follow in turn, through the door the collar had opened.

      A useful device, then. The key to Breaking humans, and those who otherwise could not be Broken. He had only been expecting to cut her off from whatever magic she used to control the sword. This was an added bonus.

      He wrapped his mind around her.

      “No!” she screamed, pulling frantically at her hair, ripping it out in clumps.

      But the pain didn’t help her, and he tightened his mental tendrils like a vise. Her will had withered beneath the collar, and he was about to Break her, when he sensed something else. In addition to the collar’s foreign presence, there was something else in her head, lurking in the shadows. Something… utterly evil.

      It could only be Denfidal.

      He was expecting this. Of course, Denfidal would have Broken her.

      Malem used the strength granted by all of those he had bound to him, and reached for that presence, ripping it free. The demon offered no resistance at all—the Balor was probably a little distracted by its current predicament…

      Malem flung the presence away from her, and dark mist physically emerged from her body, as if yanked outward by invisible hands, and dissipated, severing Denfidal’s connection to her.

      He wondered vaguely if there was a way to sever his own Breaking to the half monsters he had bound, but he suspected the woman’s link to Denfidal was more like Malem’s connection to true monsters, or animals—a connection that was not permanent, and could be released.

      With Denfidal gone from her mind, Malem Broke her in moments.

      She tried to fight him in her weakened state, but it was no use and she collapsed to the ground, panting.

      “You’re free now,” Malem said.

      “I don’t want to be free,” she said. “I never wanted this.”

      “Point the sword at Denfidal,” Malem commanded. “Take the demon’s stamina.”

      “I can’t wield the sword,” she said. “Not while I wear this collar.”

      “Well I’m not taking it off,” Malem said. He was worried she would no longer be Broken if he did that. He pried the blade from her fingers. It was heavy, unbalanced. Definitely not designed for fighting.

      “How do I use it?” he asked.

      “You can’t,” she said. “Only I can.”

      He tossed the sword back to her. “We’ll talk about this later.”

      He glanced at the Balor.

      Corinne had freed herself from the Stilt Walkers with the help of the Metals, and was attacking Denfidal in full force once more. Despite the perceived ferocity of her attack, she was very dim, and he doubted she would remain in this world for much longer. Some of the Metals and griffins still accosted Denfidal as she fought the creature. Behind her, other Metals and Blue Hornets concentrated on taking down the Stilt Walkers. Only five of the tall monsters were left standing, and they had large, gory chunks missing from all over their bodies.

      He returned his attention to the fight. Corinne pressed the offensive, even though she was fast fading. Mostly because the Balor was done. Without the woman feeding it stamina, Denfidal flagged, succumbing to the wound in its side.

      And then the Paragon struck the killing blow, beheading the Balor before it could recover from its latest swing. Its halberd clattered to the rocks, the fires fading to nothingness.

      The woman gasped when she saw this, and then slumped, curling into a ball.

      “You killed him,” she said. “Why? Why?”

      “He’s not dead,” Malem said. “Only banished. For a very long time.”

      The enemy armies fled, routed, now that the Balors were gone. The surviving Black dragons and gargoyles turned north, rushing past the Stilt Walkers. The mini-Balors, oraks and reptiles joined them, along with the uraks of Vorgon’s army.

      Xaxia and Timlir chased those closest monsters that fled, yelling insults.

      Corrine, fading fast, turned toward him and the survivors of his army.

      “I have closed the doors Vorgon opened in this realm,” Corinne said. “The Balors will not return.”

      “Thank you,” Malem called.

      “No, thank you,” the Paragon told him. “You have helped restore balance to this realm.”

      She dropped the Balor’s blade, which turned dark before it hit the ground, and then the last of her form dissipated, leaving empty air as she returned to her realm.

      He gazed at Denfidal’s corpse, and watched as it disintegrated on the breeze.

      “So, it’s done,” Malem said softly.

      Xaxia and Timlir joined him: apparently, they had grown bored of harrying the fleeing monsters. Goldenthall joined him as well. The man’s eyes had returned to normal.

      “So you collared the little bitch,” Xaxia said. “Does she have a name?”

      Malem glanced at her.

      “I am Aurora,” the woman in red said.

      “Aurora,” Xaxia said. “And what were you before you fell into a Balor’s service?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. Denfidal took my memories. I have only ever been his servant. That’s all I’ve known.”

      Xaxia frowned, as if she didn’t believe her. “Interesting.” She glanced at Malem. “Is she human?”

      He nodded.

      “And you Broke her?” the bandit pressed.

      “I did,” he replied.

      She seemed unconvinced. “How?”

      He tapped the collar at Aurora’s neck.

      Xaxia pursed her lips.

      “You look like you’re considering letting the Breaker collar you, too,” Timlir commented.

      The bandit chuckled. “Not a chance.” She glanced at Aurora. “But there is one thing I’m wondering. Why didn’t you attack us beneath the mountain? You could have drained us with that sword of yours at any time, couldn’t you?”

      “I was not there to aid Vorgon’s uraks,” Aurora replied. “Denfidal sent me to destroy the Light Pearl: my master was more afraid of it than you. In fact, he preferred I let you live, so that Vorgon would have something to occupy his time, rather than scheming to undermine the Balor. So, once I completed my task, I stayed only for the amusement, to watch those uraks fall to the lich. Him and I had a nice talk afterwards. He’s actually a really nice man. It’s a pity he tried to convert me into one of his minions, or I might have allowed him to live.”

      “Wait, you killed an undead?” Xaxia said. “How can you kill something that’s already dead?”

      Aurora shrugged mysteriously.

      Gwen landed her Blue nearby, and dismounted.

      She rushed to Malem, and gave him a tight hug. “I’m so glad it’s over. So glad. I thought we were going to lose.”

      He patted her shoulder, not letting her go. “For a while there, so did I.”

      “I was convinced you were going to die,” she said. “I can’t imagine losing you.”

      “Nor I you,” he echoed.

      She finally pulled away from him, and paused to survey the countless dead strewn across the ground. Dragons. Oraks. Men. Eldritch. Night elves. Griffins. The withered shapes of the Seed Stalks towered over the battlefield, with the large Balor blades scattered beneath them.

      “So much death,” the half gobling said. “So much pain. Like my village.” She wrapped her arms around him once more and wept on his shoulder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            42

          

        

      

    

    
      The army made camp not far from the field of battle. Pyres lit the night sky as the dead were burned. The monsters that fought for the Balors would be left in place, their carcasses food for the crows, as per Malem’s orders. However, since most of the enemy oraks couldn’t be distinguished from his own, they, too, would be gathered from the rocky plain and burned.

      Malem resided in his expansive tent, which his orak servants had prepared for him. Everything was in place, his bed, his trunk at its foot, his wash basin.

      Abigail was with him. He had invited her to be the first to join him: he planned to bring every woman among his companions to his bed tonight—those who wanted to come, at least—dedicating one hour to each of them. He would drain stamina from the others as necessary. He had just saved the world, and now it was time to celebrate.

      Abigail sat on the bed, dressed in the red gown with the bodice of gold lace. Malem was washing his face in the wash basin nearby.

      “I’m not sure I want to be part of a fuckfest,” she said.

      Malem stood up, and shrugged. “You’re welcome to leave at any time.”

      “No,” she said. “I need to let off some steam. Today was… intense. I’m just saying, I’d prefer to have you all night.”

      He dried his face. “That wouldn’t be fair to the others now, would it?” He turned toward her.

      “Sure it would,” she said. “They’ll share the pleasure we feel. They don’t need to sleep with you in person.”

      “Xaxia can’t feel that pleasure,” Malem said.

      Abigail shrugged. “Then you can invite her in the morning, after we’re done.”

      Malem smiled, and then opened his belt, resting it, and the scabbard that held Balethorn, onto the trunk at the foot of the bed. Mauritania had reported that the sword hadn’t fought her even once while she wielded it, despite so many dragons around. That pleased Malem.

      He sat on the bed next to Abigail.

      “Are you muting the pleasure from Aurora?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Seems the sensible thing to do. I’m not sure how I feel about her.” She was pretty, true, but he already had a lot of pretty women under his wing. “I’m not even sure if she’ll still remain Broken if I take that collar off.”

      “When do you plan to try?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted.

      He was about to lean forward and kiss her, when something stopped him.

      “Do you see that?” he asked, looking past her.

      “What?” she glanced beside him.

      “The dark there, in the corner of the room, it seems deeper than everywhere else,” he said.

      She squinted. “Seems fine to me. Should we call the guards, to be on the safe side?”

      He stared at the dark, wondering if it was a hidden Eldritch assassin. He sensed nothing. Still, that didn’t mean something wasn’t there.

      Before he could answer her, the darkness he saw lingering in that corner grew, swirling, and darted toward him. Before he could react, it was already flowing inside of him. Abigail’s calm attitude told him she didn’t see it.

      Your Paragon underestimated my power, a voice came in his head. Deep. Malevolent. I can survive the physical loss of my body, and remain in this realm, fully conscious. However, I do require a body as a vessel. You will harbor me while I heal, until I am powerful enough to return. In the meantime, your body, your women, and the army you command, all of them shall be mine.

      Denfidal.

      Banvil was banished to the dark recesses of his mind, unable to withstand the power of the other Balor.

      Why me? Malem asked.

      Because you stole the woman who was to be my vessel.

      Aurora.

      And because you have held Balors in your mind before. It makes the joining easier, for both parties.

      “What’s wrong?” Abigail was saying. “Why won’t you look at me? Should we call the guards?”

      He turned his head to gaze upon her, and she gasped.

      She stood up, stepping back. “Your eyes!”

      Dark mist flowed from his face, no doubt sourced from his eyes.

      He fought against Denfidal. The demon didn’t have Malem completely under control, not yet. Though his body wouldn’t obeyed him, he still had control over his lips.

      “Abigail, you made me a promise once,” Malem said. His voice sounded deeper. Demonic. Not his own.

      Her face paled, and she backed up another pace. “No,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “You promised me, if ever I became the Defiler again, you would slay me,” he told her. “The time has come for you to fulfill this promise.”

      “No,” she said, louder. “I can’t. I won’t.”

      He felt Denfidal clamping down with its will upon his mind. He sensed a rising panic from the demon. Good. That meant when Malem died, Denfidal would, too. Either that, or the demon would at last be banished to the Black Realm.

      He returned his attention to Abigail.

      “If you love me,” he told her. “You will take my sword, and hold it in your hands.”

      She swallowed, shaking her head. A tear streamed down her cheek.

      “Do you love me?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      “Then take my sword,” he said gently.

      Weeping, she grabbed the blade from where it lay upon the trunk.

      “Draw it,” he told her.

      Mechanically, she obeyed, and let the sheath fall to the floor.

      In her hands, Balethorn did not hum, it did not say a word. Instead, the blade merely waited obediently.

      “Now fulfill your promise,” Malem said.

      Still, she hesitated.

      “I don’t ever want to become the Defiler again,” he told her. “I prefer to die here, at the hands of someone I love, then to die the slow death of a man trapped inside his own body. Do it. Slay the demon inside me. Kill the Defiler.”

      She touched the blade to his tunic, and wrapped her hands around the hilt.

      “Please,” she said. “Don’t let it be me. Please. Choose someone else.”

      “It has to be you,” Malem said. “There’s no time. You’re the only one strong enough, Abigail. You’re the only one who can carry out this task, and live with the burden afterward. It must be you, and no one else. Now please, I can’t resist for much longer. When Denfidal takes control, the demon will kill you. End this now, Abigail. Let me go. Let my story end.”

      “It can’t end this way,” she said. “It can’t.”

      “Not all stories have a happy ending,” Malem said. “You know this. What you read in books is fake. A pleasant illusion, to let us forget the truth, if only for a moment. Now for the last time, plunge the blade into my flesh. Take the demon’s life. And my own.”

      She hesitated a moment longer.

      Malem felt Denfidal take control entirely.

      Abigail must have seen the sudden change in his expression, the contortion as his face twisted into a caricature of hatred, because, crying, she plunged the blade through his chest.
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      Abigail escorted Malem through the ranks of the army. The soldiers had gathered to bid their emperor final farewell. Beside her, his closest companions joined her in carrying the pallet that held his body.

      Those companions had all felt it when his connection to them had severed. They’d all arrived, almost one after the other, to find Abigail collapsed on the ground, weeping before his dead body.

      Ziatrice was convinced she had killed him without reason, no matter how much Abigail pleaded with her that Denfidal had taken him. When Ziatrice produced Wither, Abigail promptly offered the night elf her neck.

      “Take me,” Abigail said. “End this pain.”

      That was when the night elf finally seemed to understand: there was no way Abigail would have willingly killed Malem, not unless something was very wrong.

      When Ziatrice lowered her halberd, the words she spoke were cutting. “No. You will feel this pain for the rest of your life. His eyes became black, and he asked you to take his life? You should have refused. No matter what he asked. You should have said no. And now you will suffer for what you have done for the rest of your days.”

      And so Abigail would.

      Ziatrice was there even now, joining Abigail in carrying his body through the aisle of the gathered troops. When Abigail glanced at her, the night elf’s expression seemed cold, unreadable.

      She glanced at Malem on the pallet. He still wore the same peaceful expression that had come over his face after the blade penetrated his chest.

      She still remembered that moment keenly, and probably would for the rest of her life: as soon as the sword stabbed his torso, the darkness faded from his eyes, and the black mist dissipated. The hate left his features, and it was as if a vast burden lifted from his shoulders. He looked at her with his own eyes, and the last words that left his lips were: “thank you.”

      I can’t believe that all of this was for nothing. His whole life was spent running, and finally, when he broke free of the demons that chased him, this had to happen. He wasn’t ready to die. She shook her head. None of us ever are. I just wish… I wish his death hadn’t been by my hand.

      And that thought only made her feel the pain all the more keenly, and she couldn’t help the tears that flowed. She had promised herself that she wouldn’t cry here, in front of everyone, but she couldn’t help it.

      Why did he have to make me do this? Why? That bastard. I hate him so much. I hate him!

      She kept on like that for some time, in turmoil with herself while she walked, drifting between hatred and sadness and a myriad of other emotions, until finally she got a hold of herself.

      She sighed.

      He died, leaving me behind. And there’s nothing I can do but put back together the broken pieces of my life.

      It was made all the harder by the fact they were going to be married. Married!

      Well, okay, he had never actually agreed to marry her, despite the pressure her father had applied. She was the one who had made the suggestion to her father, who had been enraged when he found out Malem had Broken her. Agantas had smiled deviously when she brought up marriage, and agreed it would be a suiting punishment for the Breaker.

      Even if Malem wasn’t planning on marrying her, it felt like he was her betrothed. He had chosen her to be the first to his bed that fateful night, after all. Still, she wished it had been someone else. Then she wouldn’t feel this guilt. But it wouldn’t have lessened the resultant sorrow, either way.

      She took comfort in the fact that she wasn’t the only one who had to bear this sorrow. The other women partook in her grief, and that made it somehow easier to bear. But the guilt she had for what she had done was still overpowering, and she could almost feel the accusation in the eyes of the others whenever they looked at her.

      Malem’s presence was gone from her head. As were the voices of the other women. Forever. She missed that perhaps more than anything else, because no matter how far away he ever was, she would always feel him there, at the back of her mind. They could never truly be apart. But now…

      It’s the end of an era.

      The companions reached the clearing where the pyre awaited.

      The dragons circled overhead, Blues, Blacks, and Metals, to pay homage to this man who had given up everything to save them all. Nemertes was there. Agantas. All her friends.

      She lifted the pallet onto the wooden framework, and there laid Malem to rest.

      Then she and the others backed away.

      Wendolin was saying something to address the crowd. Abigail wasn’t listening. How could she?

      She continued to back away, until she hit the front ranks of the soldiers who had gathered to pay their final respects. She started, feeling suddenly hemmed in.

      She couldn’t make herself be there. Not when they burned the actual body. All the other women planned to stay. But not her.

      This is my fault. I caused this.

      She turned around, aware of all eyes on her, and shoved her way through the crowd. She forced them back, hardly seeing through the tears, and most parted to let her pass.

      Malem had said she was the strongest. He was wrong. She was the weakest among them. She knew that in her heart. And he had trammeled her with a burden she wasn’t strong enough to bear…

      She kept shoving forward until she emerged on the other side of the gathered throng, and then she broke into a run, weaving between the army’s tents.

      She could barely see for all the tears in her eyes, and finally tripped over a guy rope and dropped to the ground. She buried her face in her hands and wept.

      When she pushed herself up off the ground, she realized she was in front of Malem’s tent.

      The army had left it standing. No one had touched it—no one had dared.

      She walked to the opening and stumbled inside.

      Once there, she collapsed on the floor, and just stared, blankly, at the ceiling.

      In that moment, she swore she was going to kill Denfidal. She was going to travel to the Black Realm, and destroy the demon before it recovered. Too hell with balance.

      This was her new life’s goal.

      The acrid smell of smoke assailed her nostrils then.

      The funeral pyre had been lit.

      They’re burning him. Burning him.

      With a sigh she sat up and stared at the bed. She had so many pleasant memories associated with that bed. Memories that were now too painful to dwell on. She felt like burning the bed, too, in that moment. She resisted the urge to transform into a silver dragon and do just that.

      Then she noticed something strange.

      Smoke was rising from the corner of the room. She was certain the smell came from the pyre outside, but apparently something else was burning, too. A humming also came from that side of the tent.

      Worried that the tent was on fire, she clambered to her feet, and went to the corner. She spotted Malem’s scabbard on the ground. Someone had sheathed Balethorn, and tossed it there.

      The scabbard was shaking frantically, as if the sword was trying to break free. The humming came from it, as did the smoke.

      She hesitated. She had always hated that blade. It desired the blood of dragons more than anything in this world. But she hated it even more now, considering what she had most recently used it for.

      But that humming, and that shaking, weren’t normal. She had never seen the sword behave in this manner.

      Reluctantly, she wrapped her fingers around the hilt, and drew the sword.

      It shone molten red in her hands, lighting up the whole room.

      She suddenly realized she had made a very big mistake.

      Malem wasn’t dead.

      The magical entity inside of the sword had saved him, somehow. She was certain of it.

      And yet, at this very moment, they were burning him on the pyre.

      In her head, she heard him scream.
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      Darkness.

      Malem had died.

      He knew this, yet he did not know it. He could not think. Nor see, nor hear. He felt no pain, pleasure, hot, or cold. He was nothingness.

      And then there was light.

      Malem floated above the world of blades and talons that existed inside of the sword. The firmament above was gray with the metal of the huge sword that covered the sky, and the land below littered with the bodies of dragons caught up in the huge crisscrossing blades that covered the landscape as far as the eye could see.

      He saw his own body down there, the centerpiece, impaled upon two such swords.

      The carcasses just below shifted, and a dragon made of bone and steel emerged from the pile of dead. A purple mist outlined this dragon, delineating the body of the creature that once was.

      The Holder has returned! Balu said gleefully. And now I shall feed upon it, and break free of its vise!

      It lunged toward him with that giant mouth, but Malem raised a translucent hand.

      Stop. He exerted his will.

      Balu froze.

      You are mine, Dragon of the Sword, Malem said. I have Broken you, and you will obey me. You have drained my essence, but you will not feed upon it. This I command.

      I will feed! Balu said, snapping at the air in front of him with those teeth composed of swords.

      Actually, you will return my essence to my body, Malem ordered.

      No! Balu said, fighting him. I shall have my due, Holder. I shall be free!

      It lunged again, but Malem tightened his will, and the creature froze once more.

      Return me, Malem repeated.

      He willed several of the giant swords dotting the landscape below to rise, and he used them to snatch up the dragon. The creature flailed about in their grip, and then finally ceased struggling. The purple mist delineating the dragon moved in and out in the flank regions, as if the creature was gasping for breath.

      You can return… yourself… fool! Balu said.

      Oh.

      Malem glanced at his body where it was impaled below, and he instinctively knew what to do.

      He willed himself down toward that body, and as he neared it, he was sucked inside. He released Balu as he vanished within.

      Darkness came once more, and then he opened his eyes.

      He was lying down on some hard surface, and his gaze was upon the sky. Smoke curled upward from either side of him.

      He felt kind of hot.

      As in, extraordinarily so.

      He lives! Abigail sent in his head. Mauritania, get him off there!

      A green blur appeared beside him, and the half Eldritch emerged from its heart, wrapping her large arms around him and scooping him up. Then she leaped down, off the edge of what looked like a burning pyre of some sort.

      When she landed, she ran away from that pyre.

      He glanced at her back. “You’re burned.”

      “It’s nothing,” Mauritania said, her eyes glistening with joy.

      She lowered him to the ground, and his other companions surrounded him.

      Weyanna lifted up his tunic and gazed at his chest. “Impossible! There’s no wound.” She too was crying, but he thought they were tears of joy.

      “Don’t you ever do that to us again!” Ziatrice said, hugging him.

      Gwen hugged him, too. “I second that!”

      “Third!” Xaxia said.

      “Group hug!” Sylfi shouted.

      And so he was completely wrapped up in their embrace, feeling so very loved.

      When they released him, the still stunned soldiers of his army parted to allow someone through.

      Abigail.

      She was breathing hard, as if she had run here as fast as she could.

      Then she too hugged him, so very tight. “I thought I’d lost you,” she said. “I thought I’d slain you.”

      “You did,” he said. “But I told you to do this. You did the right thing. You fulfilled your promise. Denfidal is gone, and will never return. At least not in our lifetimes. And the Defiler is dead as well.”

      “But how come you live?” Abigail said.

      “This I would like to know, too,” Weyanna said from beside her.

      “I can’t be killed by my own blade, apparently,” he said. “Or rather, not permanently. I was dead, but Balu brought me back to the realm of the sword, in order to claim its due. Or so Balu thought.”

      “Balu?” Abigail asked.

      “The entity at the heart of the sword,” Malem said. “The creature is mine: I had already Broken it, and when Balu brought me to its realm, I commanded the entity to return me to my body. Turns out, I had the power to do that myself.”

      “But when you Broke the blade previously, you returned instantaneously,” Xaxia said. “This time, it took days.”

      He nodded. “Like I said, I was dead. I guess it took some time for Balu to retrieve me.”

      A golden dragon swooped lower overhead, and flapped its wings rapidly to slow its descent as it came in for a landing. The soldiers of Malem’s army scattered, and the golden alighted next to his companions and the burning pyre.

      Agantas.

      The king glared at Ziatrice when he saw her—Agantas still held a grudge against her. Back when she was invading Fallow Gate for Vorgon, the night elf had held the king down with her chains of mist, and made him watch while she skinned the scales from his daughter Abigail.

      Agantas looked at Malem.

      “You cheat death yet again, Breaker,” the dragon king said.

      “I’m getting good at it,” Malem agreed. “Though I’m wondering, when have I cheated death previously?”

      “When the Darkness tried to take you,” Agantas said.

      “Oh, that’s what you mean,” Malem said. “Well, I don’t think I’ve ever come closer than this.” He glanced at his companions for a moment before returning his attention to the king. “I’m sure you’ve already answered this question in my absence, but I really want to know: what made you and the Metals join us? Don’t get me wrong, I do appreciate it. But I never sent for help.”

      “We saw your dark army passing by Khaledonius,” Agantas said. “And we left our homes, originally meaning to attack: we thought you planned to invade some other kingdom. I wanted to be sure though, so I had a few scouts follow along behind you, to confirm your intentions, while the rest of us lingered some distance behind. When we finally realized you were attacking Balors, of course we had to help. The scouts returned, and the rest of us rushed to your aid as fast as we were able.”

      “Well, thank you,” Malem said.

      “Of course,” Agantas said. “Had to ensure my daughter’s safety, after all. And make sure you kept your promise to marry her.”

      “What?” Gwen said. “You promised to marry Abigail?”

      “No!” Malem told her. “I never agreed to anything. The king tries to sow division among you.”

      “Oh, you’ll marry her yet,” Agantas said.

      Wanting to change the subject, Malem quickly turned to address Wendolin. “And what about your tree elves? Why did they come?” He gazed past her, and saw the elves with their griffins standing apart from the other members of his army behind her.

      One of the tree elves stepped forward and spoke. “We came because Wendolin summoned us.”

      “Summoned?” Malem asked.

      The elf came closer. “When we spotted the dragons passing by to the south of our forest, we realized they were yours, so we sent a homing pigeon, designed to follow our queen’s specific magical signature.”

      Malem glanced at Wendolin, who nodded. “When it arrived, I wrote a message back, explaining what was afoot. I told my elves to send the army. And so they did.”

      Malem shook his head, smiling in wonder. “Even though I specifically forbade you from doing so.”

      “You never forbade me from contacting them,” she said. “You told me I couldn’t visit them in person. Sending a homing pigeon doesn’t count.” She shrugged. “Without their help we would have lost.”

      He nodded. “You don’t understand, I’m happy. And I thank you for teaching me when I’m wrong. I should have let you fly north to contact them. I’ll get the hang off this emperor thing someday. But even so, I’d appreciate it if, going forward, you’d inform me of your plans ahead of time, so I’m not surprised.”

      She lowered her gaze. “I’m sorry. I guess I was worried you were going to say no.”

      He probably would have, knowing his stubbornness, but he didn’t say anything.

      Instead, he looked toward the surrounding troops. “Where’s Aurora?”

      As soon as the question left his lips, he realized he still sensed her. She was somewhere to the west, among the tents.

      “Safe,” Abigail said. “And under guard.”

      “Good,” he said. “I want her to explain how that sword of hers works sometime.”

      He saw Grendel standing there, behind Wendolin, slightly apart from the others, and he smiled.

      “You did it,” he told the light mage, welcoming her into the conversation.

      She stepped forward, resplendent in her white robes. “Yes. Somehow, I found the strength to summon the Paragon when the time came. And on the way, I managed to avoid losing myself to the entity. I am me again, and only me.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Malem said. “You want to return to your woods as soon as possible, I suppose?”

      “I want to return, someday,” Grendel agreed. “But I’ve decided to stay a while longer, if that’s all right. Now that I’ve been traveling with you for a while, I find that I’ve grown used to you and the others. And I find that I yearn for a little more human contact.”

      “Stay as long as you wish,” he told her.

      “A few more days, perhaps,” Grendel said.

      He nodded, though he suspected that those days would turn into weeks, and then months.

      Malem didn’t mind. If only for a chance to see those pretty thighs again.

      He led his companions away toward the tents. The army parted.

      “The emperor!” one among them shouted. “Clear the way for Emperor Malem, Breaker of Balors, Conqueror of Death, and Bringer of Great Loot!”

      The army cheered. The soldiers repeatedly stamped their feet, or pounded their pikes into the ground, or clanged their swords against their shields. One word repeatedly left their lips:

      “Loot! Loot! Loot!”

      It made Malem smile that they were cheering for loot, rather than him. He didn’t blame them. After what they had been through, they deserved a few spoils.

      He was definitely going to have to look into refilling his treasury, and soon.

      But he would worry about that later.

      He never did get to celebrate his victory by sleeping with one of his women every hour, as he had planned.

      He was going to have to make up for lost time.
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