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      “Do you truly believe your father’s tale, Master William?” Sir Reginald Thorpe asked me as we crested the rise.

      If the old British explorer had his doubts about the veracity of Dad’s story, he picked a hell of a time to bring it up. I almost laughed at his question as I pulled my parka hood close to cut off the biting Canadian wind. The tinted goggles helped with the snow glare as I scanned the frozen wilderness that filled the valley before us.

      “Do you think I’d have asked you to help me with this expedition if I didn’t believe my old man, Reggie?” I retorted with a grin, almost savoring the wind burn on my scruffy cheeks as I took in a deep breath of the clean mountain air.

      “Normally, I would never question Professor Tyler or you,” Reggie mused as he knocked the frost from his bushy grey mustache. Somehow, even in this distant forgotten corner of the Northwest Territories, the aging gentleman managed to keep himself as dapper as a dandy. “However, you must admit that the letter in his will was… rather extravagant in its claims.”

      I frowned at that as I assessed the path ahead of us. The late afternoon sun was mostly hidden behind the clouds that showered us with light snow, but I had a bad feeling a blizzard was coming in. If I had deciphered Dad’s letter correctly, our goal was only another hour away… down the steep slope of the hill and into the valley below. Ice and snow clung to the craggy rocks, but unless we wanted to take three times as long and get caught in that blizzard, we’d have to risk the climb.

      As for Reggie’s question, I shot him a sidelong glance as I unslung my framed backpack. “I’ll admit, Dad’s insistence that he not only found a passage to a world hidden beneath our own but had spent years living there on and off seems pretty crazy…”

      “I sense a ‘but’ coming,” the scholarly explorer mused aloud as he did the same, sensing my intention to prepare for the climb without needing to ask.

      “But,” I flashed him a grin as I dug through my pack, “as crazy as it sounds, I know he’s telling the truth.” There was my tightly wound coil of rope, my harness, pitons, everything I needed just as I’d packed it. “Think about it. You’ve known me my entire life, Dad for longer, and you can’t tell me that this doesn’t explain a lot of things.”

      “I suppose so,” Sir Thorpe mused as he stepped into his climbing harness. He worked slower than me, but for a man thirty years my senior, he moved quite sprightly. I only hoped I aged so well. “All those strange sabbaticals from the university, not to mention the very eclectic course of studies he encouraged you to undergo.” Reggie sniffed as he clicked the harness across his chest. “Though all proper gentlemen should have a wide-ranging education, stick-fighting, Krav Maga, linguistics, and primitive survival courses do test the limits of that idea.”

      I was already setting the anchor points and hammering home pitons for the descent as I nodded. “There were more than a few times when I was a kid when I seriously contemplated running away from home.” I smiled to myself at the thought of it. “I think I was going to go become a circus clown, figured that’d be a no-hassle life after all the stuff Dad was trying to get me to do… but the fact of the matter is, I’m glad he put me through all of that.”

      Reggie’s hand was on my shoulder as I straightened up. “Indeed, you’ve grown into quite the man, a man your father was proud of, William, as I am proud of you now.” I turned to see him smiling, something the reserved old man rarely did. “Now, let us uncover Professor Tyler’s last great secret, shall we?”

      “Thanks, Reggie,” I said, hefting up the coil of climbing rope I had anchored into the rock as I grinned. “Let’s do it.”

      With that, we moved swiftly to finish preparations for the descent. Ropes dropped, rappelling devices set, equipment double checked. The whole time, I kept one eye on the darkening skies. The snow was already starting to come down, and the cold was intensifying crazy fast, almost unnaturally so.

      If I didn’t know better, I would have thought that something was trying to keep us away from that valley.

      Maybe something was. With all that Dad’s letter had told me, a lot more than what I had shared with Reggie, anything was possible, but hell or high water, I was going to see this through. With a final nod to Reggie, I took a firm grip on my brake line and went over the edge of the cliff. The icy rocks of the cliff side were the worst mix of loose and slick, and I hadn’t descended more than ten feet before a wicked crosswind rose up from out of nowhere. In a matter of five minutes, what had already looked to be a difficult climb was turning into a deathtrap.

      I swayed precariously, the brake rope threatening to slip in my grip as I tried to find one decent foothold to give me a reprieve. When a chunk of rock broke free under my weight, I barely managed to stop myself from swinging in the wind by slamming my foot into a narrow crevice in the stone and bracing. Thank God that crevice held. After a moment, that initial gust seemed to calm. My deep sigh of relief came out like misty dragon’s breath, and after a second to gather my wits, I glanced up to where Sir Thorpe was looking down over the cliff, hands on my ropes as if he were about to try to haul me up himself.

      “The first step’s a doozy,” I shouted up at him before flashing him a thumbs-up. “But it’s all good now. Come on!”

      The worry on Sir Thorpe’s face melted away as he nodded back, then moved over to start his own climb. With the momentary crisis averted, I took a deep breath and continued my descent. The winds continued to stay calm, and after a few moments, I began to chide myself for even thinking that anything more sinister was afoot than shitty Canadian weather. Though the ice was still slippery and the cliff side unstable at best, we made great time from there, and within a few minutes, the snow-covered canyon floor was almost under my feet.

      That’s when a low, keening howl cut through the sounds of my heavy breathing. I paused for just a moment and leaned back to cock my head towards the sound, just in time for that first howl to be answered by another… and then a second and a third. Sir Thorpe stopped his descent next to me and gave me a curious look.

      “Probably just a pack of wolves on the trail of a moose or some such, my boy,” he huffed out between hard breaths. “Nothing to worry over.”

      “Yeah,” I muttered after a moment. I knew as well as Reggie that the myths of man-eating wolves were greatly exaggerated, that only the most hungry and desperate of packs would go after two fit, adult humans, but the hairs on the back of my neck were on end, anyway. “Right. Let’s get down to safety before those winds pick up again.”

      “Indeed, William! Allons-y!” he replied with a grin and rappelled onward, with me close on his heels. Even though the remainder of the climb was short, we were treated to another round of wolf howls, piercing notes that sounded… desperate. Hungry.

      A sense of relief washed through me the moment my boots hit terra firma, and I unhooked my rappelling rig as quickly as I could. Sir Thorpe was doing the same in a more leisurely pace, not worried in the least about the wolves, but I just couldn’t shake a sense of foreboding. It was almost like something was watching our progress the moment we stepped up to the cliff to look over the valley. Even if Reggie couldn’t sense it, Dad had always impressed on me to trust my gut instincts, so I wasn’t going to ignore them now. I kept a hand close to the hilt of the full tang survival knife at my belt as I scanned the valley.

      The scrubby permafrost at the edge where we stood turned into a surprisingly thick tangle of evergreens within a few yards. Of course, under the dusting of white snow, it was hard to see the green underneath. There were no paths, no game trails, just a primeval mini-forest guarding the way. It was just like Dad’s direction had laid out, so all we needed to do was head due north, to the far side of the canyon and the caves that were supposed to be there.

      More importantly, I swore that I heard the faintest crunch of snow mixed with the rustle of the needle-laden branches, and it sure as hell wasn’t the wind.

      “Really, William?” Reggie scoffed as he fumbled with the last of his harness’s buckles. “I say again, it is simply hunting wolves no doubt having lost track of a caribou or some other large hairy beast, hence their mournful tones.”

      “Normally, I’d agree with you,” I said softly, my focus more on trying to pick out the approaching sounds. “Trust me, though. I have a bad feeling about this.”

      He chuckled as he walked past me and turned his back to the woods, gesturing over his shoulder dismissively. “See? Even the howls have stopped. Nothing at all to worry about.”

      As if on cue, the trees behind Sir Thorpe parted almost silently, the only sound accompanying the almost emaciated wolf’s charge being its low growl of hunger. The beast’s jaws were parted, its golden eyes crazed, and my first fleeting thought was that the poor thing was diseased. I left that thought behind as I rushed forward, past a rather startled Reggie, to intercept the gray-furred wolf before it could take down the old explorer from behind.

      I got my knife free of its sheath, but I didn’t lead with it. That wouldn’t stop seventy pounds of pouncing canine. No, I tackled the wolf right out of the air, coming at it from the side to wrap my free arm around it. The impact was still jarring. The crazed wolf might have been thin with hunger, but its muscles were still wiry and strong, but at least I didn’t get caught by its jaws. In a tumble of man and beast, I took the hungry predator right into the frozen earth and slipped my free hand to its throat even as it tried to get a bite out of my arm. The second I got a grip on the wolf’s neck, I pinned it to the ground, even as its claws tore at my parka.

      “Reggie, get your head out of your ass!” I growled as I planted my knee on top of the wolf’s thin gut. Even though I was throating the canine, something that’d make most animals of its kind go into submission mode, the thing was still thrashing. “More are going to come!”

      Sir Thorpe might have been old, but he was unflappable, and the remnants of his youthful reflexes kicked in then. “Of course!” he got out, drawing his positively antique Webley Mark VI revolver in a fluid motion as I finally got an opening to slam the point of my knife between the pinned wolf’s ribs.

      I was right. Even as the snarling beast under me let out a howling whimper of pain before entering its death spasms, two more wolves, smaller than their leader but no less wild-eyed, burst from the trees to both sides of us. Classic wolf pack maneuvers, flanking their prey. Whatever was pushing them on, hunger, disease, or madness, gave the wolves insane speed, so fast that I barely had time to pull my knife free before one was on me.

      The last wolf, well, I caught the muzzle flare and booming crack of Reggie’s pistol out of the corner of my eye as I met my new attacker head-on. A tremendous howl of pain combined with a sick splat as the massive .455 round blasted right into the beast, just as my wolf barreled into me.

      I just managed to get my forearm, shielded by the thick all-weather jacket and the cable-knit sweater underneath, in the way of its jaws as the impact threw me onto my back. Wolf slobber dripped onto my face as those sharp teeth tried to tear through my clothes, and the pressure of the bite made me want to scream in pain.

      I bit that scream back though, there was no time to be hurt right then. I twisted and pulled my trapped arm, anything to keep those jaws from getting a clean purchase and ripping up the vulnerable flesh under the clothes, as I brought my knife upward. The blade punched up into the soft belly of the beast even as I felt its teeth scrape my skin.

      And that’s where it ended. I twisted the knife viciously, a roar of effort and triumph overwhelming the whimpering cry that echoed from the wolf’s throat. It released its grip in an effort to try to escape with its tail between its legs, but as the wolf managed to tear itself free of my blade, blood and guts spilled out of its belly. It only managed two staggering, painful steps before Sir Thorpe showed it mercy by putting a bullet into its brain.

      The wolf’s blood drenched my jacket and sweater, its warmth a strangely comforting thing as I pushed myself to my knees. Reggie calmly holstered the Webley, now in full alert mode as he came to my side.

      “Are you hurt, Master William?” he asked as he offered a hand to help me stand. Never one to turn down a helping hand, I took it and hauled myself the rest upward.

      “Nothing but some scratches,” I replied as I sheathed my knife. A quick glance at my torn-up sleeve confirmed that while the jacket and sweater were a mess, there were only a few bleeding scratches in my arm. “Stings like a bitch, but nothing I can’t deal with.”

      “Still, perhaps a field dressing…?” Reggie’s look was only of mild concern. Despite the posh exterior, he had gone through as many hardships exploring the far corners of the Earth as anyone, and he expected that toughness in others.

      “It can wait until we find that cave,” I replied as I flexed my hand a few times to work out the pain. It would sting the whole way, but considering how cold it was getting, it’d grow numb over our hour-long hike. My eyes turned down to the carcass of the alpha at my feet and the golden glaze that still filled its eyes even in death. “What do you make of them?”

      “Hungry mongrels, nothing more.” He let out a bit of a snort as he nudged the wolf’s head. “No foam, no clear signs of rabies. Simply exceptionally desperate and cunning.”

      I grunted, not quite as convinced as my British friend. “Well, whatever. We lived, they died. I’ll call it a win as we move forward.”

      “Hear, hear, and well said. Lead the way, old boy!” Sir Thorpe gestured grandly into the woods. “Have to beat that storm, right?”

      I nodded resolutely and pushed on. A quick glance at my compass confirmed our bearings, and from there, it was just a matter of navigating the thick needles and branches. To be honest, it wasn’t that difficult, especially compared to the climb down and the wolf welcoming committee… but that sense of a watchful eye never left me.

      Maybe it was just the fact that there was an entire section of Dad’s deathbed letter that I hadn’t shared with Reggie that darkened my mood a little. My father had been adamant on the matter. Even though his strength had been robbed by his year-long fight with cancer, his hands had been like iron as they clutched mine and his eyes burned as he made me swear to keep the full depth of his secrets between us.

      “Only when you are about to pass through, to fulfill your destiny, can you tell him,” he said with a hint of his old steel. “It’s too much, even for Reggie, and you will need his help to get to the portal.”

      I didn’t argue at the time, and I kept my vow the whole way during this month-long expedition, but we were close now. Maybe I could tell him now, with the end of the road being within reach…

      And before I could worry about that more, Sir Thorpe let out an astonished gasp that brought me out of my thoughts. He had gotten a few steps ahead of me, shrouded behind the branches of a fir tree, so I pushed ahead quickly. As I shoved past the thick needles, I stepped out of the mini-forest and into a small clearing by the canyon wall.

      As for what Reggie was astonished by, well, my eyes widened at the sight before us as well. Dad’s descriptions of the cave entrance had been meticulous but limited by his academic way of presenting it, and it in no way prepared me for what we saw.

      To call it a ‘cave’ was kind of like calling a cherry-red classic Porsche 911 a car. It was technically accurate, but an utter disservice to the object in question. While no doubt the archway before us had begun as a natural cave, skilled masons and sculptors had expanded it and carved it into a veritable work of art. The sides of the arch had been carved into pillars that mimicked the classical Greek style, while the top was a piece of what had to be imported obsidian. Intricate runes that bore no relation to anything I had seen in my vast studies of human cultures were inlaid in gold in the volcanic glass, and despite every rational idea of how erosion and time should work, the entire structure looked like it had been carved yesterday.

      It was magic. There was no other way to describe it, and that was just the entrance. What beckoned beyond, perhaps a dozen paces deeper inside, was a swirling mass of scarlet and black light, barely confined inside another archway even more rune-covered than the last.

      “I can scarcely believe my eyes,” Reggie whispered, ignorant of the snowfall that was only growing in intensity.

      I recovered from my awe faster than him. I at least had some forewarning of the true nature of the portal Dad had tasked me to find. As I passed by Reggie, I put a hand on his shoulder, my touch seeming to snap him out of his daze.

      “Come on, Reg,” I said softly. “You need to get out of the storm.”

      “Wait a tick.” Sir Thorpe blinked as he looked over at me then back to the archway. “What about you, young William?”

      “Oh, I’m going inside too.” I grinned a bit as I felt my heart start to pound in my chest. Anticipation… excitement rushed up my spine and through my brain. “But then I’m going further.” I clapped him once solidly on the shoulder and stepped inside.

      Reggie was right on my heels as what I could only describe as the warmth of spring soothed away the numbing cold of the valley. “You do not seriously mean to simply… step into that?” he argued. “Certainly, I am not one to turn from adventure, but this is a monumental find. It must be studied, observed, intricately and scientifically examined before any human being steps through--”

      I cut him off by dropping my pack heavily on the smooth floor. Now that we were inside, it was clear that it wasn’t simply smooth natural stone. Someone had laid marble tile here, and some unseen force kept the elements from entering the open archway.

      “Reggie…” I turned towards my old friend. “There’s more to Dad’s story than just this discovery.” I gestured back to the scintillating light of the portal. “He didn’t just pass through it and then come back. There’s a lot more going on that… that he didn’t want me to tell you before now.”

      “A lot more going on than that?” Reggie literally sputtered for a few moments at the apparent insanity of that thought. “What more could be going on? And why didn’t Professor Tyler feel that I could be trusted with it?”

      I sighed at that as I began to pull off my parka, careful not to aggravate the stinging scratches in my arm. “Well, first, he didn’t think you’d believe him. He barely believed you’d accept the first part of it.”

      Sir Thorpe chewed on his mustache a moment but then sighed in defeat. “Well, he wasn’t entirely wrong, was he? I was questioning things but an hour ago.”

      “Yeah, but the second part is… well…” I looked at the portal, entranced by the dancing lights. They were calling to me, and my blood was buzzing in my veins at the pull of it. “This is a family matter, but more than that, what goes on in there could change not just our world, but their world too.” I let out a short sigh. “My world.”

      “You don’t…” Reggie’s voice trailed off as his keen mind deduced the meaning of my worlds. “You were born there, weren’t you? I never met your mother, your father always claimed that he met her during an expedition, and she died in childbirth… That was, indeed, some expedition.”

      But then he shook his head. “But what’s this about changing worlds and…?”

      “Come on, Reg,” I said as I took a triple check of my wounds. They really had been shallow, and they had already scabbed over. “Think about it. That isn’t a natural thing. That’s created. That’s magic, a force beyond understanding, and do you really think it’s a good idea to let the rest of the world know about it?”

      “Hold on now!” Sir Thorpe crossed his arms and arched an eyebrow sternly. “You don’t mean to ask me to hide all this from the rest of the world, do you? It’s an astonishing academic find! It will revolutionize how we look at both the ancient world and our cosmology. It…” He blinked slowly as I let him come to the natural conclusion on his own. “It will change the world… and who knows in what way?”

      “Exactly. Dad knew that. It’s why he kept this a secret as long as he did. Now, though, I’m old enough to finish what he started.”

      “What he started…?”

      I smiled a bit and clapped Reggie on the shoulders. “Family business, like I said. It’s the one thing I can’t share with you, so I’m asking you to trust me on this.”

      Sir Thorpe’s grey eyes met my hazel ones, and I smiled as he assessed me. After a long moment, he nodded slowly.

      “I am an old-fashioned man, William,” he admitted. “I believe in an older code of honor than most, and I can see that you speak and act with conviction on this matter. Family is the most important of things, and I shall not bar your way from this.” The old explorer snapped me a salute worthy of a general. “What do you need me to do then, Master Tyler?”

      I smiled at his show of support. Honestly, Sir Thorpe was the only family I had left after Dad’s death… and whatever I might find in the world beyond… so the fact he understood made this all the easier.

      “I need you to help me with Dad’s last wish.” I turned to kneel next to my bag and began to unpack it. “After I pass through to the other world, Reggie, and after you’re rested up and ready to hike back, I need you to collapse this cave.”

      Before he could even ask how, I got past the survival gear and supplies I had been carrying and unloaded the bundle of explosives I had been carrying with us this entire time. I couldn’t claim that I hadn’t been the one to figure out how to get that into Canada. Dad had been preparing for this day for years. Sir Thorpe let out a low whistle at that, then again when I pulled out the brand-new satellite phone I had purchased before we left civilization.

      “Set the place to blow, then call in for a rescue on the sat phone,” I explained. “The phone was my addition to the plan, I’m proud to say. He expected you were still spry enough to just hike out of here.”

      Reggie laughed at that, despite the bizarre situation we were in. “Who says I can’t? I may not be as young as I used to be--”

      I cut him off by thrusting the phone into his hands. “Just trust me and be safe, okay?”

      “But what of you?” he asked with real concern flashing in his eyes. “You are like a favorite nephew to me, William, and so… you really don’t plan on ever coming back?”

      I stood and turned to stare into the portal. “My destiny is through there, Reg.”

      There was a clatter, the distinct sound of the rugged plastic of the sat phone on the marble floor before Reggie slapped me on the back and let out a chuckle. “Then I certainly can’t let you go into that great unknown beyond alone, now can I? Your father’s wishes be damned this one time!”

      “But…” I stopped myself and glanced over my shoulder to see the old Brit smiling like a young man about to enter a new adventure. The hunger in his eyes was real, and then I realized the truth. There were no more great adventures for this explorer left on this world. Part of me still wanted to tell him no, that it was safer this way, but was that true? Dad might have had his own wishes, but Reggie had said it himself. He was family, and this was family business.

      “Okay, Reg,” I said with a smile of my own.

      “I’ll not take no for an answer, young man...” he began to protest, no doubt expecting me to stick to Dad’s demands, but Sir Thorpe’s voice trailed off into a sputter as his mind caught up to what his ears were telling him. “I, well, the deuce you say?” He smoothed out his grey whiskers. “Then what are we waiting for, lad? Let’s set up those explosives, put ‘em on a timer, and get cracking!”

      I thrust out a hand to him, one he happily took and shook, as if to seal our new agreement. “You got it, Reggie. Adventure awaits!”
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      Warm sunlight played across my face, and the cool, soft grass under me was awfully inviting. It was no wonder I had fallen asleep here… wherever here was.

      I felt like I had been through a ten-car pile-up on I-85 and lived through it, so the very idea of opening eyes wasn’t high on my priority list. Still, I had this nagging feeling that something important needed doing, that I needed to fight through the aches and pains and get my ass up.

      That’s when I heard Reggie let out a tired groan to the right of me, and with that sound, the last few days came rushing back into my head. The Canadian wilderness, the climb, the wolves, and most of all, the portal. Sir Thorpe and I had rigged the timer on the explosives, jumped through, and then…

      Everything was blank.

      I went from sleepy to fully awake as that realization hit, and my eyes snapped open. My idea was to sit up, spring into action, figure out what was going on… but what I saw made me pause. Not in fear, but in absolute wonder.

      Above me was a clear sky of soft purples and golds, like a perpetual sunrise moment even though I got a clear view of the sun. Well, suns, to be exact. Two of those celestial bodies dominated my view, one larger than the other. Occasionally, wispy clouds the color of cotton candy drifting across the dual suns, only amplifying the dazzling displays as the light filtered through them.

      Dad’s story and his letter had all been true. There really was a world beyond ours, and we were in it.

      At the corner of my vision, the canopy of a forest encroached on my view, and that helped me shake off the fantastical sight of the alien sky. A forest meant life, and life could mean danger. I had to get my shit together because the one thing Dad had impressed upon me was that this new world, the Land Below as he called it, wasn’t a safe one.

      I finally sat up and scanned my surroundings. As I expected, Reggie was stirring himself, and thankfully, the old man looked none the worse for wear despite his groans.

      Two other things immediately caught my eye though: His Webley was still safe in the holster strapped to his thigh, but his hiking pack was gone. It wasn’t torn off, there was simply no evidence it ever existed. I didn’t even bother touching my shoulder to check my own pack. The fact I had been lying flat on my back told me all I needed to. At least my knife was a comforting weight at my side.

      The clearing we were sprawled out in was ringed by a primeval forest that was both familiar and strange in one go. The trees were, well, obviously trees, bark, leaves, branches, and all that, but the shapes and colors ran a range that was, well, unearthly. Some familiar looking ones could have passed for oaks and maples, but there were also leaves that ran the colors of the rainbow and wood that shimmered like steel. One gnarled trunk straight ahead looked more as if it were cast from bronze instead of grown, with curled leaves that resembled arrowheads in shape and, judging by the gleam of their edges, perhaps function.

      But that wasn’t all. The grass beneath us sparkled as if each blade was a tiny jewel, a waving carpet of tiny emeralds, and as I rose and turned, I laid eyes on what had to have been the other end of the doorway to the Land Below. Or maybe I should say what was left of it. It was obvious that it had once been a standing archway in the same style as the one we had walked through to get here, but it was now a crumbling and broken pile of stone.

      As Reggie picked himself up, I walked carefully over to the pile of rubble and went down on one knee to examine it. My first thought was that the explosives we had set on Earth had blown through the portal as well as if it were a normal doorway, but after a moment’s investigation, I realized that this arch had collapsed from more natural means. The rocks were weatherworn and crumbling under my touch, and any trace of the obsidian top piece was gone entirely.

      I glanced back to Sir Thorpe to see him doing what I had done moments ago, staring in wonder at the purple sky and two suns. Despite our strange and potentially dangerous situation, I couldn’t help but smile at the spark I saw in his eyes. It was just like when he insisted on joining me, and it made the sixty-year-old explorer seem twenty years younger.

      “How are you feeling, Reg?” I asked as I stood and dusted my hands off. My own aches and pains were fading quickly. Maybe I had slept off the worst of it already.

      He started at the sound of my voice as he spun around, but when he saw me, Sir Thorpe’s eyes lit up again as he smiled. “Master William, I am… indescribably happy despite a few lingering aches.” Reggie crossed the clearing, grabbed my hands, and shook them. “And I am greatly in your debt for bringing me along. We’re here in a whole new world, and I have new vistas to explore!”

      I brought him in and gave him a quick hug. “I’m glad you’re here to see it too, Reggie,” I said as I pulled back, a big grin on my face. “Looks like Dad was finally wrong about something.”

      “Professor Tyler was a brilliant and noble friend,” Reggie said as he collected himself, “but no one is perfect.” He gave me one last manly clap on the shoulder then adjusted his belt. “So, now that we’re here… perhaps you can divulge to me the rest of what your father entrusted to you?”

      I nodded as I hooked my thumbs in my belt. “Sure thing, but let’s talk as we start to explore.” I tilted my chin towards Reg’s missing pack. “We’re about out of supplies thanks to, well, whatever took our packs. Guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Dad made some vague hints about how hard it was to take things with you to the Land Below.”

      “Of course, smart thinking, William.” Sir Thorpe took a moment to draw his revolver and break it open to inspect the cylinder. “Glad I reloaded after our little scuffle with those wolves. All seems in working order.” He then patted one of his pockets. “Ah, good. The loose ammunition I had pocketed is still there as well. Still, that only leaves us…” I could see him do the math in his head. “... sixteen bullets.”

      “No wonder Dad had me do all those survival courses.” I chuckled. “At least I’ve got my pocket survival kit. It’s not much, but it’ll give us a leg up on things.” As I talked, I began to walk a slow circuit of the clearing. It seemed as if no one had come this way in a long time, but that meant there had to be game trails or other sign of animal life that would have come in with the lack of hunting… assuming this world was anything like Earth, that was. “Check the other side, Reggie, see if you see any sign of anything. Food, water, and shelter are our top priorities.”

      “Naturally, my boy,” he replied, more chipper than I frankly had ever seen him. Old Reggie was in his element now, it seemed, and started his own search opposite of me.

      “Now, here’s the rub,” I began to explain as we searched. “Dad’s own information about everything beyond the gate was kind of sketchy. Maybe the better way to put it was that it sounded like he was recounting a dream. What I pieced together was that there is something like what we would call magic on Earth that really works here, and that Dad urged me to come here and find ‘Her,’ always capitalized in his letters.”

      “That is exceedingly vague.” Reggie stooped to get a closer look at something, then dismissed it as he stood again. “Perhaps passing through the portals induces some kind of trauma that could account for his vagueness though. The trip here impacted us both quite a bit, and it seems as if your father made more than a few trips back and forth over his life.”

      “That’s a sound theory,” I agreed as I came to a parting in the trees as if there was a natural trail. There were no tracks, not even a broken branch, and yet, I couldn’t help but notice how the trees grew. They all bent and swayed out of the way of the path, almost as if some unseen hand had urged the trees to grow clear from where someone would walk. “Huh, Reggie, come take a look at this.”

      Reggie dusted off his hands and joined me, making sure to give the crumbled archway a wide berth. I gestured to the oddly shaped trees, and he nodded sagely as he rubbed his whiskers.

      “It appears to be something similar to how plants will grow towards light and water, creating what we see as unnatural shapes,” he mused. “But there are no clear stimuli that I can tell.” He gestured to where some leaf-bearing branches swerved in opposite directions to best avoid the trail. “Very odd.”

      “Or very magical?” I said with a grin.

      “I suppose that must always be kept in the equation now, William,” the old Brit said with a faint cough. “Good to keep this old dog on his toes, eh?”

      “Yep, and if it is magic, that means this has got to go somewhere, right?” I pointed ahead, off into the faintly lit trail. The canopy wove tight together here, blocking much of the twin suns’ light.

      “Indeed, which means, as a natural course, that it is down this path that our journey truly begins.” Sir Thorpe smoothed out his khakis, adjusted his belt, then tried to tame his now-unruly mustache and beard. I was pretty sure he was actually trying to look his best for the natives. “Unless, of course, the professor passed on some more directions as to the location of this mysterious ‘Her’ you have been quested to find?”

      I paused at that and let out a long breath. The whole mystery of ‘Her’ had been on my mind during this entire expedition, ever since Dad had laid this all down on me. He spoke of her like she was everything, the key to it all, whatever that all was, but more than that, he spoke of her as something akin to, well, a lover. Was this ‘Her’ my mother? Maybe, but at the same time, the few times Dad spoke about my mother was focused entirely on how she had been lost and how he never forgave himself for what happened to her.

      “William?” Reggie asked as he laid a comforting hand on my shoulder. “Is something amiss?”

      “Just… remembering Dad and what he said about ‘Her,’” I admitted as I collected myself. “Brought back his death a bit, you know?”

      “I do.” Reggie clapped me once more on the shoulder before pulling back. “Grief is something that lingers, my boy, but we shall persevere.”

      “Stiff upper lip, right?” I replied with a grin, to which Sir Thorpe stiffly nodded. “Anyway, the one concrete thing Dad wrote about Her location was that it was close to the entrance to the Land Below, in the Forest of Welcome, as he put it.” I shrugged. “So, we’re in a forest close to the archway...”

      Reggie pointed down the shaped trail. “And if this isn’t a welcome mat, I don’t know what is. Shall we?”

      I nodded. “Let’s go.”

      Though part of me wanted to draw my knife as I stepped forward, the sensible part of me decided that if we did run into some peaceful natives, a drawn weapon wouldn’t put forth the best first impression. Instead, I led the way open-handed, though I did keep the clasp open on the sheath. It didn’t hurt to be a little prepared, after all.

      Reggie stayed close, ranging just a little bit back so that we didn’t stumble over each other if things got hectic. Fortunately, the trail expanded a bit as we moved on, enough that we could walk side-by-side if we stuck tight together, with the canopy drooping a few feet past the top of my head, maybe eight or nine feet tall altogether. Though the sunlight only trickled through, there was still enough to see clearly enough to make out the continued multi-colored display of flora on all sides. Just when I thought I had seen the last of the variety of plant life, I caught sight of something new, be it crystalline ferns or glowing mushrooms that seemed to breathe with their own inner life.

      While that was all fascinating, there was something that worried me, and that was the distinct lack of animal sounds. There was no buzz of insects, no warbling of songbirds, and no occasional snapping twigs or crackling leaves from animals creeping through the underbrush. All I could hear was the noises we made as we crept ever onward in the twisting trail.

      Just to be sure, I checked my pocket compass once. That was as helpful as a poke in the eye, as the needle simply spun crazily on its axis. Still, I had a good sense of direction, and I was acclimating to our new environment quickly. I was almost dead certain we weren’t going in circles or spirals, that we were headed somewhere. In a strange way, it almost felt like I was coming home.

      In a way, I supposed I was.

      It was only maybe ten minutes later that we hit our first real problem: a crossroads. It wasn’t even a clearing, that would be too generous of a word. Instead, it was a crossing point of four different paths which meant there were a grand total of seven new paths we could go down. They weren’t quite identical, of course, but with no real frame of reference and no clear sounds or signals, we might as well have rolled a die to see which path to take.

      “Well, this is a sticky wicket,” Reggie noted as he scratched at his whiskers. He knelt low as I stepped into the center of the crossroads to inspect the detritus on the forest floor. “Hmm, well, if there is any good news, Master William, it is that there certainly seems to be some disturbances in the trail.” After taking a handful of silvery leaves in his hand, he gave them a good sniff. “Hard to say how long since something came through here, but if we were still on Earth, I’d say a day at most.”

      I nodded slowly and kept silent. Instead, I focused on trying to catch any sound at all from the other trails. For a long moment, I couldn’t hear a thing. Despite all the clear signs of life around us, it was like every sound was smothered in a blanket. With Sir Thorpe sure there someone or something had come through here, it made me wonder if there was another element of magic involved.

      But then, I heard something. A clear, distinct something… a voice. A woman’s voice, whispering in my ear like silk-wrapped steel.

      “You returned,” the words said. The very sound of them made my heart beat harder. “He promised that one day, you would come for me.”

      My reaction to that voice must have been obvious because Reggie came up behind me.

      “What is it?” he whispered. “I know I’m getting on in the years, but I don’t hear anything and yet--”

      I raised a hand for silence, and he thankfully obliged just in time as the voice came back. “I am weak, but still, if you can follow my voice, you can free me. You can free us all.”

      There was a tremor in her voice as if it was taking real effort for her to make her voice carry to me, but I was now almost certain it was coming from the rightmost trail. There was another thing I was certain of, even though I had nothing to go on save for the near-electric feeling that voice made me feel.

      This voice belonged to Her, the woman that Dad wanted me to find, the key to all this.

      “I can hear Her,” I whispered to Reggie as I turned back to him. “And I think She’s in trouble.”

      The aging explorer gave me a long look, his expression bordering on disbelief for a moment. It was clear he couldn’t hear Her, and he probably thought I was going a bit soft in the head, but then he cracked a smile.

      “Well then, Master William,” he said as he drew his revolver, “we had best go to the lady’s aid! Lead the way.”

      I didn’t say another word, I didn’t want to miss the voice that had now softened into an incoherent but entrancing humming, but I matched his smile and gave him a thumbs-up. It meant a lot to know that, even when things went crazy, Sir Thorpe trusted me.

      With that, I turned on my heel, focused on that humming, and plunged deeper into the trail.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      With renewed purpose, Reggie and I plunged through the Forest of Welcome, as Dad called it. The rainbow leaves blurred by, and as we progressed, it became clear to me that the only welcome this forest had was to the twisting maze of trails we discovered. Past that initial winding path, the woods looked to be a chaotic mass of crossroads, switchbacks, and dead-end trails. If I didn’t have Her constant humming in my ears to guide us, we would have been lost for days at the least.

      After ten minutes of our fast-paced chase, I caught the first sounds I had heard other than ourselves and Her voice. It came in a rush as my ears popped, almost as if I were on a plane rising after take-off. Maybe it was some field or invisible barrier we crossed, but when I glanced back at Sir Thorpe, I could tell that I wasn’t the only one to have experienced it.

      He slowed his pace and pointed at his ears, and I nodded in understanding as I slowed my pace down to a walk. We both cocked our ears towards the trail ahead, Her humming playing a steady undercurrent to the new noises we heard, namely the echo of heavy footfalls on earth mixed with the clatter of metal. Armored men were my best guess, and primitive armor by Earth standards at that. Under the fuss and bother, I could just make out what sounded like a hurried and heated discussion.

      I slowed to a crawl now as I leaned low to lessen my profile. While the voices were hard to make sense of, caught between the clangs and the melodic humming, I swore that I could comprehend out some of the words. Rationally, that was impossible. This was an alien world, and I doubted I would even find human beings once we slipped around the bend ahead to look and yet…

      I glanced back at Sir Thorpe, and his face was screwed up in concentration. “I swear that I can almost understand them,” he whispered harshly as he rubbed his whiskers.

      With a nod, I thumbed to the turn in the trail and put a finger to my lips. Reggie nodded and followed my lead, dropping into a hunter’s crouch as we prowled a little further ahead. Every step forward brought the sounds into more clarity, and to my shock, I could understand the words. Whoever was talking had a deep, guttural voice, and the words were mixed with an almost porcine snorting. It was English… but it also wasn’t. It was a hard sensation to describe, almost a buzzing in my ear and my head that seemed to act as a filter, to turn the alien words into something I could understand.

      Even if I couldn’t, the tone was undeniable. The guy, and I was certain it was a man of some sort, was extremely pissed-off.

      “By the Black Runes, I don’t care how many moons we’ve been sitting here,” the voice snorted. “We do our duty, and I will not brook any disobedience.”

      Another piggy voice called back, whiny and wheedling despite the depth of it. “But, mighty Uruk, you said yourself that no one has come through here for decades, and you have your slave to protect it, anyway. Why can’t we take it easy?”

      The word ‘slave’ made my blood boil. What can I say? I was as American as anyone could be. On top of that, while I had no idea what they were guarding, maybe the slave in question was Her. Or maybe She was what they were guarding. I could feel Reggie tense behind me and heard the unmistakable sound of his revolver being drawn as the voices continued their back-and-forth. Not the worst idea. I silently slipped my knife free as I took a careful peek around the trunk of a tree with bark like dragon scales.

      What lay beyond the bend was a short bit of the same shaped trail that opened into a large clearing, and in that clearing was my first sight of the Land Below’s native people, at least two types of them. Both kinds could have stepped out of a fantasy movie, and they were very distinctly different from another as well as certainly not human.

      The majority of them were the people stomping around the clearing, making most of the ruckus as well as all the conversation. There were five of the creatures, four dressed in a motley collection of metal plates over boiled leather armor while the last wore a rather well-kept robe of purple silk trimmed in gold. The snorts and snuffles that mingled with their words now made a lot more sense, as their faces were dominated by large snouts, very much like a pig or, more properly, a boar. The boar aspect was only enhanced by the large, sharp tusks that protruded from their lower jaws and their gleaming, beady eyes set deep in their skulls.

      Outside of the face, the creatures were more human. Their skin ran a range from ruddy red to pale pink, and while they all seemed to be carrying a bit of paunch on them, they all seemed strong and sturdy, even the robed one. Though their hands only had three fingers, they otherwise seemed quite normal, but their legs ended in feet that I could best liken to an elephant’s.

      Most of the armored ones were gathering up in a half-hearted formation, almost like Earth soldiers gathering for inspection with a variety of medieval weapons, while one of them, the largest, was obviously the whiner, as he seemed to be sniveling before the robed one.

      It was that robed one that caught my eye the most. He was cleaner than the others, for one, and he carried himself with authority. Instead of a real weapon, he had what looked to be a strangely tipped metal rod in one hand, and in the other, a chain that connected to the collar around the other type of being in the clearing.

      Whatever else this being was, she was imminently female. While the pig men were tall and barrel-shaped, this woman was short, barely five feet tall with a figure that could have been the example picture for hourglass in the dictionary. In fact, at first glance, you could mistake her for being human, but once you realized her skin was actually an earth-brown instead of being deeply tanned, the rest of the differences came on all at once. Her long, wavy hair wasn’t made of human hair, but a cascade of fine leaves in all the colors of the forest I had seen so far. Though her face was downcast, I swore I could see a hint of almond-shaped eyes and full lips set in a forlorn frown. Wispy vines seemed to writhe slowly around her delicate hands while roots and grasses danced around her bare feet, all of which added to the air of unearthly exoticness that pervaded her.

      Speaking of those bare feet, that wasn’t the only thing about her that was bare. In fact, the beauty was mostly naked, showing every inch of perfectly smooth skin from foot to thigh, the curve of her flat stomach, her rounded shoulders, and elegant arms. The only things she wore was what I could only describe as a bikini made of leaves, vines, and moss. It was just enough to keep her from being fined for indecent exposure, probably not something to worry about in this alien world. I would be lying to say if I wasn’t pleased by the sight, from the curve of her perfect ass to the canyon of cleavage her large breasts created.

      And then I was driven to anger because right on her breastbone, a livid scar marred her flesh. No, not a scar… it was a brand, like what a rancher would sear into a cow’s rump to claim it as his. As if the collar and chain weren’t enough to let me know that she was the robed pig man’s slave. No doubt the metal rod in the monster’s hand was the iron that branded the woman.

      But the one thing I knew through my growing rage was that the plant woman was not Her… because She spoke again, pulling me out of my fury.

      “Take me up, son of Tyler,” She whispered from the clearing, “and we can break the dryad’s chain and heal her soul.”

      My eyes snapped away from the pig men, away from the slave dryad, and to the source of the whisper. I had been so distracted by the unusual people and the dryad’s beauty to notice what looked to be a twisted mass of thorny vines that grew up from the center of the grassy field near where the robed pig and his slave stood. It was like they had grown up around a lattice, like a very dangerously sharp tomato plant, but instead, I could just barely see a rusty metal shaft of some kind that looked to be thrust into an old stump. At the peak of it, maybe three feet off the ground, a handle of polished wood thrust up out of the tangle of vines, the only piece of the bound thing clear of thorns.

      I put the last piece together when She whispered again, urgently this time, and the metal under the rust shone with faint golden light in time with her words. “Come! Act swiftly before the orcs see you.”

      Whatever that thing was trapped by the vines was Her, and the realization made my palms itch in a desire to take hold of that handle and wield Her… whatever she was. I might have sprung into action right then, but Sir Thorpe’s hand on my shoulder brought me out of my near trance. He pulled back just a little, a warning to approach this cautiously, and as I calmed down, I caught more of the robed pig’s argument with his subordinates.

      “Quit your sniveling, you blunt-tusked slime,” he snorted at the whiner before tugging on the dryad’s chain. “Petra sensed intruders in the woods, so get your weapons and be wary! They might die in the forest, but they might also bumble their way here.” The enslaved girl almost seemed to fold in on herself at his words, but the pig-man ignored her distress. Instead, as if he expected more arguments, he raised his branding iron, and the twisted tip glowed red hot. “If you want to argue about it, I’ll make your soul mine as well.”

      It was plain now, with the light the tip shed, that the iron’s design matched the horrible burn in the dryad Petra’s chest. Yep, that pig man… an orc, I guessed from Her whispers… had risen to the top of my shit list.

      With that last threat made, the whining orc did exactly as he was told, hefting a spiked mace over his shoulder as he joined his already cowed comrades. It looked like they were about to spread out around the clearing, to the four shaped trails that exited it, and I glanced back at Reggie with an arched eyebrow.

      Sir Thorpe’s grey eyes were narrowed, and it was clear that he had the same basic idea in mind as me. Take out the orcs, free the dryad. He nodded to me, then pointed at the clump of warriors as they began to break apart. I nodded back, then raised a finger before pointing at the end of our trail. The idea I was hoping Reggie got was to wait until they had fully separated so that we could take them down systematically, and I knew I had when a rather cold grin came across his lips.

      I flashed him a thumbs-up then turned to keep closer to the entrance of the clearing, keeping to the shadows thrown by the thick canopy overhead to conceal my advance. Though the slave master’s threats spurred the guards into action, it was obvious they were still half-assing it. The one that was walking toward our path scratched at the patchy stubble around his pig snout as he yawned, his axe cutting a furrow in the grass as he dragged it behind him.

      I tensed and readied myself as he came closer, completely oblivious to my presence. This guy was almost as big as the whiner, probably three inches taller than my six-foot-even frame, and as well-muscled even if he carried a paunch on him. Of course, there was no way to tell where this guy’s vital organs were, if they were close to a human’s or not, but the irregular plates hanging off his leathers left me a tempting target right in his side.

      Now, I was no stone-cold killer, but in the crazy travels I had taken as part of Dad’s weird training trips over the years, I’d have to fight, even kill, in self-defense, and this? This was something more important than that.

      As the orc came within a few steps of the trail entrance, I made my move. With only the faintest crunching of leaves, I lunged forward, staying low as I hooked my knife up and around towards the orc’s exposed side, my free arm up and ready to try to block his axe arm. Those beady eyes went wide at the sight of me, but as powerful as the orc looked, his reactions were dirt slow. He barely even flinched as I slammed my blade right into the gap in his plates, and the tip slipped right into and through a seam in the leathers underneath.

      The orc let out a loud, screeching squeal, sounding, like, well, a stuck pig as the razor-sharp knife split through fat and muscle, chipping off bone before driving up to the hilt. As dark red blood began to spill around the hilt, the warrior tried to swing his axe around, but I caught his forearm with my own to interrupt the strike.

      With a catch of the wrist, I then twisted his arm into a vicious wrist lock, the familiar popping of torn ligaments music to my ears as I wrenched the orc’s arm hard. The orc’s axe slipped loose from his grip as Sir Thorpe slipped past my little brawl to take aim at the rest of the alarmed guards.

      Though they had been lazy and sluggish before, the sound of agony from their brother-in-arms seemed to incense the orcs to action. Their collective war cry made the branches shake, leaves fall, and the dryad shook in fear… but then the booming report of Reggie’s pistol cut them off as the whining guard’s skull caved in from the impact of a .455 slug. That shut them up for a moment, just long enough for me to rip my knife free of the first one, yank him forward by the wrist, and drive my now-free elbow right into his snout. Cartilage and bone broke under the force of the blow, and though I didn’t think he was dead yet, that orc dropped hard to the grass along with his dead fellow.

      “Kill the Uplanders! Start with the old wizard!” the robed orc yelled unnecessarily, as the last two guards looked ready to do just that and raised his branding iron again. The tip glowed an emerald green, and the brand on Petra’s chest responded in kind. “Protect Libritas, my pet, and protect me as well!”

      The old wizard must have been Sir Thorpe, and I couldn’t blame the slave master’s mistake. Guns made for some awfully good magic tricks, but that also meant that the two guards, one with a nasty, rusty hooked sword and the other with an iron-bound club, made a beeline for the old explorer, their mass letting them build up a good head of steam, and coincidentally cutting me off from where She was trapped.

      Reggie backpedaled as he took aim, but I swept past him as I snatched the orc’s discarded axe off the ground.

      “I’ve got these guys, Reg,” I yelled as I blocked off the orcs’ charge. “Wheel around, try to get a good shot!” The weapon in my hand was poorly maintained, but the balance felt on point as I brought it around in a wide, two-handed swing. My plan wasn’t to kill anyone with that stroke but to force them to check their movement and drive them back.

      The club orc didn’t get the memo about self-preservation, even as the sword wielder skidded to a halt outside the axe’s arc. Instead, the club orc tried to meet my swing with a big, overhand smash of his own. The axe cleaved through the orc’s cheap armor, backed by all my well-trained muscle, and sent intestines and gore spilling out of the wound, and at the same time, the orc’s massive club clipped my back. The rough bands caught on cloth and skin as it grazed my shoulder blades, tearing away part of my shirt and cutting a few bloody scrapes in my flesh. It hurt like hell, but I bit back the pain as I pulled the axe back around for another go.

      Even as the club orc dropped said club to try to keep his insides on the inside, Reggie was already past me and squeezed off a shot at the slave master. It would have been a dead-on hit to the orc’s center of mass… but just as Sir Thorpe pulled the trigger, Petra dropped to her knees and planted her palms into the multi-colored grass. Before the bullet even left the Webley’s barrel, thin sapling trunks burst up from the ground, weaving together as they rose up into a shield around the slaver. Normally, a .455 round would blow through a wooden barrier like that, but I realized the moment the shot hit that the saplings were of that same bronze-like tree I had seen by the archway when we arrived. There was a tremendous spark as the bullet ricocheted off the metallic wood and buried itself in the dirt.

      The orc did call Petra a dryad, and I knew my classical mythology, so I wasn’t too surprised. Well, that and the fact I was still fighting for my life. As Reggie let out a “Bloody hell,” I didn’t think about the warm blood trickling down my back as I swept the leg out from under the eviscerated orc to get him out of my way. He was more than happy to back out of this fight now, falling to the ground just as his friend with the hook sword decided to take his shot at me.

      It was clear to me from his reckless approach that these orcs were used to being bigger and stronger than their opponents. Mr. Hook moved with a bullying swagger despite the fact we had killed all his friends in short order and reared back to take a long, wide swing, no doubt intending to hook me right through the side with his sword. Despite his sloppy form, he brought the blade around with tremendous speed and force.

      Too bad for him I wasn’t going to stand there and get hooked. The only smart thing he did was use his reach to keep me away, so I simply stepped back beyond the arc of glittering steel. Though his weapon was better balanced than the others, hook swords were a bit tip-heavy, and the miss still dragged the orc a little off balance. It was more than enough time for me to flip my knife over to catch it blade-first, then hurl it right at his leading sword arm.

      The blade buried itself up to the hilt in the massive meat of his bicep, no doubt piercing right through, and that tore up more than enough muscle to make the orc’s weapon go flying. Now that the orc was defenseless, I kicked him hard in his kneecap, shattering bone as I dropped him to his hands and knees. I considered finishing him off with an axe stroke, but I didn’t want to get it stuck in bone.

      No, I needed it to chop down some foliage.

      As I rushed past the downed orcs, Petra thrust her hands up from her low crouch towards Reggie as he tried to aim through a gap in the bronzed saplings. The arrowhead leaves started to shake and vibrate at her command, and I barely had time to realize what was about to happen.

      “Down, Reg!” I yelled as I turned from my goal to free Her from Her thorny prison and instead dove for the aging explorer.

      While Sir Thorpe wasn’t over the hill yet, he was still getting long in the tooth, and his reflexes weren’t quite what they were. He only had time for his eyes to widen at what was about to be weaponized leaves and begin to flinch, and then they fired off with tremendous speed and accuracy.

      And then I bowled Reggie over. The leafy projectiles whistled just past my head, one literally parting my dirty blond hair. They buried themselves into the bark of the trees on the opposite end of the clearing, practically disappearing into the wood.

      “Oh, thank God!” Sir Thorpe let out with a wheeze as I got to my knees. “If you hadn’t been there, William--”

      I flashed him a grin as I cut him off. “We’ll throw a party later, Reg, right now--”

      “Yes, yes, back to work, indeed,” he finished for me as he began to sit up, but before either of us could fully rise, the robed orc let out a snorting screech.

      “Now, my puppet, stop playing nice with them and get them!” he cried out. “Kill them, whatever it takes!”

      I only glanced up because it was part of my leap because I didn’t need to know how this magic worked to realize what I would do if I could control plant life in this situation. That look let me see the regret and pain etched in Petra’s emerald eyes and the savage glow of the burn scar on her chest. It’s a good thing I did leap at that very second because my feet left the ground right when all the grass and weeds and little plants of the meadow reached upward, growing with supernatural speed as they tried to wrap around my legs.

      Reggie wasn’t so lucky, not after being knocked flat on his back, and as the plant life surged around him, he kicked and struggled, spitting curses that were remarkably ungentlemanly of him. I’d kid him about it later, once we had made it out of this.

      Deep down, I knew there was only one way to do that, even if I didn’t know exactly how.

      I ended my leap into a roll and carried that through into a sprint. The slaver sputtered and shrieked as I ran, a constant invective to ‘kill me’ or some such, but either I was just too fast, or Petra’s heart wasn’t really in it, because another volley of razor leaves peppered the meadow in a path behind me, all missing by just a hair.

      As I came with a few steps of the coil of vines around Her, Petra spoke for the first time, a sweet, lilting voice despite the pain that ran through it. “Yes, Master, I will get him for sure with this one,” she said ruefully as she rose back to her full height, gesturing upward to the twin suns.

      At her command, the thorny vines came to life and spiraled out like someone had turned a bunch of garden hoses to full blast and let them go… and in that very moment, She was exposed in all her ancient glory, golden light filtered between the patches of rust that marred the otherwise pristine metal. As crazy as the idea was, did Petra find a way to help me while trying to kill me?

      Maybe she had because as I ducked past the first lashing vine whip while hacking down another with a swing of my axe, the robed orc let out a scream of panic. “No, no, you stupid bitch! You were supposed to contain the brand!”

      “But Master, did you not order me to kill them, no matter the cost?” she asked back rather innocently as she turned to the orc, still hiding like a coward behind her conjured shield of bronzewood.

      He must not have liked that reply because instead of doing the smart thing and letting her concentrate on stopping me, he did something that made her brand surge with scarlet light. Petra let out a shriek of pain that almost broke my heart as she fell to her knees… but whatever agony she was enduring, it also broke her concentration. The thorn vines suddenly stiffened, lifeless once more, and I heard the sounds of ripping grass behind me as Reggie freed himself.

      Not wasting the opportunity, I slipped past the last few thorny death whips and reached out for Her grip. As I closed my hand around it, I could feel the buttery-smooth wood as it seemed to shape itself to my grip… or maybe it was simply made to be held by me. I couldn’t tell which, but the one thing I was sure of was the surge of electricity that roared through my veins and through my spine. Pure, unadulterated endorphins sang through my body, and the golden light that permeated the haft of the rod exploded out through the rust to render Her length pure and polished once more. The stump underneath started to smoke as the brand’s head ignited, and with one hard pull, I ripped Her free from the burning wood.

      “Welcome home, William Tyler,” She sang in my ear as the rune-shaped tip of Her form blazed with the same golden light. “I am Libritas, and I am Freedom for this shackled world.”

      I smiled as I turned to face where Petra knelt and her tormentor was now exposed, the bronzewood shield having fallen away with her. I pointed the burning brand in my hand towards the orc.

      “I don’t know if you heard that, asshole,” I barked at him, “but I’ll summarize.” I began to stalk towards him as he raised his own brand weakly. “Your days of ordering slaves around is at an end. You might want to start running now.”
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      The orc slave master didn’t run, cower, or simply surrender. Though a shudder of fear ran through his bulky frame, he responded to my threat and Libritas’ golden glow with a roar of fury. He drew back his own branding iron and charged, bloodlust alight in his red eyes. Hell, they were practically glowing as he charged at me with abandon.

      I hadn’t noticed just how huge this guy was, most of his body concealed under his robes, but now that he was closing in, it was clear he was the biggest pig man of the group. That didn’t faze me, though. He was all rage and power, but I had an entire lifetime of Dad’s strange training regimen and a magic hunk of steel that trumped all that.

      “It is best that you don’t think of me as just mystical metal, William,” Libritas chided in my head, her husky tone almost amused as I deflected the monster’s overhead swing. Sparks flew as the two brands met, and while the orc’s weapon came away scratched and marred, Libritas was still pristine.

      “Cool, I get that,” I grunted as I slipped around the back of the overextended slaver. Squaring up for a good swing on his back, I tried to focus on mentally communicating. “And as awesome as this is, can you tell me what I need to do? You’re supposed to be Freedom, what do I do about the dryad?”

      Talking with my mind was immeasurably quicker than using my mouth, so I had my questions out before I brought my weapon around in a home run swing on the slaver’s back. It was obvious that the hold he had on Petra required him to give her commands, even if they were broad, so we had to take advantage before he gave her new orders. There was a tremendous ringing of steel on steel as Libritas hit home, and something under the orc’s robes dented inward.

      The bastard had to be hiding a full suit of plate mail under those robes of his. The force of my blow still staggered the brute forward several steps as a piggish squeal of pain came out through his snout. Past the orc, Reggie was back on his feet, his revolver raised and at the ready, while Petra was still crumpled on her knees and clutching the burning scar on her chest.

      “I don’t think I can get a clear shot, William,” the old explorer shouted with a growl as he tried to flank the melee.

      Meanwhile, the slaver pushed himself back to a vertical base. The orc must have already realized he was outmatched by me directly as he let out a bellow. “Petra! Your punishment is lifted! Just protect me, save my life!”

      That changed everything. The dryad’s massive chest heaved as she sucked in the first clear breath she could manage in moments, and the trees, vines, and plants that surrounded us shook and rumbled with that breath. Sir Thorpe caught my eye, and I jerked my head toward Petra even as the slaver took a stab at me. He read my gesture exactly as I wanted and beat feet toward the dryad. Meanwhile, Libertas was mentally talking my ear off.

      “Though my power has faded somewhat over time, with you wielding me, we can indeed break the foul runes that bind that poor girl,” she went on in my head as I deflected the slaver’s attack, a more careful thrust to probe my defenses. The twisted tip of his brand hissed and sputtered, and I had no doubt it’d melt my flesh if it so much as brushed my skin. “You need only summon up your inner essence, focus it through my golden steel--”

      I cut her off with my own mental message. “As much as I love the sound of your voice, can you give me the short form now and save the big explanation for later?”

      Libritas’ golden glow tinged a reddish-gold for just a moment, almost as if she was blushing as I parried another harder thrust from the slaver and riposted into a stab of my own. It was two parts fencing and one part escrima, but it worked, my iron’s blazing trip burning through the robes of his arm as he tried to slip to one side. It was just his sleeve that burned away, but the black iron armor underneath which melted into a searing mess that caked his bicep.

      Before I could get a finishing thrust in though, the earth between us burst upward as a tangle of tough, spiny vines cut me off from the orc. I cursed under my breath as I was forced back by the lashing tendrils.

      “Oh, of course!” Yep, my mystical branding iron was a little embarrassed as she whispered in my head, but that returned to the same passionate tone she had when I freed her. “Simply desire the maiden’s freedom and then overlay my brand over the Dark Rune inscribed on her chest. I shall do the rest!”

      Part of me wanted to question if it would really be that simple, and yet I remembered what Dad had told me so many times when I was growing up. “Remember, William, faith is everything, and faith in yourself is the most important thing. Every great thing done in all of history came from a person who believed in himself.”

      I ducked back from the lashing vines, but I was a little surprised that the thorn-covered whips didn’t seek me out so much as hover in a defensive wall around the slaver. Now was our chance… and Reggie was a step ahead of me. While I had been in my deadly dance with the slaver, the old explorer had been crossing the clearing, and with Petra’s attention focused on defending her master, she didn’t seem to even care about Reggie. She didn’t even flinch, her hands still weaving in arcane motions, when he grabbed hold of her.

      “My sincere apologies, ma’am,” he told her as he tried to restrain her arms behind her back. “Know that I’m never one for treating a lady so roughly.”

      Petra let out a squeal as she tried to struggle, but while Sir Thorpe was no spring chicken, he was a tough old bird. He held her tight, and I saw my chance. With Reggie pulling the dryad’s arms back, her chest was thrust forward, almost to the point that her breasts burst free from her minimal leafy clothing… but more importantly, it put the glowing red rune burnt in her otherwise flawless skin front and center.

      “Now is our chance, William!” Libritas practically cheered in my ear as I spun on my heel. I didn’t need to voice my agreement with her. Instead, I focused on what she had told me, to think about giving Petra the freedom that she deserved, the freedom all sapient creatures did, and the branding iron in my hand flared with an even brighter light than before, the burning tip flushing from red hot to an icy silver blue.

      “No!” the orc screamed from behind his guardian vines. “Don’t let the brand touch you!”

      Now, I had seen how fast Petra could summon up plant life. She had blocked a revolver round, interrupted me in mid-thrust, and I knew she could stop me now… but I also had observed how literally the dryad took her orders. The moment I saw the red of the slaver’s command flash in her eyes, I only feinted my intended thrust at her.

      Just as I expected, the ground rumbled the moment I made my fake move, and more bronzewood saplings soared upward, surrounding the dryad as it forced Reggie to release his hold. The old Brit fell backward to roll away from the razor-sharp leaves of the thing.

      Me, I didn’t follow through on my thrust. Instead, I twisted back towards the slaver, and just as I expected, the lashing vines that had been protecting him had gone dormant the moment Petra had shifted her focus to defending herself. The orc’s beady eyes grew twice over as he let out a squeal of shock as he realized his mistake.

      “No!” he snorted out.

      “Yes,” I retorted simply as I measured a killing blow with Libritas.

      “William, strike swiftly!” the brand pulsed in my mind. “You won’t have another chance!”

      As I reared back, I made sure to keep the saplings obscuring Petra in view out of the corner of my eye. “Don’t worry, Lib, I have a plan.”

      And the coward took the bait a second later. “Petra!” he roared, the watery tears of mortal fear welling up in his eyes. “Save me!”

      Like flipping a light switch, the cracking of the growing saplings behind me abruptly ceased along, and the grass beneath my feet swayed as a tremor ran under my feet from where Petra was to under the slave master. It was like the world’s deadliest game of red light-green light, where the dryad’s powerful magic shifted to defend one of them or the other from me… but as harried as the slaver was, he wouldn’t fall for this again, so I couldn’t mess this up.

      The lashing vines in front of the orc surged back to life, but I didn’t care, even as they rushed out at me. My eyes were already focused on the wall of saplings, which were already beginning to recede into the dirt, just as before. In a split-second, as thorns bit into my side, the opening that I knew would appear showed itself, a clear gap in the shrinking wood and the leering red glow of Petra’s branded flesh.

      I bit back the burning pain and ignored the hot drip of blood as I spun and thrust Libritas at my target in one swift motion, her power surging as my mind and body moved as one. The silver runic tip slipped with perfect accuracy through the shrinking bronzewood and struck dead-on. Honestly, that scar was like a magnet. Even if my aim hadn’t been true, Libritas was drawn to the wound, and the dryad almost seemed to arch her back and thrust her bountiful chest upward to meet the silvery light.

      “Now, William!” the brand roared in my mind as the brand seemed to swallow up the angry red scar on Petra’s chest. “Think of freedom! Pour all your heart and soul into this!”

      I did just that, and light exploded from the brand, unyielding, blinding light that filled my vision, filled my mind. Sir Thorpe let out a gasp of wonder, and the orc let out a keening cry of anguish, but most of all, it was Petra’s shuddering moan, an almost orgasmic cry of joy that dominated my hearing.

      Through the golden glow, I could finally make out something, Petra herself with both delicate hands clutched around the haft of my branding iron to pull herself into Libritas’ embrace. Her nut-brown skin was covered in a sheen of sweat as her head was tilted back, her eyes shut in absolute pleasure as before my eyes, the hideous burnt scar healed. The seething tissue melted away and smoothed into the perfect flesh of the dryad’s cleavage, and the hideous, twisted red light was snuffed, replaced by blazing gold.

      And then it hit me, a backwash of emotion and feeling slammed right into my chest. It was like someone had shoved a firehose full of feels right through my breastbone and into my heart, then turned the thing on full blast. I think I would have probably had a heart attack from shock if not for Libritas stepping in, her sultry, soothing voice humming in the back of my brain to provide an anchor to myself… because these weren’t my emotions, my feelings.

      No, I knew instinctively that these were a direct line to Petra. I felt her pain, the deep heartache of being lashed mind and soul to this pig man bastard, the shame at having tried to hurt us, but more, I felt the sheer joy that filled her know, the elation of being free, of the chains falling away around her heart and soul. It was glorious, it was awe-inspiring, and that ecstasy was shared by me.

      And then it passed. The light faded away as Petra and I fell to our knees. Exhaustion made my limbs feel like lead and gnawed at my soul, but it wasn’t physical exhaustion, even though we had been fighting hard. No, it was as if something spiritual inside me had been expended in the process, but despite that, I smiled as I kept my grip tight around Libritas’ polished handle.

      “You did it, William, as I knew you would,” Libritas cooed in my ear, though I could tell she was as tired as I was. “My power may not be what it was, but together, we can restore it to its full glory.”

      From behind me, I heard the orc slaver start to babble in an almost-childlike panic as he scrambled to his feet. “Nononono. I didn’t think it was possible, but it’s true. The Black Rune… it can be broken.”

      I didn’t really give two shits about his babbling, I wanted more to take a nap, but I still filed away his words and kept a grip on consciousness. “Stuff your Black Rune up your ass,” I managed to get out as Sir Thorpe rushed to my side.

      “Easy there, my boy,” Reggie whispered to me. “I don’t know what you did, but good show.” He got a grip around my armpit and helped me up to my feet, but my eyes were locked on Petra.

      She too was ignoring her former master. Instead, her tearful eyes looked down at her chest, where Libritas had touched her. The terrible brand had melted away, and her flesh was whole and smooth… but she was not unmarked by the brand’s power. The twisted rune was replaced instead by a perfectly symmetrical rune, a swirling spiral of silver lines. The gaps of the spiral were filled with tiny golden circles, and the whole design glowed as if it were made of molten metal inlaid in the dryad’s chestnut skin. After a long moment, Petra looked up from the glowing sign and into my eyes.

      There was no fear or judgment or panic at this new mark on her flesh. Instead, the beautiful dryad’s lips formed a soft smile as tears of joy streaked her plump cheeks.

      “You saved me,” she whispered softly. “You freed me.”

      I matched that smile and held my hand down to her as my strength began to return. “Just doing what anyone would have,” I said humbly. “I mean, if they had Libritas’ help, anyway.”

      Reggie scoffed at that. “I think you’re underselling yourself too much, lad.”

      “You do, good sir,” the dryad agreed as she took my hand and squeezed it warmly.

      Hell, they were probably right. Still, I let it slide as I pulled the petite woman to her feet. “Well, you can repay us by helping us get our bearings. We’re obviously not from around--”

      The robed orc’s fanatical scream, a desperate, pitiful thing, exploded across the clearing as his heavy footsteps shook the ground behind me. I didn’t hesitate to push Petra away from me to safety and shrug off Reggie as I turned. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw what I expected: the slave master with his burning brand reared back as he ran, a murderous red light in his eyes. All that hate was focused on me, but I wouldn’t let him act on it as I brought Libritas up to defend myself.

      I didn’t have to. Petra’s cry of rage, a shrill and frightening thing, beat out her former master’s battle cry, and the orc didn’t manage another step before the grass shot up and wrapped around his ankles to trip him. Before he even hit the ground, vines burst forth to catch the bastard. They wound around his arms and legs, pulling him upward before finally hoisting him aloft and spread-eagle a good two feet off the ground. Thorns sprouted from the bindings around his weapon hand, and with a squeal of pain and a gush of blood, the orc’s iron fell from his grip, the red light sputtering out as it hit the grass below.

      “God,” Sir Thorpe gasped. “Truly amazing.” His awe at Petra’s power only lasted a moment before he leveled the Webley at the slaver’s skull. “If you keep him steady, good lady, I will put him out of his misery.”

      If we had still been back on Earth, I might have made some principled argument about law and order, but I didn’t have one, not here… and not for what this asshole had done. Still, I considered the fact that maybe we could question him, but Libritas spoke up in my mind.

      “I may have been imprisoned for some time,” she began, “but some things have not changed here in Etria. The followers of the Black Rune are fanatics, William, and they will not talk, even on threat of torture.”

      I nodded at that and glanced over at Reggie, even as vines wrapped around the orc’s screaming snout to slam it shut. “I agree that this asshole needs to be put down, Reg, but I don’t think we have dibs on that.” He blinked at me at that, but he seemed to catch on when I turned to look at Petra.

      The righteous anger in her emerald eyes mingled with painful tears as she held her hands up at the slave master, her fingers clenched like claws. The plants around her wrists and ankles danced like snakes ready to strike, and I knew exactly the right thing to do.

      “Petra?” I said to catch her attention, and the dryad’s eyes flicked over to me.

      “Yes, my savior?” Her words were tinged with rage and anguish, but most of all, there was a strange undercurrent of expectant hope.

      “This asshole hurt you, hurt you badly,” I said softly. “I know. I felt your pain when I freed you.”

      She nodded silently, her lips pulling back into a fierce grimace.

      “So, I think it is only fair and just that you do with him what you want.” I smiled a bit fiercely. “He’s all yours.”

      With that, I turned away from the bloody mess I was certain was about to happen, and Reggie joined me as realization must have sunk into the orc’s brain. He tried to scream, tried to beg, but the vines tightened around his snout. All we heard was his muffled squeals as Petra took her revenge on the bastard that had enslaved her.

      “The first blow for liberty is struck for our world, William Tyler,” Libertas whispered in my ear. “In time, we will all sing your praises for what you have started this day.”
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      As Uruk, my former master and tormentor, struggled weakly in my plants, I considered the many ways I wished to repay him for every insult, every suffering, every time he kept me from fulfilling the purpose of my clan. There were many of these wrongs to be repaid, a revenge that would take many hours to finish, but my savior and his elder did not rush me. With the small comfort that I would have time to do this properly, I whispered to my vines, and they pulled Uruk into the woods around the clearing so that I could begin my work.

      For that and so much more, I was grateful as I paid back some of my debt to the forest over those hours, feeding the soil with Uruk’s flayed corpse and slaking the plants’ thirst with spilled blood before I buried his false brand deep in the earth. Once I and the land were both satisfied, I gathered up the forest’s bounty, the first thing I could do to repay the Uplanders’ kindness and returned to them.

      As the trees parted to let me pass, I could see that I wasn’t the only one who had been hard at work. The corpses of the rest of Uruk’s minions were now stripped and piled in the far corner of the clearing, while their possessions had been sorted into neat piles. Armor, weapons, supplies were all organized with careful consideration. My eyes drifted past that to where my savior was sitting on the charred tree stump that had imprisoned the Brand of Freedom. His older companion, a man with a noble bearing, was inspecting my hero’s injuries, and that’s when I realized that his broad chest was bare, his shirt gone.

      I almost dropped what I carried in my arms as my breath hitched and my cheeks flushed. Not that I was embarrassed by seeing a man’s bare flesh, no matter the race. We dryads were attuned to the natural cycle of birth and death, after all, and sex was the source of that cycle. No, I was simply struck by how magnificent of a specimen my hero was.

      The Brand of Freedom leaned against the stump, her golden glow only seeming to highlight all of my savior’s best features. His dark blond hair was shot against his scalp, his head lowered as he leaned forward to give the older human a better view. The way his elbows were planted on his knees made his biceps bulge perfectly, while a sheen of sweat clung to every inch of the hard muscles of his torso, highlighting the swell of his pectorals and the ridged lines of his stomach. My gaze was drawn down lower by the v of those muscles, to the waistband of his pants, and a pang of hunger grew inside me.

      It was his deep, strong voice that broke me from my lustful thoughts. “Are you okay, Petra?”

      “Yes, yes,” I said quickly as I snapped my eyes up to meet his caring hazel gaze. “Or… I will be. Uruk may be gone now, but--”

      He raised a hand to cut me off. “I can only imagine what he must have done to you, and you don’t need to talk about it right now.” He quirked a smile, and I noticed a slight dimple in his stubbled cheek. “How about we start at the top? Like proper introductions. I’m…” His voice trailed off as he finally noticed what I had gathered in my arms, and what the vines under my command carried as well.

      “Is that fruit?”

      That got the old noble’s attention, and he looked up over my hero’s shoulder. “Bloody good show, my dear! Saving damsels does work up a fierce appetite, and what those savages had for rations… Appalling!” He shook his head, and his grey beard shuddered like a lion’s whiskers.

      “Indeed, my friends.” I held up the forest’s bounty, apples, sorrels, arrowfruit, and earthfruit, with a broad smile. “You have done me such a great service… This is the very least I can do for you.” As I took a step towards them, I couldn’t help but let some of my desire come into my voice. “In time, I only wish I can do even more to repay you.” With a thought, the vines under my command swayed forward to deposit the food before them.

      My savior arched an eyebrow faintly at my tone, my heart thudded, and I swore I saw heat in those hazel eyes. “You’re free now. You only have to do what you want to do, but before we get into all of that, introductions.”

      “While we eat, of course,” the elder added as he took a seat in the grass next to my hero. “We must keep up our strength, dear boy!”

      I inclined my head thankfully to them both as I too settled down in the grass, their blades softly caressing me to show their joy at my freedom. “You already know my name, brave heroes.” As I folded my hands over my chest, my palms caressed the soothing silver-and-gold rune that now adorned me. Through it, I could almost feel the power of Freedom’s Brand flow through me, warming me. “I am Petra, keeper of Treison Woods.” I sighed, trying not to sound too distressed so as not to upset my heroes. “At least, I was before Uruk came.”

      “I’m William Tyler,” my savior replied, his eyes never breaking away from me even as he picked up an apple. “Obviously, we’re not from this world, well, not exactly.” A thoughtful cast came over his face, but he seemed to brush it aside after a moment. I told myself I would ask more later. “And I guess I’m now the keeper of Libritas here.”

      The Brand pulsed briefly, and William added with a faint grin, “Sorry. We’re partners.”

      “As for myself, Ms. Petra, I am Sir Reginald Thorpe, explorer, adventurer, and gentleman,” the elder announced with a tip of an imaginary hat. “Young William here is an old friend, and so when he undertook this great adventure, I could do no less but to aid his quest here to the Land Below.”

      “The Land Below?” My leafy eyebrows quirked at the strange turn of phrase. “Ah, like we call those who come from the world above Uplanders! Our name for our world is Etria.” As I picked up a piece of earthfruit, I gestured around the clearing. “I would bid you welcome, for this was part of my duties here in the Treison, but that time has long since past.”

      As much as I tried to keep my voice even, I couldn’t help but let the grief in my heart at the state of the land creep in. Though the forest was healthy, its purpose was long since twisted from what was intended.

      “My father called this place the Forest of Welcome,” William mused between hungry bites of apple. “I’m guessing that’s why, and why there’s a broken portal arch where we landed.”

      “Fine observation, William,” Sir Thorpe added as he examined one of the oblong arrowfruits. They were the golden-skinned bounty of the bronzewood tree, and I could understand his difficulty in approaching it.

      “Crack the metal shell along the seam, good sir knight,” I said helpfully before looking back to my William. “You are, indeed, correct. In times long past, travelers came from the Upland quite often, and we Etrians did likewise. The Treison Forest was one of the conduits for those travelers to come to and fro, and my family served to guide them on their way… and to stop those that would do ill will to either world.”

      Sir Thorpe frowned at my words as he did as I bid. He managed to crack open the arrowfruit to get at its delightfully sweet flesh before nodding to the bloody corpses behind him. “I take it that these pig men were among those who wish ill will?”

      “I think that’s just the tip of the iceberg,” William said with a faint frown as he picked up Libritas and laid her across his lap. “Lib is telling me something about the Black Runes, and not just the thing that was burned in your chest, Petra. Have you heard of this?” He shrugged apologetically. “I wouldn’t ask, not after all this, but Libritas has been out of action for a while, best as she can tell.”

      I could no longer hide my shame. The earthfruit in my hands slipped from my fingers as I bent forward into the lowest bow I could, scraping my forehead against the dirt.

      “Yes, she was, all because of me and my clan. We not only failed in our sacred duty to watch the ways but the Black Runes…” I choked back a sob as I shook my head against the grass. “We couldn’t resist them.”

      I expected to be berated then, to be scolded for the failure of the dryads. It is what I deserved, what my people deserved for being unable to resist the rise of the Brands, but that isn’t what happened. After only a moment of my groveling, I felt warm, calloused hands on my shoulders, a soothing presence, before one of those hands moved along my neck, ruffling through my foliage before cradling my chin. I followed its gentle tug and sat up, my eyes trailing up to see William looking down on me with a gentle smile. His thumb wiped away one of my tears as he began to speak.

      “Come on now, stop that.” His tone was comforting, understanding, even though there was no way he could truly know the depths of this pain. “Reggie and I both saw first-hand what that bastard Uruk could do to you, ordering you around like a puppet, and Lib’s telling me that without her power, there’s no way to fight against another Brand’s mark.”

      It was the utter truth of his statement that calmed my sobs, but his warm smile certainly helped. Sir Thorpe came around my side as William squeezed my shoulder to pat gently at my back. It reminded me of my grandfather’s comforting touch from when I was a child, and I sucked in one last deep breath to quell my tears.

      “Be that as it may, my hero,” I said as I wrangled my emotions under control, “my debt is large, not only to you but to our world and to Libritas.” I closed my eyes and shook my head. “To answer your question, ‘Black Runes’ is a term that means several things.”

      “Dear lady, you don’t need to go into this if you don’t wish,” Sir Thorpe added, but he was wrong. I had to speak now, tell William what I could, because his rescue of Libritas and me had started events into motion. Time was not something I could afford to waste more of.

      “No, Sir Thorpe, I must.” I focused on William and was surprised to see that he held up the rough, brown piece of earthfruit I had dropped. With a soft smile, I took it from him. “The horrid burn in my chest, that was a Black Rune, but the Black Runes are a cabal of dark wizards and twisted monsters. They first appeared in the days of my grandmother’s youth, and over the turnings since, the Black Runes have subjugated almost all of Etria.”

      “Because they can brand people with Black Runes?” William asked as I took a delicate bite out of the starchy sweet earthfruit. “I imagine it’d be pretty easy to take over the world when you can burn mind control into them.”

      “Indeed, William.” I let out a low sigh. “The free lands shrunk every year of my life, and by the time I was of age, an army under the Runes conquered Solanna, the barony that protected the Treison and…” I gestured helplessly at where I had been branded. As if to remind me to find my faith again, my new, perfect rune flashed with light.

      “Devilish!” was Reginald’s reply before he went back to his arrowfruit. “Simply devilish,” he repeated as he savored the sweet pale flesh.

      William nodded grimly, his hand clenching around Libritas’ grip. “We need more information and a stable source of supplies,” he nodded to me, “something I think you’ll make a lot easier. Then we can figure out a real plan of attack. This feels like the tip of the iceberg.”

      “You do not know how right you are,” I said desperately. “The Runes thought their victory over Libritas absolute and contented themselves with putting its care in charge of Uruk, the least of their agents, but the breaking of my chains will alert his masters. They cannot risk Libritas being free, and they will come. Now, though… we have hope.” My eyes drifted to first to the Brand of Freedom in William’s lap, then up to look him in the eyes. “With your coming, heroes, and with Libritas… you can free us all… and I will help you. This, I swear on the seed of my clan.”
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      “Come on,” Petra urged as she waved her hand, and the trees responded, swaying out of our path without cracking or breaking. “We will make our way out of the Treison Forest and onto Kaulda.” She smiled as she turned to lead the way. “It’s only a short hike from the edge of the woods. It may be a small village, but that is to our advantage as it should have escaped the notice of the Black Runes. We can decide on a course of action safely there, I think.”

      I nodded as Reggie nudged me in the side. “Well, my boy, though our situation may be dire in many ways, you at least happened upon the best guide we could hope for in Etria.” He had one of the orc warrior’s packs over his shoulders, filled with as many useful supplies as we could salvage. He had even cleaned and properly sharpened one of the orcs’ hook swords which now hung at his side.

      “You’re absolutely right about that,” I said with a nod because Reg was right in more ways than one. Starting with the pragmatic reasons, Petra was not only a native of the region, but the dryad’s power over the strange fauna of the forest made our travel through the untamed wilderness easy. Food, as long as it was fruits and vegetables, was plentiful with her hand, and the path was swept clear for easy hiking.

      On a more personal level, well, I could certainly enjoy following the curvy dryad. The sway of her hips as she walked and the subtle, heated smiles she flashed me as she told us about the flora and fauna of Etria were entrancing. Her unearthly beauty beat out any woman I had been with back on Earth, and her seemingly total lack of body consciousness certainly helped… but there was something more to it than that.

      “You’re thinking of her resilience, William,” Libritas said softly in my head. Her strangely familiar weight now hung at my hip courtesy of an orc’s weapon belt I rigged to fit her. “Our young dryad blames herself for the failure of her people, and yet, despite that, now that we have offered her hope, she has sprung back, ready to fight for her world. It is a noble trait.”

      “Just like nature itself,” I agreed out loud. Lib was right, I admired that inner strength… and seeing just how strong Petra was inside, it made me even more determined to do what I could about the Black Runes. If they were powerful enough to bind her spirit, their insidious reach could be anywhere and everywhere.

      My words had been loud enough to get Petra’s attention, and she looked back at me over her shoulder curiously.

      “I was admiring the view,” I told her as I adjusted the strap of my own purloined pack. I had my own share of supplies, as well as a fair amount of what had to be the local currency. That consisted of roughly minted octagonal copper pieces.

      “I’m glad to hear that.” The dryad’s green eyes flashed at my bit of double entendre, and I was sure I caught a bit of red in her brown cheeks. “While your first steps here in Etria have been fraught with peril, there is much to love in our world… if one can look past what the Runes have done to it.”

      “Speaking of this world,” Reggie cut in with a raised finger, “I still have many questions for you, Ms. Petra.” He picked up his pace to come up alongside her as she shaped a cotton-candy colored bush from our path. “For example, why is it that we understand you? You surely have your own languages here, yes?”

      “I really don’t know,” she mused. “Every Uplander who has ever come to Etria seems able to speak all our languages.” Her leafy hair rippled as she shrugged. “Perhaps the portals have some special magic to them?”

      That only seemed to incite Sir Thorpe’s curiosity, and I smiled as the old explorer asked Petra all sorts of little questions about what she knew on the subject. With him occupied with the academics of the situation, I kept my eyes peeled for any more danger. After all, Petra seemed certain that more of the Black Rune’s cronies would be coming, and while she was leading us to civilization, there was no guarantee that it would be much safer. It’s not like their agents couldn’t hide in plain sight. It was certainly possible to hide one of their twisted brands under clothing, after all.

      “That, dear William, you need not fear as long as I am at hand,” Libritas purred in my ear. “My power may be diminished from my long sleep, but I can sense the marks left behind by my dark cousins… at least within proximity.”

      Her words got me to thinking that I could best use my time during this relative calm to try to find out more of what was going on here. Not with the Black Runes, I had heard and seen enough to know that they had to go down, or with Petra, though I did want to learn everything I could about the dryad whose heart I had touched. No, this was a chance to talk to the weapon I carried at my side. From what I had gathered, she had been around since the beginning of all this… and more importantly, she had to have known Dad.

      “Lib, I’ve taken a lot on faith up until now,” I sent to her, “and that’s served me well so far, but before we have, I don’t know, a dragon or a chimera or something trying to kill us again, I need to know what all is going on here.” The whole mental communication thing was getting easier now, and it didn’t take any more concentration than actual speech… maybe less with how fast it went.

      “I will gladly tell you everything I know,” the brand said solemnly. “Still, I have to preface my words to remind you that I have been trapped for, as best as I can tell, for thirty cycles… years by your reckoning… or more.” She pulsed in what I could only call an apologetic way against my thigh.

      “Thirty years? Sorry, but that just doesn’t add up.” Dad obviously knew Libritas, and she knew him, but I wasn’t even thirty yet, not to mention that Dad took at least three ‘sabbaticals’ during my lifetime.

      “Ah, yes, I sense the problem, William.” Now, the brand’s sultry voice took on an almost professorial tone, much like Reggie had right now as he asked Petra about what she called earthfruit, something that seemed an awful lot like a sweet potato to me. “Our worlds, Earth and Etria, exist in the same place in space but are dimensionally out of synch. It creates certain strange ripples and warps in time between us. It is much like the waves in a pond caused by two thrown pebbles. The ripples stretch, distort, and intercept in odd places.”

      I let that idea roll around in my head. Libritas’ words were poetic, but it still made some real sense. If the temporal connection between the two worlds were something like a waveform, it would have moments when the two timelines were one for one, but other times when an hour on Earth could be a year here and vice versa. Then that made me think about our own rough transportation to Etria, and what kind of effect that distortion of time and space could have on someone.

      Were all of Dad’s trips between the worlds the reason he wasn’t… all there in the end? Why he couldn’t clearly recount what happened here?

      “How many times did Dad come here that you know of?” Maybe I should have let my past on Earth lie. Sir Thorpe and I weren’t going back even if we found another working portal, that much I was already certain of. Still, I had to know more about my father, to put him to rest in my heart.

      “Richard wielded me six times over the years, his father four times before that, and so on,” Lib mused, the nostalgia plain in her tone, and the Brand warmed just a little as she continued. “It seemed as though every time the Black Runes would spread their foul mark on the land, an Uplander of your blood would come to us to take me up once more and quell the threat…” Her mental voice trailed off as that warmth cooled.

      “Until thirty years… cycles ago, when we stopped coming.” I didn’t say it as a question because it wasn’t one. It was obvious. “Why did Dad take me away from here? Why didn’t he stay here, raise me to take his place?”

      I thought I already knew the answer, at least to some degree, but I had to know. It would help me make sense of it all, I was certain.

      “He intended to… at first.” Sadness mixed with regret tinged the brand’s beautiful voice as she sighed, her physical form vibrating as she did so. “But your mother… she died while giving birth to you. It was so… mundane. No great battle, no assassin in the night, she simply expired from complications that the midwife could not foresee. Richard was heartbroken, especially burdened with the knowledge that if Laurelin had given birth in one of your Earth hospitals, she would have lived.”

      I couldn’t imagine my father’s pain, but I felt a little swell of pride in him as well. “But Dad kept coming back, didn’t he?” I grinned a bit. “And he tried to prepare me as best he could to take up his mantle.”

      “Indeed, William.” Libritas’ warmth returned as she pulsed in her sheath. “For while Etria held great grief for your father, he knew his duty and would never shirk it.” She let out a solemn sigh. “For his many sacrifices, we shall honor him and make things right in Etria once more.”

      The rainbow forest was starting to thin now, and Petra had to shape fewer trees out of our way to make progress. I wasn’t entirely sure what kind of day and night cycle Etria had, but the twin suns were starting to drift as one toward the far horizon after these few hours of hiking. Still, if the dryad was right, we should reach Kaulda before suns-down.

      “You’ve mentioned the other Brands a few times,” I sent to Lib, even as my ears began to pick up on the sounds of nature that had been closed off from us deeper in the forest. Alien birdsongs mingled with what sounded like high-pitched crickets chirping, and while it was all foreign to me, it was also comforting to feel like nature was still, you know, natural. I shook my head to refocus on my questions. “What are they? I mean, they’re something like you, I’m sure, but there’s got to be more to it.”

      Petra glanced back at me then with a smile and a curious look. I noticed then that her lips were the darkest shade of green, hard to see against her bark brown skin, but the soft splash of color made them all the more inviting. As I returned that smile, I patted the hilt of Libritas as some means of explanation of what I was doing.

      “Dryads are a very… primal race,” Lib noted, almost sounding amused. “My rune upon her will only amplify those aspects, as it strengthens the elemental nature of all it touches. My power is Freedom in all ways, you see. Freedom of mind, freedom of body, the freedom to be the best one can be… and certain freedoms from inhibitions.”

      I blinked at that, a bit confused but not at all disappointed. “Not exactly the answer to my questions, but duly noted.”

      “I figured I should get that out of the way now, seeing how you and Petra are looking at each other.” Libritas laughed happily, an almost musical sound in my ear. “I think you would be perfect for each other… but on to more serious business, yes?”

      “Thanks for the endorsement, but yeah,” I sent back, unable to avoid a chuckle of my own. Even with his general wonderment at our new world, Reggie still noticed that and gave me a curious look of his own. I dismissed it with an ‘I’ll tell you later’ wave before the brand began her explanation.

      It was kind of like being that one guy with the Bluetooth headset out in public with the critical business call on the line. I couldn’t afford to break it off, but I still felt like I was being just a little bit rude.

      “I cannot tell you who created us, for yes, the corrupted Brands the Black Runes wield are my former brothers and sisters.” There was wavering in Lib’s voice as if to even think of them hurt her in some elemental way. “Perhaps it was some ancient runesmith or some long-forgotten demigod, but whatever our forger, they created each of us to embody a single virtue or principle, be it great or small.”

      “Like you’re the Brand of Freedom, right?” I nodded. “I can get that… but, maybe it’s odd for me to ask, but where I’m from, branding irons aren’t really a representation of anything save for slavery and ownership.”

      Libritas giggled at that, almost girlishly. “Your father asked me that very same question, but I think you already know part of the answer after seeing my power at work. My rune empowers, it does not enslave, and such as it was for the pure Brands before their corruption. Their runes brought their virtues and principles, causing only the best traits to bloom in the people of Etria.”

      “And this is where the Black Runes come in, I’m guessing?”

      “Indeed, Will.” At that moment, Libritas sounded… tired and as ancient as her mystical steel form was. “Even in a world where one could live to their highest virtues, there are always those that want to be in control, that want all things to be theirs. As to how the Runes corrupted the first of us, I do not know… but even my power has proven insufficient to purify my brothers and sisters.”

      Strength returned to her tone as she continued, “Still, even once the Black Runes began their machinations, Etria stood strong against them for thousands of cycles, aided by the remaining pure Brands, the good people here, and brave Uplanders such as your family. Our power has always been stronger when wielded by those from your world… maybe we were actually crafted by Uplanders--”

      “And that’s why the Runes started shutting down the portals!” I couldn’t contain myself, that revelation came out of my lips as well as through my link to Lib. “If they could keep people like me from getting back here, they would get a big edge on corrupting the last of you and, well, taking over the world.”

      Sir Thorpe and Petra both stopped at my eureka moment, Reggie with a look of confusion and Petra with a more understanding tilt of her head. “I don’t know what all you were talking with Libritas about, but what you say makes sense,” the dryad said as she tapped her chin with a vine. “My mother always told me that our duty was so important because you Uplanders were important, after all, so you must be a threat to the Black Runes.”

      “Then why, pray tell, did Professor Tyler wish us to close the portal from Earth?” Reggie asked as he put his hands on his hips. “If we’re so bloody important, we could have found a way back to get more of us, right?”

      Libritas didn’t need to answer this one for me, because I already had it figured out. “Because the reason we’re so important, Reg, is because we can make Brands like Lib here,” I patted her grip affectionately, “more powerful… and there’s only one good one left. If the Black Runes could recruit… or enslave… people from Earth, they’d only grow stronger. It’s probably why he didn’t want you to come with me either.”

      Reggie snorted a bit at that, but he did grow just a bit paler at the implication. “Perhaps, but fear not, my boy. No monster will burn one of those horrible brands into my flesh!” He thumped his thin chest, adjusted his gun belt, and turned back to the trail.

      “Of course, good sir knight,” Petra soothed as she patted him on the shoulder. “We’ll make sure that won’t happen.”

      I flashed the dryad a smile at that as we kept moving. “So, Lib, the big question is how do we stop the Runes ultimately?” I sent, keeping my expression pleasant despite the rather grim situation. “If they have all the other Brands, and I am a bit scared to ask how many there are, they can pump out mindfucked slaves at a pretty scary rate.”

      “I don’t know, not for certain,” she admitted, “but the Runes are assured of their own victory.” There was an infectious confidence in her tone now. “What do you think would happen to a cabal of power-hungry sorcerers with corrupted Brands when there is no more good folk to steal power from?”

      A broad grin came to my lips. “They’ll start fighting each other… and that we can take advantage of, once we get a foothold.” Yeah, there were so many variables left to deal with that it wasn’t funny, but still… it was a way to beat them, and that was enough for me to start with.

      The next half-hour or so went by in companionable silence. As we walked, the rays of what I guessed were the afternoon suns turned the sky a pale green in defiance of everything I knew about physics. Finally, we broke through the edge of the Treison Forest and out onto the rolling plains that surrounded it.

      In what was something of a running theme for the day, my eyes widened in wonder at what we saw there, Reggie gasping beside me. Low hills spread out before us like ocean waves, a comparison made all the easier by the tall, sea-blue grass that carpeted the ground. Even the hilltops were made to resemble cresting waves by fluffy white tufts that grew from the tallest of the grasses.

      As beautiful as that was, the grass wasn’t what really grabbed my attention, though. Instead, my gaze was drawn to the clear crystalline shards that jutted out of the grass across the plains. Some were small chunks that barely peeked out of the dirt while others rose up as tall as trees, catching the rays of the twin suns and turning them into rainbow radiance.

      “Sola crystals,” Petra whispered softly, a smile on her lips. “Solanna is named for them, though I have heard travelers say that they exist in some other far reaches of Etria.”

      “Truly astonishing, Ms. Petra,” Reggie gasped as he tried to regain his composure. Every time the suns shifted, a new dazzling light show played out for us, but I also noticed something else. With each pass of the suns, the Sola growths seemed to take on a faint internal glow all their own.

      “Are they… glowing?” I asked the dryad as I shielded my eyes from the suns so I could get a better look. “It’s almost like they are absorbing some of the sunlight even as they reflect and refract the rest.”

      It was no surprise to me that Petra’s leaf hair, as well as the vines that grew around her wrists and ankles, seemed to grow greener and lusher as she spread her arms out to the solar display before us. She nodded slowly and turned her head towards me, her eyes bright as she smiled.

      “Yes, my savior,” she answered, her voice still a soft whisper of delight. “The Solas retain the suns’ power for a time, and that makes the plains and the surrounding forests a lush paradise. I even understand that some of the other races use fragments of Sola as weapons of a sort.”

      I filed that away for later, and I was about to ask another question when I caught a glimpse of something else through the sparkling crystals. The sight sent a shiver up my spine as I squinted my eyes to get a better look… but there was no denying what I was seeing.

      Sir Thorpe caught on to my unease in a flash. “What is it, my boy?”

      “Smoke,” I growled as I pointed at the billows of black that blew up over a hill not more than a mile and a half away. “A lot of it.”

      Petra let out a gasp at that. “Kaulda! That’s Kaulda burning!”

      “Then we better get moving.” I drew Libritas as I strode forward. “I don’t know what’s wrong, but whatever it is, we’re going to deal with it.”
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      The majesty of the Sola-filled plains was forgotten as we rushed across the fields. Though Petra seemed to have almost limitless endurance, barely breathing hard as we ran over the rolling hills, Reggie, for all his will, just wasn’t a young man anymore. Kaulda had to be at least a mile or two out, and he just wasn’t going to make it. Was all this rushing just a waste of energy? It was most likely that whatever danger had overtaken the village would be gone before we arrived.

      And that’s when I had an idea.

      “Hold up, everybody,” I called out as we crested a rise. They both did so, Petra still bouncing on her feet lightly as Sir Thorpe took a moment to catch his breath as subtly as possible. “Petra, I’ve seen you spring up grasses, trees, vines, all that sort of thing, and animate them.”

      “Well, yes,” she replied with an arched eyebrow. “Why do you ask?”

      “Can you make them move past their roots? And if you can, how fast?”

      It wasn’t a series of questions I never thought I’d ask. I mean, back on Earth, the idea of commanding plants to do anything was insane, but so far today, I’d gone through a magic portal to an alien world with two suns and a rainbow forest to punch out orcs, then bonded with a talking branding iron and a plant girl. I had to think outside the box and, as corny as it sounded, embrace the magic of Etria.

      “I can, yes,” the dryad admitted hesitantly, “but…” She frowned a bit. “It’s just that if I understand your intentions, I don’t know if I could ferry all of us with any speed.”

      “Pish posh, my dear,” Reggie got out through a heaving intake of breath. “You bound me up with grass. Grass, I say! Far weaker than any of those bulletproof trees of yours! Certainly, you can do this.”

      “But that was in the forest, Sir Thorpe.” Petra’s brow knit as her frown deepened, and I could read the lack of self-confidence come off her in waves. “The plants here in the plains are smaller, weaker, and my connection to them is tenuous at best…”

      “She can do this,” Libritas pulsed in my mind then. “You felt it, William. She is stronger than she knows, and my rune has unlocked her potential, freed her from her limits. She just needs you to bring that power forth.”

      I nodded at that, and even as Petra sputtered out another excuse to mask her self-doubt, I simply walked up to her and put my hands on her shoulders. Her green lips pressed shut as she started from the sudden touch, but before I could even say a word, the dryad started to relax in my hands.

      “Stop, Petra,” I said firmly as I locked eyes with her. “You’re not a slave anymore, and you don’t have some corrupt scar on your chest holding you down.” Petra’s cheeks flushed, green mixing with her chestnut skin, and she tried to dart her gaze away, but my next words made her freeze. “You said you’d help us, on your clan’s seed.”

      The grass around our feet grew and rustled as Petra trembled, her fists clenching as she spoke. “I can’t. My mother could have, my grandmother, but I’m--”

      “Perfect,” I finished for her. “Powerful and, most importantly, freed.” I moved my right hand from her shoulder, trailing down to her chest, her skin perfectly smooth under my touch. Just touching her like this sent sparks up my spine, and that sensation only increased as I stopped on her glowing brand. “Freedom is striving for what you want, for being more than you were, and while I’ve only known you for a short time, I know you want to help those people.”

      “Indeed,” Reggie chimed in. “You can do this, Petra!”

      The dryad found the strength of self to turn her eyes back up to me, and even though her lips were trembling, I could see the resolve building inside of her. Was that self-doubt gone, that part of her that got stomped on by years of captivity? Probably not, but at this moment, Petra had forced it down and let her strength come to the fore.

      I smiled and nodded at that. “You ready to do this?” I asked.

      “Stand back and see,” Petra growled as she closed her eyes, and as she did so, the gold-and-silver spiral beneath my fingers surged with light along with Libritas in her sheath. The brands pulsed in harmony, and I thought it wise to do as the dryad asked.

      I stepped back not a moment too soon as the dryad spread her arms wide, splaying out her fingers as the vines wound around her wrists danced. The grass around her feet rose up and twisted around her, winding up her legs and her body. As Petra became engulfed by the vegetation, the earth beneath our feet shuddered and churned. Hidden stones cracked as the gold-and-silver light of the rune in the dryad’s chest spilled through it all, and then a moment later, a bronzewood tree erupted from the rumbling dirt and rock.

      This wasn’t a mere sapling like Petra summoned before, but a fully-grown tree, a good twenty feet tall with broad, thick branches. The lower ones were bare and twisted almost like arms, while the exposed roots of the tree twisted together into ropy tendrils. Those tendrils grew and grasped, finding purchase in the torn-apart earth to uproot itself fully.

      Sir Thorpe let out a low whistle. “Marvelous! Beyond my wildest expectations!”

      But that wasn’t what I was focused on, no matter how amazing the mighty tree before us was. My eyes were on the twisting whirlwind of plant life that still raged around Petra. With a final pulse of golden light, the air still for a fraction of a moment before a sudden crack echoed through the air as the vegetation snapped taut around the dryad’s form. As she took a confident step forward under the canopy of her tree, the greenery around her wove together and settled into what I could only describe as plant armor. The leaves and vines conformed to her curvy form, while wood and roots add real protection to her vital spots. Through it all cut the light of her rune, still prominent in the center of her chest.

      As that light settled into a soft glow, Petra’s eyes widened as she looked first up at the tree, then down at herself in awe. “I… I really did it! Just like Mother did…” Her voice trailed off as she stared at her hands, her face hardening as she lost herself in the past for a moment. She clenched her hands into fists and looked up at me, steel in those shining emerald eyes. “Thank you, William.”

      I smiled as I took a tentative step toward the walking tree. “You can thank me after we save that village.”

      Petra nodded at that and stretched an arm out toward the animated tree. With the creaking of wood and screech of bending metal, the towering bronzewood swept all three of us up in its branches and surged toward Kaulda. Its tentacle-like roots reached and pulled, carrying it forward with surprising speed, and it only moved faster and faster as more roots grew. Even the grass of the plains seemed to push and pull us along, and the Sola crystals acted as sparkling witnesses as we flew by, making remarkable time over the hills and vales.

      “I must say,” Reggie cheered from his perch among the branches, “this may just be my favorite way to travel yet!”

      Petra smiled proudly at his praise, but I had my eye on Kaulda ahead as I drew Lib from her sheath. I had a bad feeling about what was ahead, and it wasn’t just because of the danger that was obviously ahead. It was just too coincidental that the nearest village to where Libritas was imprisoned just happen to fall to trouble so soon after our arrival. That bad feeling was confirmed as we crested a hill a few minutes later, and I got my first clear view of the village, a view that made us all stare in horror.

      Under more pleasant circumstances, Kaulda would have been a beautiful place. It occupied a quaint valley in the rolling plains, definitely a farming town with fields of some blue-green grain like the otherworldly cousin of corn and wheat beyond it to the north. As for the village itself, there were no more than twenty structures. The assortment of one and two-story buildings was similar in architecture to those of medieval Europe, but with ornamentation that had a distinctly Far Eastern vibe. However, the exotic colors of the wood and thatching told me that the materials were certainly culled from the nearby Treison woods.

      Now, though, much of the right side of Kaulda was engulfed in flames. The strange wood gave the fire’s glow a sickly rainbow of colors, and the stench of the smoke assaulted my nose. Men and women both human and notably inhuman fled screaming towards the safer side of the village, and a good two dozen bodies were scattered among the wide streets, blood of various hues staining the trodden grass. Their attackers were short, spindly-limbed humanoids with shiny, dark skin and four arms. There was a baker’s dozen of them at least, and their armor and weapons disparate. Judging by how chaotic their attack was, I couldn’t tell if they had a leader among them. Their purpose was even vaguer, as the raiders only seemed to be attacking the villagers unfortunate enough to be caught in their path as the buildings burned.

      “Mindless barbarism!” Reggie growled as he drew his revolver. Petra said nothing, though the way the tree under us quivered in time with her, I could tell her rage was only barely constrained.

      “Let’s go get ‘em,” I said with a grim nod.

      As the tree surged forward down the hill toward Kaulda, Libritas whispered in my mind. “There. On the far hill.” I looked up to where she nudged my gaze. “One of my brothers is there.”

      I had to squint to see what she referred to as the figures atop the far hill were already leaving the scene of the crime. Still, I could make out one of those multi-limbed creatures shrouded in black robes like Uruk’s, attended to by a definitely female figure. From the glint of metal, she was definitely armored, but I could make out both two sharply angled horns sprouting from her head and a scaly tail lashing behind her. Most telling though was a curling wisp of flame that drifted off of her as they walked over the crest of the hill.

      “We’ll deal with them later,” I sent back to Libritas. “For now, we have lives to save.” It kind of amazed me how easily that thought came to me. It was almost like second nature for me to want to jump into danger and defend innocent people.

      “Some heroes are born, not bred,” was the Brand’s reply to that last thought, and after that, I didn’t have time to think about it as Petra’s tree servant rushed around the perimeter of the village and into the largest cluster of astonished raiders.

      Apparently, Reggie and I weren’t the only ones to be surprised by a giant moving tree. The three bandits on the fringes of the village that had been stoking the fires of the largest building in town, a granary by my best guess, turned in collective shock at the rumble of the tree’s root-tentacles on the earth. Now that we were closer, I could see that their shiny skin wasn’t skin at all. It was a hard carapace, and the shining eyes in their heads were compound bug eyes, their mouths clicking mandibles.

      “Bugs,” Reggie sniffed. “It had to be bugs!” The intrepid explorer loved many things, but if there was one thing he hated, it was insects… but there was no time to shoot him a reply as we crashed into them.

      The bug-men didn’t stand a chance. Petra let out a roar of fury as the roots of her tree flooded over them. The bronzewood trunk, as stout as any steel, slammed into one, shattering its carapace and spraying green ichor everywhere while two of its branches lashed out to beat down the others. With an eye deeper into the village where I still heard cries of anguish, I leapt down from my perch.

      “Petra, you keep clearing them out as deep as your tree can go,” I shouted as I hit the ground running. “Reg, see if you can do something about the fires!”

      The sickening sound of tearing shell and flesh ripped through the air as Petra directed her tree to rip one of the bandits in half. Her flashing eyes swung to me, and she nodded. “I will not let any of them escape, my savior!”

      “And I’ll figure something, my boy,” Reggie added. “Do what you can for the villagers!”

      I gave my friends a quick nod before focusing on the source of those screams. I left the granary in the dust behind me and beat feet toward the center of Kaulda. The smoke was cloying, a barrage of irritating and exotic scents as the dozen types of alien woods all burned around me, and it certainly didn’t do my watering eyes any favors in finding either bandit or innocent.

      “So, what are these things, Lib?” I sent as I rushed past a cottage that was already collapsed into smoking ash.

      “Ettercaps,” she came back immediately. “Spider creatures. Their bite is venomous, but their true danger is their sophisticated trap-making. Why they would leave their caves to assault this village, well, I can only blame the Runes.”

      As I grunted my assent, I barreled through a cloud of smoke and ash, into a pocket of clean air, and exactly where I wanted to be: the source of the cries. A pair of the ettercaps, each with a pair of what I recognized to be catch poles, had cornered what looked to be two young girls. One, a young cat-eared girl dressed in a mud-stained dress, shielded her larger friend, an orc-girl if I was guessing right, as they huddled against a side of what had to be a stable. The kitten-girl’s hair was the color of cinnamon that matched the fur on her ears and tail, while the orc-girl’s ruddy skin didn’t quite match her raven-black hair. Speaking of that cat tail, it lashed in fear as the girl’s large, golden eyes trembled, focused on the two unconscious villagers, one human and the other with long, sharply pointed ears, the ettercaps had noosed in their poles.

      The sight of those captives told me more than I wanted as to what at least one of the raiders’ goals was, and Libritas and I growled low in unison.

      “Come quietly, you two,” the one on the right said, his voice a rasping whisper. “Better not to be hurt, yes?”

      The left one took a threatening step forward. “We may not have found what we came for, but we will take what we can, so it’s best to comply and save your life.”

      As I took a few stealthy steps towards the bandits, the girls flattened against the wall, eyes desperately searching for salvation. They landed right on me, and I could see the urge to cry out for help… but I managed to get a finger to my lips before either of them could.

      The kitten-girl had guts in spades, it seemed because she both held in her scream and nudged her friend to do the same, even as her eyes watered in terror. Fortunately for her, the source of their fear was about to go away. The ettercaps didn’t pay any mind of where the kitten-girl was staring, content that she seemed to be completely frozen and thus easy prey. Lib’s runic tip glowed dangerously as I measured a strike on the first raider’s backside.

      The girl finally let out that scream when I rammed Libritas dead on into the center of the ettercap’s back. The spider-man’s own roar of pain mingled with her scream as the super-heated brand melted right through his carapace and down into the flesh below. More of that green ichor spurted out of the wound as I followed all the way through, the Brand of Freedom bursting right through from the bug’s torso and out through his chest.

      All six limbs flailed madly as the ettercap died, but his friend’s reflexes were amazing. Before I could even tear Lib free from the dead one, the bandit had dropped his one ‘filled’ catch pole in his bottom pair of arms as he lashed out with the other. He was clearly well trained with his slaver’s weapon, and he brought it up and towards my head and neck with startling speed.

      I threw up my free hand to try to catch the pole, and I managed to get hold of it after the rope loop slipped around my head but thankfully before it got around my neck. Still, the bandit had the presence of mind to take what advantage he could, twisting and pulling on the pole’s mechanism to tighten the loop right under my nose.

      The rough hemp burned as it dug into my skin and tore at my nose, but I gritted my teeth and kept a grip on Libritas as the spider-man yanked me towards him. Though he was maybe five feet tall tops with thin limbs, the bandit now had four arms and a lot of leverage to control my movements by the head. I stumbled as the asshole twisted my head this way and that, doing his best to make it hard to both see him and bring my brand around to end him. Raspy chuckles came from his mandibles as he made the critical mistake of thinking he had me in his power.

      As I spun Lib in my hand to bring her lethal head back around on my new foe, the ettercap yanked up once again before I could aim a thrust… but then I caught the pitter-patter of little feet, a very feline hiss, and then the crunch of carapace. The bandit let out a chittering yowl as his grip slackened on the pole, and I twisted my eyes back around to catch sight of the cause of his distress.

      The kitten-girl was firmly latched onto his shin, her arms and legs wrapped around the limb as her tiny fangs were sunk in as deep as they could. Though her furious biting clearly wasn’t causing any real damage, the shock and pain had been just enough to make the ettercap let go of his pole with two of his arms to try to dislodge the brave villager.

      Before the bastard could touch one hair on her head, I pulled the catch pole forward with my free hand hard. Now only did I pull the pole out of his hands, I yanked him forward as well. As he stumbled toward me, I thrust Libritas right into his gut.

      There was a horrible, squelching hiss as her power melted right through his shell. With another hard push, the brand burned through, deeper, and then the resistance ended as she erupted through the back of the monster. More green blood poured out of the wound as the ettercap fell against me, and the gore washed over my weapon arm.

      Yeah, that wasn’t going to come out anytime soon. I grunted and shoved the bandit off my Brand and me before struggling to get the catch pole off my head. That turned out to be a bit easier when the kitten-girl, tears now streaming down her face as she tried what I figured had to be the taste of spider-man out of her mouth, fumbled with the levers on the pole. With only a few moments, I had the thing off my head, only leaving behind a painful case of rope burn on my cheeks and under my nose.

      That was when the orc-girl finally pushed back her fear, and she ran over to her friend’s side. As I got my bearings, the kitten-girl looked up at me with trembling eyes as she and the orc hugged.

      “Thank you, thank you, mister!” she mewed. “There was fire and screaming, and some of them came after my father, so we tried to hide, and they found me and--”

      I raised my hand so I could get a word edgewise between her panicked rambling. I focused in on the one clear thing the girl had said. “It will be okay now, little ones.” I pushed myself up to my full height and cracked my neck. “You just help the adults, and my friends and I will take care of the rest.”

      The kitten-girl stared at me with wide eyes, sniffled once to try to push down her tears to only some success, and nodded. “I-I’ll try!” Her friend mimed that nod as she still shook with fear.

      “You’ll do great,” I soothed. “Just like you did great with that monster.”

      The girl swallowed hard, thumped her tiny furry fist into her chest in salute, then scrambled to help her fellow villagers, dragging the orc-girl along by a hand.

      With that settled, I slung the gore off my brand and turned on my heel, toward the now-familiar sounds of ettercaps in the distance. No doubt Petra was tearing into the next batch of them, and I didn’t want her to have all the fun.
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      “They will all die, Weaver,” my draconian slave began. Her face was a mask of calm. “Can you afford such losses with the return of the Uplanders? Especially when we were to take our entire army to the Treison in support of the orc?”

      I only had to swivel one of my multi-faceted eyes, so much sharper than what the softskins used to see with, to glare at my slave. Her name was Shikun, though I preferred to call her anything but. If I used her name too much, she would gain false worth and be… disobedient.

      By the lesser races’ viewpoint, she would be regarded as exotic, beautiful, a perfect specimen to rut with, but to an ettercap’s tastes, she was hideous. Her skin was pale and smooth along her delicate face, down her exposed throat to her ridiculous breasts, a mammalian affront to all that was good in this world, and down her muscular abdomen before feathering into the spiky scales all draconians had, hers being a ruddy red that displeased me. A proper female was large, bulbous, with a lustrous black shell and none of those hideous bones the softskins had.

      In fact, the only things I could find the least attractive were the wicked claws on her fingers and toes and the blazing fire inside her. Shikun was my premiere weapon of war that gained me my title as Weaver of my tribe. No ettercap challenged my dominance any longer. One look at the tangled web of my Brand burned into her right hip was all the reminder the other ettercaps needed of my control over my draconian. If they crossed me, her dragon-fire would consume them, just as it was currently consuming a third of Kaulda.

      She was still staring at me, expecting me to answer her foolish question, so I decided, in my great generosity, to answer her.

      “You speak of matters of which you are ignorant, ugly girl,” I rasped back as I kept my steady pace back to Tanglethread, my fortress below the western hills. “Still, as my mistress of war, I had best educate you. I may have to rely on your power in the days ahead.”

      The slave’s dragon tail lashed at that, and her powerful frame stiffened, but she knew better than to talk back or to fall behind. As she kept pace beside me, her face remained a mockery of stillness, but I knew better. I could see the flash of fury in her golden reptilian eyes.

      I let out a clacking laugh at her discomfort. “The other Black Runes might have wanted me to rush to that idiot Uruk’s aid, but to do so would be a fool’s errand. I thought the very idea of appointing him to defend the Brand of Freedom, dryad or not, was foolish, to begin with.”

      My four arms waved dismissively as I continued, “We all sensed Libritas’ escape, and if she is free, the Uplanders would have dealt with Uruk with ease.” I raised a shining black finger of my upper right arm. “That also means that the dryad is free as well. To go into the Treison, the seat of her clan’s power, would be suicide. The entire forest would try to kill us.”

      Shikun grunted, her disappointment that I hadn’t been so foolish plain. Oh, how she yearned for freedom… freedom she would never have. I would kill her myself before I let Libritas have her. “So, you attack Kaulda for no reason then, with only a few of your spiders? And we leave them before they finish so as to doom them? I fail to see your immense wisdom.”

      “Shall I punish her, Weaver?” the sibilant hiss of my Brand asked in my mind from his place at my side. Karthas was always eager to punish, eager to create… discipline in my slaves. Of that, we were of a like mind, but that would have to wait.

      “No,” I sent back as I focused my full gaze on the draconian. Softskins always found such close attention from my kind unsettling, and even Shikun did after so many years in my tender webs.

      “We will have a… session later, to still your questioning tongue,” I scolded her aloud, “but let us continue your education for the moment.”

      Her steely demeanor cracked, and she visibly shuddered as one hand reached behind her back to the twisted nubs where I had removed her wings when she was but a girl-child. Satisfied with Shikun’s response, my mandibles settled into a smile, yet another thing that seemed to frighten the weak-willed softskins.

      “These Uplanders have freed the Brand of Freedom and used her power, so they must be self-described ‘heroes’ of some sort,” I rasped. “They will see the fires and rush to Kaulda’s aid, of course. If my tribesmen kill them, perfect, but you are right. They will almost certainly die, but they are but a small number of my weakest warriors.”

      My mandibles clacked in eagerness as I pulled my cloak tighter around my thorax. “Our Uplanders will kill them, save their precious little village, and then the people of Kaulda will cry and mew and tell tales of the vicious Weaver of Tanglethread. And if none of that brings them running, I know that Libritas sensed us before we left. She will urge her new wielder to hunt down one of her brothers, to start some inane quest to kill the Black Runes.”

      Shikun’s eyes widened, a motion that made her horns rise up on her forehead. “They will follow us, right into the bulk of your army. If they live through that, then they still have to navigate all the traps and treachery of the hollows of Tanglethread.”

      I hiss-laughed as my lower left arm caressed the pearly handle of Karthas, the Brand practically purring from my touch. “Perhaps some of my… lessons have rubbed off on your softskin brain, Shikun. The fool ‘heroes’ will walk directly into my web, my personal domain where I am only a step under a god.”

      Though I usually prided myself on my utter self-control, I couldn’t help myself as the humor of the situation struck me. My hissing laugh turned into a clattering cackle as my carapace shook with my joy at what was to come. My slave’s pale skin turned greenish, a mark of distress on a weak being like her, but it did make her more attractive in my eyes.

      “I will bind them, break them, and then with Karthas, we will teach them a proper lesson in obedience,” I clacked in excitement between chuckles. “It will be glorious, and my brother and sister Runes will be forced to grovel at my feet once I twist Libritas to our glory.” My mandibles shuddered in anticipation. “What do you think it would be like, girl, to have the power of not just one Brand, but two? What do you think Freedom will become once she is corrupted?”

      A low rumbling growl built in the draconian’s throat, and I knew that if I hadn’t already broken and chained her, she would have tried to burn me into ash with her dragon-fire. Even so, my brand scarred into her scales glowed menacingly at her rebellious thoughts, and that growl turned into a low hiss of pain. To her credit, she had learned her lessons well enough to keep walking despite the agony her disobedience brought.

      I was a very good teacher, and I had taught many in my hundreds of cycles on Etria. And soon, so very soon, I would have new students to instruct and then… then I would pay a visit to the rest of the Black Runes and spread my web across the rest of Etria.
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      It didn’t take long for Petra and me to wipe out the last of the ettercap raiders. Not that they made it easy for us. Lib was right about their cunning, once they realized they had become the hunted, the spider-men found any dark corner to hide in, even showing an ability to climb up walls and cling to ceilings just like their smaller counterparts. In the end, though, all their best efforts simply made it take longer for us to root them out of Kaulda.

      As for Reggie, he handled the fires by doing what he did best: using that British air of authority to calm and organize the panicking villagers. Kaulda had a staggering five wells dug throughout the village, so once Sir Thorpe managed to get a few clusters of villagers to work, the fires got under control by a barrage of bucket brigades. Unfortunately, while our efforts minimized the damage and saved dozens of lives, we still had a tragedy on our hands. At least twenty Kauldans were dead, more injured, and a quarter of the buildings burnt beyond use.

      Still, for all that loss, I had to smile at what I saw before me in the town square. The kitten-girl I had saved was playing with a few of her friends, including the orc-girl from earlier, safe, sound, and happy. It was a symbol of lives saved, and more than that, it filled me with a strange hope to see that the pig-people could be just as good as any other folk in this strange new world. That wasn’t all, while many were grieving, there were just as many people helping the others, handing out food, water, and just warm embraces to their fellows. I could feel the strength here, and that ember of hope in my chest grew hotter.

      A warm, soft hand on my shoulder snapped me out of my thoughts. I turned my head to see Petra there, a thankful smile on her face as she looked up at me. Her green eyes glinted in the last rays of the twin suns, and the leaf-and-wood armor she had summoned had shifted into something more like an elegant gown of greenery, the cut of the bodice sweeping low to show both her shining rune and a generous amount of cleavage.

      “Hey, Petra,” I said with a smile. “Great work with those bandits. A lot of these people owe you their lives.”

      “I would say they owe you more than me,” the dryad replied as a dusting of green came to her cheeks. “If you hadn’t spurred me on, kept me from wallowing in my doubt, none of this would be possible.” She let out a light, airy giggle as she nodded over to where Reggie was holding court, regaling some of the locals with our journey so far. “Sir Thorpe helped as well, but… you. You and Libritas are responsible for this.”

      “Petra is correct, William,” Libritas enthused in my mind. “This may be a small step, but a fruitful one toward saving Etria. I only wish your father could have seen this moment.”

      I knew when not to fight a losing battle of false humility, so I simply nodded. “How about we all take credit then?” Petra smiled, and Lib pulsed at my side, so I took those for a yes. “Good. Now, we better find out who’s in charge around here, try to figure out if there were any reason why the ettercaps were here beyond general dickishness.”

      “I would like to know that too,” Lib chimed in. “I sensed the Black Runes at work here, but why they would engage in such petty banditry, I can’t say.”

      Even though I was pretty sure the dryad couldn’t hear the brand, what she said made me wonder a little. “We will get to the bottom of it, I am certain, but for now, you should take a moment and revel in what we’ve accomplished.” With that, she pushed up to her tiptoes and planted a kiss on my cheek, certainly not a chaste one from the heat it left behind. “You’ve earned it.”

      I turned towards Petra then, and our eyes met. The desire there was plain, but it wasn’t just raw hunger. There was something deeper starting to burn in those emerald eyes, and I wanted to find out if it was what I thought it was. She blinked slowly as I studied her, but I just smiled, put my hands gently on her hips, and pulled her a step towards me.

      “We have, but I don’t think I’m shooting for revelry,” I said softly. “What I’d like is to spend some time with you when there aren’t wolves on our heels. I mean, we’re in this together, and I don’t think we’re going to save the world in a day.”

      The green of her blush darkened as Petra took another step toward me, our bodies practically pressing together as she put her warm hands on my shoulders. “No, I don’t think it will, but however long it takes, I will be there for you, William Tyler. Whatever is required, whatever you need, I will do it.”

      I felt the whisper-quiet rustle of her vines as they spread from her hands and over my shoulders, little clutching fingers that held onto me. The heat and desire surged inside me, and I’ll be honest, the only reason I didn’t take her then and there was that quite a few of the village children were watching.

      Before either of our resolves was tested further, a deep, rumbling cough echoed from beside us. “Excuse me, champion, I don’t mean to interrupt but…?”

      Petra and I turned together toward the source of the voice, though I kept my right arm around her waist and her left hand and vines stayed around my shoulder. Who was there to greet us was a barrel-chested cat-man, certainly the same species as the kitten I had saved. In fact, his hair, ears, and tail were the same cinnamon red color. He dressed in simple, sturdy clothes: a green woven jacket with loose sleeves all tied tight by strips of leather and brown leather breeches that came to his knee. From his powerful frame and the calloused pads on his fingers, I guessed he had worked with his hands and his body his entire life.

      One thing stood out though, well, beyond the fact that he was a cat-man, and that was the headband of twisted, polished gold on his brow. In the center of it was a cabochon cut piece of Sola crystal, glimmering in the fading light of the twin suns.

      On instinct, I held my hand out to him to shake. The cat-man blinked once at it strangely, but he only hesitated for a moment before grabbing my hand in both of his own to shake vigorously.

      “Uh, wow,” I said with a laugh. “Nice to meet you. I’m William Tyler, and this is Petra.”

      The cat-man finished the handshake of the century by letting go and thumping his chest with the same sort of salute the kitten-girl had. “And I am Sullah Sona, the headman of Kaulda.” A huge smile dawned on his face as he planted his fists on his hips. “My people tell me that you and your companions are the ones we must thank for fighting off the Tanglethread tribe and saving so many of us today… and more so, for saving my daughter, Suli Sona.”

      That’s when I noticed that the kitten-girl had broken away from her friends and was now standing next to her father, her golden eyes staring up at Petra and me intensely.

      “Thank you, mister,” Suli mewed up at me. Petra smiled at the girl softly while I nodded to Sullah.

      “My pleasure, sir,” I began as I imitated the headman’s salute. When in Rome, as Reggie would say. “We just did what any good-minded people would do, I mean, if they had the power to do so. I only wish we had gotten here sooner.”

      Sullah nodded seriously as his ears flattened for a moment. “Every life lost is a tragedy, but in time, all their souls shall return to us. I do not know what you Uplanders believe,” he raised a hand to cut off any denial, not that I intended any, “and yes, it is plain that you are from the World Above, but here, in Etria, we are all reborn in time. It is the Great Cycle… and I am getting lost in faith, my friend. I am sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” I chuckled. “Honestly, I want to learn a lot more about everything here in Etria, but we do need to prioritize.” With my free hand, I gestured off towards the western hills, where I had seen the Brand-wielder and his likely slave leave towards. “Not only do I doubt this is the last we’ll see of these assholes, but there’s a Black Rune in the area. They won’t sit around while Libritas is free.” I almost slapped my forehead as soon as her name left my lips. “And I’ve been remiss on introductions.”

      Petra giggled at that. “You have been, my savior.”

      Sullah and Suli both grew wide-eyed as I drew Libritas from her sheath. “This… this is Libritas, the Brand of Freedom. I’d ask her to say hi, but she can only really talk to me.”

      Though she couldn’t talk to them, Lib still said, “Greetings, people of Kaulda,” and her form pulsed with golden light in time with the syllables… and that’s when things got a little weird.

      The headman, his daughter, and just about every other Kauldan in eyesight of Libritas’ radiance immediately dropped to one knee, lowered their heads to the earth below, and put their fists together in front of them. Even Petra, who had already felt Lib’s touch, slipped away from me and bowed to the Brand, though she straightened back up in a second, while the others stayed prostrated before us.

      Sir Thorpe blinked at his now-kneeling audience then looked up at me with a faint grin. “It seems you and she are quite the important people in this world, Master William,” he noted as he smoothed out his beard.

      “Important does not begin to speak the truth, friend of Tyler,” Sullah rumbled as he finally tilted his head up. That seemed to be some unspoken signal to the rest of the villagers as they all started to relax as he did. “You see before you the last uncorrupted Brand, our last pure gift from our world’s creators. Those of us still free… and even most of us marked by the Black Runes… can only still take hope because we know that somewhere the Brand of Freedom remained.”

      “It is like looking on the face of the gods,” Petra added with a reverent tone, her left hand caressing the gilded spiral on her chest. “Much as seeing the fallen Brands is looking into the eyes of a demon.”

      “Indeed, dryad.” The headman nodded firmly, and his words were echoed by the people of the village. “And now, to see that not only is Libritas still pure but bonded to an Uplander hero? We now have reason to hope, truly hope that our world will be free once more.”

      I took that as a good time to sheath Libritas once more, and not for the first time since I freed her, I wondered how anyone, Dad, Granddad, who knew how many others, managed to keep an even head amidst all this praise and, call a spade a spade, worship.

      “Not all of them could,” Lib answered my unspoken question as murmurs through the town square turned into cheers. “I do not know for certain, but I suspect that not all the Black Runes are natives of Etria.”

      “That wouldn’t surprise me,” I sent back… and that very bit of knowledge made me set my jaw and steeled my heart. I might not be some chosen one, I might not be the guy who saved this world, but there was one thing I knew I wouldn’t be, and that’s the guy who fell from grace, the guy who turned into the bastards who were enslaving this world. As I cast my gaze over the people here, the varied species that lived in peace together that now looked to me for hope, I took a deep breath and gathered my thoughts.

      “Look, everyone,” I began, a bit unsteadily at first, but my words grew firmer and clearer with every second. “I know you’re looking for a hero, a savior, someone to free your entire world, and… I’m just a man. I can’t guarantee any of that, and it’d be wrong of me to promise that.” A few of the villagers seemed to deflate at that, but most still looked at me hopefully.

      “But… but!” I shook a finger for emphasis. “I’m damn sure going to try. I haven’t even been here a day, but I’ve seen that things aren’t right in Etria. My father, my grandfather, my entire family, as far as I know, has fought for the people here, and I’m not going to do any less.” My hand went to Libritas on instinct, and I found myself drawing her once more, holding her up over my head. “And whatever happens in the years… cycles… ahead, I’m not going to stop fighting for you.”

      “We,” Petra added as she put an arm around my waist, “we will not stop fighting. I am yours, William Tyler, I meant that in every way.”

      “Let’s not forget yours truly,” Sir Thorpe chimed in with a chuckle. “You’re not in this alone, dear boy.”

      Of course, it was hard to hear Reggie over the tremendous cheer that roared up from the town square. I was taken aback by the response, the outpouring of hope that I saw before me. Honestly, I had never been much of a public speaker, I preferred to do my talking with actions instead of words, but maybe my raw honesty had won them over. Whatever I did, well, it certainly worked because Sullah strode forward and clapped me hard on the shoulder.

      “Indeed, as your old companion says, you will not be alone in this quest, Master William,” he roared, as much to the crowd as to me. “All of Kaulda will stand with you!” The cat-man moved beside me, keeping his arm around my shoulder. “Now, friends, come with me, and let us plan our first step into a brighter future!”
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      As Sullah led us to the far side of the village square, the people of Kaulda turned back to the work at hand, the rebuilding of their homes. Still, many of them nodded to us with more than a few added cheers of support. It was a small place, and my words had passed swiftly through the population. I had to be honest, it was heartening to see both the Kauldans’ resilience and this fresh spark of hope that flowed through them.

      I just had to make sure to live up to that hope.

      Suli rushed ahead of us as we came up to a modest cottage at the edge of the square. The kitten-girl twirled on one heel and bowed to me. “This is our house, mister!” she cried enthusiastically before scampering ahead to slide the door open.

      Petra giggled at the girl’s enthusiasm as I cracked a smile. Much like the rest of Kaulda, the Sona house was a mixture of Western Medieval styles with hints of an Asian aesthetic, such as the sliding door that Suli bowed beside. One thing I noticed that I hadn’t during all the excitement earlier was that nothing in the house was made of worked metal. It was a one-story building with a low porch that covered the entire front of the home, and the entire cottage was raised up a foot off the ground, perhaps to allow for potential flooding in wet seasons. Kaulda was in a valley, after all.

      Considering the fantastical properties of Etria’s plant life, I supposed that they didn’t necessarily need forged metal to get by.

      Sullah was the next up the short flight of steps to the porch as he mimicked his daughter’s bow before clapping his chest in another salute.

      “Friends, I bid you welcome to my home,” he began, his deep voice taking on a very measured, almost ceremonial inflection. “As headman of Kaulda, I offer you my best hospitality in gratitude for your noble efforts today.” He stepped out of the way to allow us to enter. “Let the gods heap you with many blessings while under my roof.”

      “Thank you, Sullah,” I said as I returned the salute. “We’ll try not to be too intrusive as guests.”

      Sir Thorpe and Petra both saluted as well. “Indeed, Master Sona,” Reg added. “Our graciousness as guests will match yours as our esteemed host.”

      The headman laughed as his tail twitched. “Well said, my Upland friends. Come! Come! Enter, we shall eat, and I can hopefully help you with your quest.” His mention of eating seemed to be a signal to Suli as the moment he said it, she scrambled off into the house, the pitter-patter of her footpads softly thumping across the wooden floor. A moment later, we followed in her path with me in the lead and Sullah bringing up the rear with Petra.

      “While I appreciate your generosity, headman,” the dryad said as we entered a large central room, “if you need any fruits, vegetables, any of the forest’s bounty, I can help.”

      “No, no, dear dryad!” The cat-man laughed, a rumbling, purring sound as he shook his head. “At least not for my house. For my people though…” He let out a low rumble as he grew serious. “The granary was burnt, and that would spell doom if not for your arrival…” Sullah’s voice trailed off as he stepped past us all toward the head of a low table surrounded by pillows and cushions in the center of the room. “Come. Sit, and we will talk more.”

      The worry on Sullah’s face broke through his smiling demeanor, but instead of pressing him, I did as he asked. As he settled on a large scarlet cushion, I took in the room, curious as to how the people here lived.

      Considering that this one chamber was big enough to take up at least a third of the house, I figured it was multi-purpose, a combination entrance hall, dining room, study, everything aside from a kitchen and bedchambers. The floors and walls were all made from polished golden planks of some strange wood, with some kind of smooth mortar paste filling the chinks. The now familiar bronzewood formed the supports, the only relatively unprocessed parts of the structure. I had to wonder how they felled the steely trunks, but I’d ask later.

      I settled down onto a fluffy purple pillow and realized it was more of a bean bag as I sank down into it, and the lacquered red wood table mixed with the seating arrangements to make me think there was a Middle Eastern influence as well. Or maybe it was Etria that influenced Earth cultures, it was hard to say for sure. The interior sliding doors were made of some kind of thin, waxy membrane that wasn’t paper, and I could see Suli’s shadow as she worked in another room, back lit by a faint glow. That light made me look up as Reggie and Petra took seats on my right and left. A lantern made of the same waxy material as the doors hung from the apex of the arched roof, its inner glow lighting up the room as something moved inside of it.

      “Fire flitters,” Sullah said. I glanced back down to see him smiling across the table from me. “They are insects who thrive in the forests here, and they produce a considerable light when well-treated. Most of us in Solanna try to live in harmony with the natural forces, and as we use so much wood and plant material, fire is very dangerous, as you saw first-hand.”

      “Ah, we have similar insects on Earth,” Reggie mused. When the headman arched a curious eyebrow, he quickly amended, “The Upland, to you, good sir.”

      “Yeah,” I began. “Like Reg, I want to learn everything I can about Etria. It’s our new home, after all… but let’s start with the more immediate questions.” I carefully unsheathed Libritas and set her on the table. It just felt more, well, inclusive to have her where she could, well, see the people we were talking to. “Who are these ettercaps that attacked your village, and why did they do it?”

      The headman nodded slowly as he leaned forward to rest his elbows on the table and his chin against his clasped hands. “Ah. Straight to the heart of the matter. I can respect your forthrightness, William. We shall speak of this then.”

      He sat back and rummaged under the table, and that’s when I noticed there were small cubbies along each side. After a moment, Sullah pulled out a scroll tied tight by a piece of twine before untying it and rolling it out across the tabletop. I didn’t need to know the lay of the land to recognize what was marked on the scroll. It was clearly a map of the region, with Kaulda in the center, rolling plains to all sides before reaching forests to the east, west, and south. The plains grew into foothills and mountains to the north. Various landmarks and places were marked with a runic script that I didn’t recognize, but I immediately saw similarities to the runs on the portal archway, the head of Libritas, and the burned scar Petra had born before we fixed it.

      The unusual thing to me was that, while we seemed to immediately understand the new languages we were hearing, the written language didn’t resolve itself into something I could understand. Judging by the curious look Sir Thorpe had on his face, he was having the same issue.

      “Do not be worried, friends,” Petra chimed in as she glanced at the two of us. “It will take longer for the magic of the passage to adapt your minds to our written words if what my mother told me is true.” She tapped the southern woods with an outstretched vine. “This is the Treison Woods, as you certainly have guessed.”

      Sullah nodded, then pointed towards the western forest. “This is the Tanglethread Forest, where our attackers originated from.” A faint sigh escaped from his lips as his cat ears flattened. “You used their name, champion, so I must assume that either Petra or Libritas told you something of ettercaps?”

      “But I haven’t been quite so lucky as to have an enchanted artifact whispering to me,” Reggie cut in with a grin. “Myself, I only know the name and little more.”

      “Most of what Lib told me is what’s obvious, Reg,” I supplied for him. “They are spider humanoids with exoskeletons, venomous fangs, and the ability to climb like, well, spiders do. The one thing she had to add past that was that they were cunning, tricky, good with traps, that kind of thing.”

      “Which makes me curious as to why they raided these good people so overtly,” Lib pondered in my mind. “Though it is plain that the people of Kaulda love peace, they would no doubt have rallied and defeated such a small number of bandits in time.”

      As her form pulsed with every word, all eyes in the room focused on the brand until she returned to her normal soft glow. They must have made the same connection as I had between her light and her speech. Very polite of them.

      “So, Lib’s really curious as to the why too,” I translated. “This doesn’t seem to be the kind of fight they’d be good at.”

      “Indeed.” Sullah folded his arms over his barrel chest. “These particular ettercaps are part of the Tanglethread tribe, led by one among them called the Weaver. He is the Black Rune you saw.” The cat-man shuddered at the very mention of the cabal’s name. “Though they have never been… good to us, before now, the Weaver was content to leave us mostly unmolested in exchange for…” Sullah’s jaw clenched hard, and I swore I heard his fangs grind together. “... tribute.”

      Petra stiffened at those words, and her leafy hair and the vines around her wrists shuddered. “What kind of tribute, headman?” By her painful tone, I think she already knew, and I thought I did too.

      Sullah frowned deeply and took a glance over his shoulder. When he saw that his daughter was still busy in the kitchen, he turned back to us, leaning in as he dropped his voice into a low, angry whisper. “Food, mostly… but as with all the Runes, the Weaver demands slaves.”

      Libritas growled in my mind as my fists clenched, but I kept my anger in check. As much as my first instinct was to round up a posse and ride out on the Weaver’s trail, I thought immediately to what Libritas had said, that the strength of the ettercaps was in their cunning traps. With that reminder, I pressed a hard sigh through gritted teeth, even as Sir Thorpe made a show of checking his Webley.

      “This will not be allowed to stand, Master Sona,” he stated with that utter authority he could muster at the drop of a hat. “However, this makes it even more unusual as to why they would so overtly assault the source of their tribute.”

      “It is bait, a lure,” Petra said as her brows knit thoughtfully.

      “Totally,” I agreed. I knew Petra had heart, even if she didn’t always believe in herself, but to see she had good sense too made me smile, even in these grim circumstances. “This Weaver guy doesn’t seem like an idiot to me. You said the Black Runes knew the moment I bonded with Libritas, Petra, so let’s think this through. If the Weaver gets the signal and he’s this close, why didn’t he just charge to the Treison?” I pointed to the dryad. “She’s why.”

      Reggie didn’t make the connection immediately, but Sullah’s golden eyes lit up. “Ah! Yes! To venture into a dryad’s home forest with ill intent is practically suicide.”

      Petra blushed slightly at the indirect praise and nodded. “So attacking here in so… terrible of a way was meant to call out whoever freed Libritas. It would be why the Weaver lingered long enough to be detected before leaving.”

      “Devilish,” Reg said with a harrumph. “Using the danger here to cover his retreat, then hoping that we would foolishly hunt him down on his home turf.”

      “And yet, my friends, I fear I may have to beg you to do so.” Sullah shook his head sadly. “For what you saw today was but a fraction of the Tanglethread tribe’s forces. The Weaver has a small army of ettercap at his command, and as you said, he is a brilliant fiend. He will not wait in his lair forever.” A low rumbling growl rolled out of his throat. “Once his army is amassed and you have not come, he will simply march upon our village. I… do not need to tell you the implications of that.”

      Petra frowned, her eyes half-lidded as she looked down at her lap, while Reggie’s brows knit as he tried to think through the problem. I leaned back myself, folding my arms as I put a hand to my chin.

      “Okay,” I murmured. “Okay, folks, let’s break this down. Every problem has a solution. We just need to figure out all our resources, our enemy’s full assets, and then put the pieces together.”

      “To be fair, my boy, sometimes that answer is simple capitulation,” Reggie noted with a smirk. “However, I too believe we can do better than that.” He tilted his head to Sullah. “So, Master Sona, what do we have at our disposal?”

      The headman looked lost at that as he thought about it. “I… do not know. You must understand, friends, that we of Kaulda are peaceful folk, simple farmers and herdsmen.” He took in a deep breath. “But if we must fight, we are a strong people, used to working with our hands and bodies. If we had someone who could teach us, there is clay to mold into warriors here.”

      That’s when Petra suddenly perked up, her emerald eyes passing the table, the map, all of us, and up to the wood-and-thatch roof. “Kaulda itself could be a weapon!” Her gaze snapped down to me with a sheepish grin. “Well, at least to me, it could.”

      “Of course,” I said as I returned her grin with a smile. “Sullah, I’m right in thinking that most everything here is made from wood and plants?”

      Realization touched the cat-man’s eyes, and he began to nod slowly. “Save for some of the leather and glues we gain from herd beasts, it is… which means that our dryad friend here can manipulate it.”

      “It also means, perhaps more critically, that dear Petra can create all the supplies we need to fortify the village and make weapons,” Sir Thorpe added. I could already see the gears turning in his head. “As for training your people, well, I not only did a decent stint in Her Majesty’s armed services, I was the one who taught young William here baritsu, a form of martial combat in the Upland. I know my way around fighting with a piece of wood, you could say.”

      And that got my own plans gelling… but even with all this new information, I was still doubtful if we could hold out against a real army. I found myself looking at the map again, and my eyes drifted over the plains to all sides, filled with Sola crystals. Petra had mentioned something about how some of the people in Solanna used the crystals as a weapon. The idea of crystal weapons using the power of the twin suns sounded awfully useful right about now.

      While I had been thinking, Sullah must have come to a similar conclusion about our chances. “While this is certainly the start of a solution, heroes, I am not sure if it is enough. The Weaver not only has hundreds of ettercaps, but his slave is a fearful monster in battle all on her own. A draconian woman able the summon dragon-fire itself!” He let out a long sigh. “I fear whatever we do may not be enough.”

      “There’s got to be a way,” I said firmly as I sat up straight. “What about the Sola fields? I understand that they can be used as weapons of some kind.”

      Petra perked up at that as well. “Of course.” She shifted on her cushion towards Sullah. “My mother told me that the northern tribes use them for hunting!”

      At that, the headman stiffened, and his ears flattened. “The orcs of the north are savages, many of whom joined foul Uruk’s tribe.” He shook his head firmly. “While we welcome those orcs who turn from those vicious ways, we will not stoop to use them ourselves. We will make do with what we have and have faith in the power of the Brand of Freedom.”

      “Sullah,” I replied with equal firmness, “Uruk is dead, so if he had a hold on these northern orcs, it’s gone now. With what’s on the line, we can’t turn aside a possible avenue of assistance. If they can use the Solas to our aid… hell, if they can join their forces with ours, we have a real chance here. We need everything we can get with a fire-breathing dragon girl in the mix.”

      “That girl is something we can deal with, William,” Libritas said with simple confidence. “To turn a draconian to his side, this Weaver must have used the corrupted Brand I sensed. With my power, we can set her free.”

      I grinned at that and nodded. “Lib’s right. We can probably scratch the dragon girl problem, but the rest remains.” I focused my gaze on the headman. “So, what do you say, Sullah?”

      The headman’s brows screwed up, and he let out a hiss of a sigh. I thought for a moment he might relent, but then the door behind him slid open.

      “Food and drinks are ready, everyone!” Suli announced with a mew, a large covered wooden dish cradled precariously in her small arms.

      Sullah used that expertly as a dodge, getting swiftly to his feet to go aid his daughter. “Kauldan custom is to never speak of serious matters over food. Let us eat, and we can perhaps discuss this later.”

      As he hurried to aid Suli with setting the table, Reggie and Petra both gave me sidelong glances. Petra’s was full of concern, and Reggie’s was of suspicion. I couldn’t blame either of them, but we would figure out something. Sullah seemed like a good man, so whatever his feelings about the northern orcs were, there had to be some foundation for it. That meant we could figure out a way to talk him around it.

      Suli cleared away the map, carefully rolling it up as her father put the large tray on the table. “Perhaps our lady dryad has sampled our local cuisine in the past, but, William, Sir Thorpe, you will both delight in this.” He raised the polished dome lid into the air with a flourish. “Behold, roasted karush glazed with arrowfruit jam!”

      Now, the reddish-green roast before us was definitely meat. Despite the bizarre color, the large, glistening cut looked perfectly cooked with a crispy layer of skin and a mouth-watering aroma that reminded me of a honey-glazed ham with a tangy hint of citrus. The meat was surrounded by what I could identify as steamed arrowfruit, thankfully already shucked from their metallic shells.

      “Well, you’ll have to tell us what a karush is, but I can already guess that they are delicious,” I said with a thankful nod to Sullah. All the fighting and running around and, well, world jumping had indeed made me amazingly hungry, and we could always press Sullah later. For now, best to be thankful for this moment of safety and the delightful-smelling meal we had.

      “You deserve far more than this for what you have already done for us.” Sullah smiled and nodded to us all. “Perhaps in time, we can reward you more properly. For now, though, I shall get you plates and knives.” He glanced to Suli. “Fetch the wine and glasses, dear one.”

      “Of course, papa,” she mewed as he turned to the kitchen. To my surprise, she didn’t immediately scamper off on her errand but hesitated until Sullah had entered the kitchen. The moment he was out of sight, the kitten-girl ran over to me first, pushed a sliver of what felt like a corn husk in my hand, then ran off without another word.

      Reggie blinked at the girl’s odd behavior while Petra tilted her head to one side. I put my finger to my lips as I put the sliver in my lap. A quick glance told me that this was a strip of the same material that was used for the map, some kind of plant fiber, and there were a few words in a scrawl.

      What a time to not be able to read, but that was when Libritas came into my head.

      “I let the headman have his moment earlier, William, but I can translate this. It simply states, ‘I can tell you about the orcs tomorrow.’”

      I glanced up as the kitchen doors swung open again and nodded slightly. “Then that’s what we’ll do, Lib,” I sent back to her. “For now, I’m going to enjoy some karush.”

      It turned out that the roasted karush was just as delectable as my eyes and nose told me it would be. The well-marbled meat was perfectly seasoned, and while its taste was unique, it combined the best elements of pork and beef as it melted in my mouth. The arrowfruit glaze added a counter-note of sweetness to the savory meat to top off the entire dish. The steamed fruits themselves were firm and tangy like an orange had a baby with a banana, and then Suli and Sullah brought forth a platter of piping hot flatbread, well, if bread was green outside of St. Patrick’s Day.

      “Cholla,” Petra supplied the moment she saw the curious look in my eyes. “The fields of grain we saw on our way here is the source of this bread.”

      “The finest bread in all Solanna,” the headman pronounced proudly. “When our barony was strong, many would come by our little village just to sample our cholla.” He picked up a piping hot piece with ginger fingers, then used it to pick up a chunk of the karush. “Eat it like this, eh?”

      I was tempted to ask about the implications of that, but no doubt that would be considered serious business by Sullah’s eyes. I cast a sidelong glance at Sir Thorpe, the man who had journeyed the length and breadth of Earth and walked among a dozen cultures, to follow his lead. Reggie caught my glance and made an almost imperceptible shake of his head as he grabbed a piece of cholla himself.

      “You eat like an Etrian, my friend,” Sullah said with a hearty laugh as Reggie did exactly as the headman had.

      The sign was clear. Reggie thought it was in our best interests not to push the cat-man now. It made sense. These people were our only allies here past Petra, and to break their traditions, even if they were being used to deflect a topic, would only sour a relationship that needed to be strengthened. I smiled and grabbed a piece of bread myself, and that’s how our dinner went.

      Despite the threat looming, there was something to be said for good food and fine company. Past his hang-up about the orc tribes, Sullah Sona was in every other way as exemplary of a host as any I’d had, and Suli was full of precocious questions and charm. An hour and a half passed before I knew it, and as Suli cleared the table, Sullah led us to one of the side chambers.

      At first glance, it appeared to be an empty room, but I caught the shelves along the far wall filled with a variety of blankets, cushions, and what looked to be folding tables, chairs, and other furniture. Clever. To make up for a limited floor plan, this room was essentially modular, with storable furniture for every occasion.

      “The accommodations may not be lavish, but the blankets will be warm and your sleep untroubled,” Sullah proclaimed. “I do not know your customs, Uplanders, but we Kauldans rise before dawn most days, and with the work that needs to be done, we will rise all the earlier.”

      “Wake us then, Sullah,” I said as the others nodded in agreement. “We’re all in this together, and I think Petra and Sir Thorpe will be incredibly helpful in both rebuilding and fortifying Kaulda.” I hooked my thumbs on my belt. “I’ll help too, but they’ve got the knowledge and magic. Me, I’ve just got a strong back.”

      Reggie laughed at that. “Don’t sell yourself so short, my boy.” He nodded to Sullah. “Regardless, he speaks the truth. We shall rise as your native sons and daughters do, Master Sona.”

      Petra added a delicate bow to that, and it was more than enough for Sullah. “Good night to you then, heroes of Kaulda. With the next rise, our real work begins.” With a final salute, the brawny cat-man slide the door shut and left us alone to sleep.

      After a few moments, his padded footsteps disappeared into the rest of the house, and we turned to look at each other. Petra looked hopeful while Reggie was more pensive.

      “We should do what Sullah suggested and sleep,” I said, resting a hand on Lib’s hilt. “Think about what we can add to our plan. Things will clear up in the morning, I’m sure.” Before Reggie could voice the protest I saw in his eyes, I put a finger of my free hand to my lips as I gestured for everyone to huddle up. Apparently, that was a universal concept because Petra leaned in as close as Sir Thorpe did.

      “I know there’s something up with this orc thing,” I said in a low whisper, “and I’m with you, Reg, we probably need those tribes on our side.”

      “Then perchance we should figure out a plan to change our host’s mind now, and press him about it as soon as possible” Sir Thorpe suggested, matching my low tones. “Time is of the essence.”

      Petra shook her head, though. “Good sir knight, I would normally nod to your age and experience, but Sullah is a ferynx.” She didn’t bother waiting for our questioning looks before explaining more. “Most ferynxes are very prim and proper, orderly and disciplined. Most of the time, this is a good thing, but orcs are more… primal, much like we dryads, but to a more violent degree. That doesn’t make them evil, though it does mean they are easily tempted by the Black Runes...”

      “But it does make for serious culture clash with the ferynxes,” I finished for her. “So a hard sell will only piss him off.” Reggie and Petra both frowned in concern at that, but I continued, “Don’t worry though. Suli slipped me a note, said she could explain everything about the orcs tomorrow.”

      “Hopefully this new information will be enough.” Reggie let out a faint sigh and rubbed his whiskers. “Then there’s little else to be done for it. I think past enlisting outside help, our path is clear.”

      “So, we should sleep then,” Petra chimed in as she turned for the shelves of bedding and blankets. “Make sure to bundle up. The night’s grow cold here on the plains!”
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      True to Sullah’s words, all of Kaulda rose early, before the twin suns broke the horizon, and set to work. The local tradition seemed to also include an interesting take on food carts, as some of the locals wheeled about a wagon loaded with steamed, meat-filled cholla buns and a piping-hot beverage they called zym, something so close to coffee that I wondered if it was a transplant from our Earth. The elf in charge was named Pallu, and yes, he was an honest-to-God fantasy elf that looked like he stepped off the set of Lord of the Rings. Pallu refused anything in payment from me, or anyone else, for the food and drink. That was just how things were done here, and I smiled at the charity of it.

      Much of the morning’s work was grim. We went through the burned buildings, both to clear away debris to begin reconstruction and to find the last few of the dead. As Sullah had noted, the main granary was a complete loss, and a good third of the Kauldans were left homeless in the aftermath, but even amidst all this darkness, there was a spark of joy. Around mid-morning, Petra and I had the luck to find a family of three that had managed to find shelter in a cottage before it collapsed, trapping them in a root cellar. Between some good old-fashioned muscle from yours truly and Petra’s vines, we freed them, and that alone was grounds for an impromptu celebration among the townsfolk.

      By mid-day, the twin suns of Etria were beating down on us all, leaving those of us that weren’t photosynthetic hot, sweaty, and ready to take a break in the shade. Thanks to Reggie and Sullah’s combined organizational skills, the collective spirit of the Kauldan people, and Petra’s plant-shaping magic, almost all the damage had been cleared away, and the burnt timbers and ashy membranes were swept into piles at the western edge of the village for the craftspeople to pick over. I was right in the thick of it as well, helping out wherever another strong back or sharp mind would be of service.

      As I sat under the shade of Sullah’s porch with Reggie, sipping at cold well water and picking at a selection of fruits Petra had given us, the dryad laid down in the town square, eyes closed as she seemed to drink in the sunlight. She was even more beautiful to me today than she had been before as if every day of freedom caused her to blossom brighter. Lib’s mark in the center of her chest certainly seemed to glow stronger, I noticed.

      “The people here truly have a very communal attitude,” Reggie noted as he nodded to where Pallu led his wagon filled with fresh food among the resting workers. “Kind hearts and strong arms too. As much as I wish I didn’t have to teach them the art of war, I think they will take to it well in defense of their homes.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “I feel the same, but at the same time, freedom is something worth fighting for.” I glanced over at my old friend. “After we eat, I’m going to try to find Suli. I know you and Petra can handle starting the rebuilding and fortifications, and the sooner we know the truth about the northern orcs, the better.”

      Sir Thorpe snapped me a sharp salute. “You can count most assuredly on us both, William.” He frowned thoughtfully as he relaxed in his chair. “You do realize, though, that even if we win this, rescue the Weaver’s slave and beat back his army, this is just the very tip of our work here?”

      “Of course.” I flashed him a grin as I picked out a piece of earthfruit. I was already growing fond of this unique Etrian take on a sweet potato. It was juicier and more flavorful than the Earth variety and was more like eating a jam-infused roll than anything else. “You’re game for it, right? I recall you’re the one who refused to stay behind because you’d run out of adventure.”

      “Indeed,” Reg replied as a sparkle of excitement flashed in his old eyes. “To be quite honest, I couldn’t be happier, even with imminent danger at every turn… but you’re young yet. Clever as you are, I want to be sure that you know the enormity of this. Might be positively endless, you know.”

      I nodded as I took a big bite of the sweet fruit and chewed thoughtfully. After I swallowed it down, I smiled. “Sounds like the best thing I could do with my life, Reg.”

      As he nodded and tucked into his lunch with seriousness, Libritas sang in my head. “It is, and I thank you for being so noble as to offer your service, William. Your father would be proud.” Her mental contact brought to mind something that had been worrying at the back of my head all morning, so I brought it up before I lost track of it in the work and bustle of the afternoon.

      “Lib, you told me that your power of freedom not only breaks these brands, like Petra had but also frees people to be their best selves,” I began mentally as I took another delectable bite of earthfruit. “So, is there some reason why I shouldn’t mark everyone in Kaulda with you?”

      Even as I sent it, I felt that the very idea of it was wrong in some elemental way.

      “That... is a dangerous path to suggest,” she sent, her mental voice strained with temptation. “At the height of my power, I could have done as you wish, put my own brand on every sentient creature across Etria… but I would ask you a question in return.” There was a long pause as if she seemed to take in a deep breath that a length of steel certainly couldn’t take. “Is Freedom truly free if it is forced at the point of a brand?”

      It was an interesting question, and instead of snapping off my first reply, I mulled it over slowly as I chewed. The implication was clear. Forcing any kind of emotion on anyone was a violation, positive or not. That made me wonder if Lib’s brother and sister Brands had been as responsible for their fall as the Black Runes. They had all been positive emotions and ideals once, and the strange hunger that tinged her voice when I brought this up hinted that they hadn’t resisted as Libritas had.

      “I see your point, Lib.” I popped the last hunk of earthfruit into my mouth. “We’ll keep the branding to those who are already enslaved.”

      “Thank you, William, for your understanding.” Lib let out an ethereal sigh. “If I were to fall, all hope for my world would be lost.” She perked up a little. “But even in my weakened state, know that I shall give all that I can to our cause!”

      God, I loved the speed of mental communication. Reggie was barely half-way through his meal, light as it was, despite how much Lib and I had already discussed.

      “I know you will, and I’ll give back one-hundred percent,” I sent back with a smile. Across the square, Petra stood up and stretched while the rest of the village got ready to get back to work, and on the far side, I caught sight of Suli skipping towards us.

      “In this, we are united. Some of my gifts are more subtle, as you will find out. Of particular note is my ability to open your senses to the chains that bind others and restrict their freedoms, and not simply the physical ones. The mental and emotional ones as well.” Libritas hummed at my side with pride. “After all, if you wish to break the chains to free people, you must be able to find them.”

      “That’s probably one of the most awesome abilities ever,” I sent as I pushed up off the edge of the porch. “In fact, after we talk to Suli, I want to take another crack at Sullah with your help.” After a wave to Suli, I glanced back at Sir Thorpe. “Keep an eye out for Sullah for me, Reg, and run interference until I get back.”

      “Very good, Master William,” he said as he rose as well. “We shall keep our esteemed headman busy with supervising the construction of a new wall for this fair town.”

      Petra met me half-way as I walked into the square. She laid a hand on my chest, her smooth fingers setting a tingle through me as she smiled. “And what would you like me to do to help?”

      I returned that smile and ran my fingers down her cheek. Her skin was smooth and flawless under my fingers, and I resolved then and there that if I could somehow manage it, we would have a quiet moment to sort things out, just the two of us.

      “You have the critical role of creating that wall, Petra.” I pulled back my hand. “I don’t know exactly how you feel about using trees for, well, building materials, but I trust you’ll give Kaulda the best defenses possible.”

      “I will do my very best to ensure the safety of these people.” Petra nodded firmly and patted my chest one more time as she slipped past me. “Just as I know you will too.”

      I nodded back as Suli skipped right up to me. “I just hope I’ll get the answers we need.” As I turned to the little cat-girl, her ears flicked forward as she reached up toward my right hand.

      “Come on, mister,” she mewed. “Before Father sees us.”

      Not one to keep a lady waiting, I reached down and let Suli grab hold of my hand. Her little paws could only get around three of my fingers, but once she was latched on, she started to scurry off in her best effort to drag me along. It was adorably cute, but I didn’t leave her cutting a furrow in the meadow as she tried to pull me. I obliged her, letting her lead the way quickly off toward the northern side of the village.

      With most of the work being done on the western side of Kaulda, the paths were open and sparse. It truly seemed as if every able-bodied man, woman, and child were pitching in to rebuild, and even those unable to work were helping in their own ways. Suli led me past a large cookfire where a group of elderly folk, elves, humans, ferynxes, and some short, furred person that reminded me more of a monkey than a man, worked to craft a massive meal, and then further still.

      We eventually found ourselves on the northmost edge of the village where there was barely a soul to be seen. I thought we would be stopping then, here where we could talk in private, but Suli kept pulling with all her miniscule might, so I kept going. Finally, right when I thought she might take me right out of Kaulda, the little cat-girl stopped in front of a small cottage at the very outermost limits.

      At first glance, it looked a lot like the rest of the homes here, made from the same sturdy bronzewood timbers and finer wood paneling, with the same waxy paper doors and raised porch. By the time Suli let go of my hand to run up the steps though, I had figured out just what was different about the place. The intricate bone fetishes painted in vivid colors that hung from the rafters of the porch, the exotic, to me anyway, furs of gold and black that covered the wood-slat floor, and the black pictograms daubed over the doors that were distinctly different from the runic alphabet on Sullah’s map.

      When I read the message Suli had slipped me last night, I expected that she would tell me about her father and the orcs, but this was better, far better. This had to be the home of one of the village’s orc families… and that thought was confirmed when the door slid open to reveal the orc-girl I had saved from the ettercaps along with Suli. She smiled at Suli, her little pig snout surprisingly cute compared to the twisted brutes I had fought with, but before she could say a word, her little black eyes moved past them to settle on me.

      “Ancestors!” she squealed out, in her case, a literal squeal as she ran past Suli and hopped down the stairs in one go. Before I could even formulate a reaction, the orc-girl, taller and stouter than Suli by a measure, threw her arms around my waist and hugged tight. “Thank you for rescuing us and the spirits for guiding your way!”

      I felt a big smile cross my lips as I patted the girl on the back. “You’re welcome.”

      Yeah, maybe it was just the fact that she was maybe twelve in human reckoning, clean as a whistle, dressed in the simple garb of her fellow villagers, or simply that she wasn’t trying to kill me, but this orc was way more adorable than she had any right to be. She finally let go and took a step back, still smiling as she brushed some of her straight black hair behind one of her pig ears. During that death hug, Suli had skipped back down the steps and stood to one side of us.

      “Mister, this is Una,” she mewed as she pointed at the orc-girl, then turned her finger to me. “Una, this is William. He’s a hero!”

      I laughed at that. “I wouldn’t go that far, well, at least I would spread the praise around to my friends.”

      “I would do both,” a deep voice barked from the front door.

      Una and Suli both spun to the source of the voice as I looked up to see an older orc-man leaning on a crutch, and it wasn’t because of a sprained ankle. No, his right leg was gone at the knee, the breeches tied off into a knot, and to add to that, the left side of his face was deeply scarred as if he had been pawed by the biggest of big cats. Whatever had done that to him had taken his ear along with it and turned his eye into a clouded, sightless orb. Like Una, his ruddy skin was clearer and cleaner than the thugs I’d fought, but there was a hardness around his broad features that matched those warriors.

      “Father!” Una immediately bowed her head apologetically to the older orc. “I’m sorry, I should have come to get you, but I thought it was just Suli coming to play and--”

      He raised a hand to silence his daughter as a faint smile ghosted across his pig snout. “It’s all right, Una.” He waved his thick fingers at her and Suli. “You two play. I will talk with our friend here.”

      That was all the encouragement the two girls needed as they scampered off behind the cottage. I smiled after them, happy to see that even a world away, some things never changed, before turning to walk to the porch steps.

      “Hello, sir,” I said with a polite smile. “My name is William Tyler, and--”

      Again, the orc cut me off with a raised palm. “I mean no offense, hero, but you don’t need to introduce yourself. You are the man who saved my daughter, and that is all I need to know.” He then thumped his fist to his chest in a salute. “Wodag, son of Torin, father of Una. I am in your debt.”

      My smile grew as I hooked my thumbs in my belt. “It’s a pleasure, Wodag. Mind if I come in so we can talk?”

      “Please.” He stumped back a step, into the cottage proper, and off to one side. “I’m honored the spirits guided you here.”

      As I climbed the steps, I quirked an eyebrow. Una had mentioned spirits too, but the other Kauldans kept referring to gods. Maybe some of the rift was religious on top of anything else. Libritas pulsed in agreement in the back of my mind, and as I passed Wodag to enter his humble home, a touch of the Brand of Freedom’s power ran like a subtle warmth through my body and into my eyes.

      What she revealed to me was subtle, the faintest glimmer of gossamer chains that wrapped around Wodag. Some of them were the finest jewelry, woven things of gold, silver, and bronze, while others were heavy-linked manacle chains of base metal. They each trailed off, evaporating into mist a few feet from him, but I felt that if I concentrated and followed them, I could follow them. One actually terminated in the center of the main room of the cottage, a beautiful golden chain that seemed to be fused to the low table there.

      “The chains that bind all living things,” Libritas whispered in my ear as I tried to take it all in. “Some of the things that deny a man his freedom are, in truth, good things. Responsibility to home, to family, to those we love, these restrict us and yet also give us strength.”

      “The precious metal ones,” I sent back as a statement, not a question. “I’m sure the worth of the metals illustrates their beneficence, while the heavy, base metals are negative ones, chains that don’t just restrict him but hold him back.”

      “Exactly, William.” Lib sounded delighted at my assessment. “By working out these connections, you can work to free people of that which holds them back while ensuring to keep the chains that lift them up intact.”

      “I was right,” I sent with a smile on my lips. “This really is an awesome power.” I swore that I could feel a sense of joy from the brand at my side at my words.

      Wodag didn’t pick up on the exchange between Lib and me or my slightly widened eyes at the magic I was seeing, and he slowly led the way to the table he was chained to, the center of his home I realized. The place seemed to be laid out very similarly to Sullah’s home, simply on a smaller scale.

      The one major difference that stood out, made even more apparent by a silver chain that led to it from Wodag, was a low table placed against the far wall, adorned with more carved and painted bone objects. Despite the general worry about fire among the Kauldans, there were two sticks of incense burned on each side of what I assumed was a shrine, and a scroll of some kind sat in a wooden holder, held open to display the same pictograms as I saw on Wodag’s front door.

      “While I am glad for the chance to meet you,” Wodag grunted as he stumped over to the head of the low table, “I am surprised to find you on my doorstep, especially after spending the eve under our headman’s roof.”

      “Because of Sullah’s thoughts on orcs, huh?” I asked with a grin as I followed after him. “I don’t let what one person, no matter how important, says to color my opinion completely, especially when you might be able to help me save this entire village.”

      Wodag stopped by the turquoise cushion and glanced back at me, his good eye squinting. “Bold words, William.” He let out a pained sigh as he leveraged himself down at the table’s head. “Sullah is a good man. His thoughts on my kind, well, he has his reasons.” Before I could even open my mouth, the grizzled pig-man waved his hand. “Personal ones. Not mine to share.”

      I had a hunch that if I followed one of those dull leaden chains from Wodag, it would take me straight to the headman of Kaulda. Still, I didn’t press. I needed Wodag’s help and making an ass of myself wouldn’t do either of us any good. Instead, I sat down on a threadbare cushion by his side and nodded.

      “Fair enough. It wasn’t why I came to you, well, let Suli lead me to you if we’re being accurate.”

      Wodag chuckled, a thick, meaty sound mixed with a few boarish snorts. “She’ll make a fine headwoman one day, that one. Clever, fiercely loyal, open heart.” He put his crutch on the tabletop and rapped its wooden surface once with his thick fingers. “Then what is it you wish this old hunter’s aid with?”

      “I’m sure you know what’s coming,” I began as I leaned towards him. “The Tanglethreads will be back, and next time, it will be in force. If we’re going to save Kaulda and not get ourselves killed in the process, we need every resource we can get our hands on.” I made sure to look Wodag dead on in his good eyes before I finished. “And no matter what Sullah thinks, that means the northern tribes… or at the very least, their knowledge of Sola crystals.”

      The old orc’s lips had curled into a frown as I talked, but one corner ticked up slightly when I spoke of the crystals. “Most here in Kaulda wouldn’t truck in such things, no matter how innocent they truly are. We orcs in Solanna were all painted with a bloody brush by Uruk’s actions, casting aside our ancestral ways and their guardian spirits to grovel before the Black Runes.” I thought for a moment he was about to spit at the name, but he held it in. “I’m glad to hear that you killed the bastard.”

      “I think you need to thank Petra more specifically for that,” I noted, “but I’ll take the credit for bringing him down so that she could get her just revenge.” I raised a finger. “The important point is that I don’t have the same prejudices of the people here, no matter how justified they might be, and if there’s any chance your people’s methods of harnessing the crystals can save our asses, I want to go for it.”

      “Wise as well as brave,” Wodag grunted. “I think I like you even more, William Tyler. Very well, I will tell you what I know if it will save my family and my home.” He leaned back on his cushion, shifting his crippled leg with a faint groan. “I only hope you can endure the danger necessary to use it.”

      I frowned slightly and eyed his scars and his dead eye. “I’ve got a sneaking suspicion that this has something to do with your injuries.”

      “Your suspicion is correct.” With that, he let out a deep, rumbling sigh. “I’m sure the dryad has told you about the crystals, that Solas are very dangerous if struck too hard or heated too greatly. There is only one safe way we know to harness that deadly power, and that is through rock wyrms.”

      I think he expected me to flinch or grow pale or show some signs of trepidation, and when I didn’t, Wodag let out a grunt and kept going.

      “The wyrms are cousins of dragons, wingless lizards of great size and ferocity,” he explained. “Their teeth are harder and sharper than any blade I’ve ever seen, and these mighty beasts feast upon the Solas that grows in the northern hills and mountains. We know not why, though perhaps the strange energies in the crystals grant them their acidic spit.” His right hand involuntarily moved to the stump of his leg. “But what our tribes learned, a secret passed down from generation to generation, is the art not only of taming the wyrms if raised from the egg but the amazing properties that their droppings possess.”

      To my credit, I didn’t laugh at the idea, because I knew better. After all, bat guano was a key early component of black powder, and livestock manure has always been a vital fertilizer. Just because an animal shit it out didn’t mean it was worthless. I nodded slowly as it sunk in, then simply gestured for Wodag to continue.

      “The wyrm’s leavings are a rocky, powdery thing, and when carefully ground. It can either be used in this powdered form or and mixed with clean water to make a sticky paste.” Wodag mimed the process out with his hands. “Either way, when any flame, even the smallest spark, is put to it, it goes up in an inferno. Small amounts will simply make a flashfire, good for blinding prey or scaring off predators. A larger amount or a thick paste will burn hot for hours straight.”

      His good eye grew distant as if he recalled his youth. “Often, we would make bladders with weak stitching, line it with animal fat, then fill it with wyrm-fire paste--”

      “And so, when you threw it at something, the bag would break and splatter the paste all over it,” I finished for him as my excitement grew. “The fat might have kept the wyrm-fire from sticking to the bag, but when it breaks, it coats and sticks all over the target. Just add a spark or a candle-flame and--”

      “Immolation,” Wodag said grimly as he nodded. “The only good fortune that came when Uruk rose to power was that the forests were too tight to take a rock wyrm with him. That left the secrets of wyrm-fire safe in the north.”

      “So,” I said thoughtfully, “I think this means that I need to go to the hills and either find a whole lot of rock wyrm droppings or your old tribe. This wyrm-fire, if we use it right, could give us the edge we need to defeat the Weaver’s forces.”

      The old orc let out a long sigh at that, his gaze dropping to the table and his crutch. “Neither will be a simple task, friend. The wyrms are rare and dangerous in the wilds, and my people are fractured by Uruk’s betrayal and suspicious of outsiders.” He looked up at me then, a faint glimmer in his good eye. “But you bear Libritas, and that means there is hope that you can succeed where many would fail.”

      “Thank you for the vote of confidence,” I replied with a thankful smile. “But I won’t be doing this just on a wing and a prayer.” I leaned an elbow against the table and nodded to him. “I’ll have everything you remember about your old tribe and the northern hills to help me, assuming you’re willing to tell me.”

      The old hunter grinned with pride and nodded. “You saved my daughter, my hope for the future, and for that, you will have anything I know. Now, where shall I begin?”
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      By the time I was done talking to Wodag about the orc tribes, it was mid-afternoon. At least Etria seemed to approximate a twenty-four-hour day-night cycle like Earth, so despite the alien skies and twin suns, I didn’t feel as disoriented as I might have. Things were definitely looking up as I made my way back towards the heart of the village. While getting a supply of this wyrm-fire might be dangerous, I was sure it would be key in saving Kaulda.

      Still, even if we did manage it, there was one last hurdle in our way to using it, and to be honest? I wasn’t going to leave the hurdle for last, not when I could get past it before we even left the village. After all, time was of the essence. We couldn’t be sure exactly how long the Weaver would wait for us to walk into his traps, and by Wodag’s reckoning, it was at least two days of hard marching before we had the slightest chance of finding either the orc tribes or a rock wyrm.

      The last thing we would need at that point would be to arrive with little time to spare and run into the wall that was Sullah Sona. It was to that end that I went with my hunch and followed the one lead chain from Wodag that led deeper into town. Interestingly, while that chain remained visible to me, the others, even those that led in this basic direction, disappeared the moment I was away from the old orc.

      That chain led me back into the village square. As I expected, almost no one remained here as the sounds of rebuilding echoed from the west side of town. In fact, the only living soul still there was Petra. Her walnut brown skin and green leaves were both paler than usual as she knelt in the center of the meadow, hands planted in the grass. The vines that always curled around her wrists and ankles were plunged into the soil. When she didn’t look up at me, I walked up to her, my eyes trained on the leaden chain as I went to one knee beside her.

      “You okay, Petra?” I asked, and at the sound of my voice, she turned her head to look over at me with wide eyes.

      “Oh, William!” The dryad’s tone was almost embarrassed, and she snapped her eyes back down to the ground. “I am sorry, I didn’t think…” She let out a huff. “I will be fine in a few moments.”

      I chuckled a bit and put a hand on her shoulder. “That sort of answered my question, but not really.” I glanced around the square before settling my eyes back on her. “I more meant… is something wrong? Because I thought you’d be over where all the work is happening.”

      “I should be,” she murmured, the color starting to fill out in her skin and greenery. “I am so sorry, I simply… I overextended myself a bit, as Sir Thorpe said.” Petra’s hands curled up under her, digging into the dirt in what I guessed was either shame, frustration, or more likely both. “Every time I think I am strong enough--”

      I didn’t need a full play-by-play to figure out the rest. Petra wanted to prove herself, and she just kept pushing. I guessed that she pushed far too much, to the point of exhaustion as she summoned up more trees and plants then shaped the rest to help rebuild. When Reggie figured it out, he sent her off to rest.

      So, I didn’t let her finish her self-chastisement. I cut her off by sliding my hand along her back so that I was now hugging her by the side.

      “Stop that,” I said with a smile on my lips. “I get what you’re doing, but I don’t get why. You’ve proven yourself to me and to everyone else here.”

      The dryad’s tense form relaxed a bit under my touch and words as her wrist-vines pulled free from the ground. I guess even though she ate food, she still got more nutrients by ‘rooting’ herself. As she sat back on her calves, she finally turned her gaze back up to meet mine, uncertainty in her eyes.

      “I know you say that, and I trust you,” she said softly as she wound her arm around my waist. “It’s just… I did many horrible things under the control of the Black Runes. First by order of Uruk’s master, then the orc himself.” A shudder ran through her as her brow knit in the same look of pain and fear I had seen when we first met when she was under Uruk’s control. “I feel like… I feel like I cannot do enough good swiftly enough to make up for it all.”

      That’s when my concentration slipped on the lead chain because all my focus was on Petra, her fears and frustrations, and what I could do to alleviate them. The tingle of Libritas’s magic ran up my spine again, and as with Wodag, the chains that bound my beautiful dryad sprang to life in my eyes.

      It shouldn’t have been a surprise that a golden one soared off to the south, no doubt to the Treison Woods that were her home, while other precious ones of silver and copper weaved towards the west, where Reggie and the villagers were working. A thick, terrible black chain still hung from her heart and lead off not simply to the northwest, but also arching high into the sky, but while it was thick, it was… corroded, missing bits of many of the links, and close to fraying entirely.

      All of that was overshadowed by the pure, shining platinum weave that ran straight from her and the spiraling rune on her chest right back to Libritas and me both. Though the beauty of that chain was almost overwhelming, I shook it off to focus on the ponderous black one.

      “Though we have set her free from Uruk’s master’s Brand,” Lib whispered softly in my mind, “the trauma lingers, as you can see… but you can finish the work we began, not with any magic, but with your strong heart, William.”

      I nodded at that, a gesture that made Petra blink in confusion before I smiled at her. “I know it may be hard to believe after all you’ve gone through, but you’re stronger than you know.” I reached past her and took her free hand in mine. “In just a day and a half, you’ve done so much good… and we won’t stop doing it until we’ve done more than save this village. We’re not going to stop until we end the Black Runes for good.”

      Petra bit her lower lip, the furrow in her brow deepening further and made all the more apparent by how smooth her skin usually was. “I will be by your side until then, but… will I be strong enough to help against the great Brands?” Her hand slipped out of mine to touch the shining spiral on her chest. “I was enslaved by them once. What if…?”

      I cut off her question by putting my hand over hers. Her warmth mingled with the subtle charge of magic from Libritas’s rune, and two together ran through me, drawing me in as if Petra was my center of gravity. As I shifted myself forward and pulled her in to do the same, our foreheads bumped together, another conduit for that same undeniable spark of attraction between us.

      “It won’t happen,” I assured her. My eyes were locked on her lush green lips as they worked to counter my words, but I kept right on going. “If they were to come for you now, even if you didn’t have Lib’s power to protect you, you’d beat them back. You’ve touched your true power now thanks to her… and even if you hadn’t, you wouldn’t be alone. You’ll never be alone again.” One hand still on hers, I shifted back a hair so that I could tilt her chin up with my free hand. “You know that, right?”

      I could almost hear the cracking of chain links, but I didn’t look up to follow them, because my eyes were only for Petra at that moment. There was more than the heat of desire in her gaze, but the strength I knew that was there burning with a heat all its own. While the black chain did not fall away entirely in that moment of realization, I could sense it weaken, shrivel up like a vine in a desert, and I knew for certain that what Libritas said was true, that we would break that last hold of trauma the Runes had on Petra and that moment would be soon.

      And that knowledge is what prompted me to lean forward, slip my hand around to the back of her head, and pull the dryad into a kiss. To be fair, it didn’t take any real prompting on my part as she eagerly met my lips, and for a long moment, we stayed there, locked in that embrace.

      Petra’s lips tasted of walnuts and strawberries, sweet yet earthy, and unlike any human woman I had kissed in my life. I could have stayed in that kiss for far longer than we did, but the small part of my mind that wasn’t lost in the bliss of the moment managed to butt in to remind me of how little time we really had. Finally, reluctantly, I pulled away from the dryad, who smiled brightly at me as she licked her lips.

      “You always will be with me, William,” she breathed out huskily as her chest heaved in a deep breath. “I know that for sure now.” She trailed a light touch across my shoulder and down my arm, her vines following like velveteen in her wake.

      “And I know you’ll never let me down.” I took both her hands in mine as I began to stand, pulling her along. “I want to talk to you more about… us tonight, but right now, if you’re feeling better, I need your help.”

      Petra stood easily, her colors fully returned with an added blush of green on her brown cheeks. “Yes, I am feeling… wonderful.” She smiled brighter. “And I would love to help with whatever you wish of me, William.”

      “Good!” I nodded, keeping a hold of her right hand as I thumbed over my shoulder towards Sullah’s house. “Let’s go see if we can get to the bottom of our friend’s hardened heart.”

      “Suli told you what her father’s woes are?” Petra tilted her head inquisitively as we began to cross the square to his home.

      “No, but she did us one better,” I began. “Let me tell you what I know…”
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      The map of the region around my village was spread out before me, and my ears twitched as I tried to force it to gift me with some divine insight as to how to save my people. It was not that I distrusted the gift the gods had already given me, sending the wielder of the Brand of Freedom and his companions in our time of greatest need, but I knew first-hand how many ettercaps were part of the Weaver’s tribe.

      Perhaps William Tyler was right. Perhaps it was time to try to let the old pain go and reach out a paw to the Wyrmtooth orcs.

      And every time the thought crossed my mind, I felt the old wound on my heart open once more, and the fresh crimson blood of grief flooded my veins. How could I forgive those savages for the death of Siri?

      Without thinking, I found myself pulling out the spidersilk necklace from under my jacket, eyes drifting to the polished rosewood ring hanging from it. Siri’s ring. No, I couldn’t forget, couldn’t forgive. I would find another way…

      It was in the midst of that bloody thought that a steady rapping echoed through the main chamber of my home from the front door. As I stood, I carefully tucked the ring back into my jacket before padding towards the door. With one last deep breath to compose myself and to still my swishing tail, I slid the door open to see who had come to visit.

      To my surprise, I was greeted by two, well, three to be accurate, of my Gods-sent new friends. William Tyler stood before me, thumbs hooked in the same Uplander belt with its many pouches and pockets he had worn when he came to us, with Libritas gleaming gold at his side. I was again amazed at the vitality of the young human. Though he was not the largest of his kind that I had encountered, William moved with strength and grace that many that towered over him had. More than that, I was surprised at how well he wore our garb, almost as if he had been born here in Etria and knew our customs almost by instinct.

      Beside him was Petra the dryad, as beautiful in her spring greenery as I was certain she would be throughout the seasons. Though I had never had the honor of meeting any of her seed before, the history of the Treison Woods and their guardians had been passed down through the Suli family for generations. It had been a disaster for all of Solanna when Khaba va’Khem, master of the Black Runes, had branded the last of the dryads, and I couldn’t help but smile at the sight of her and the gold-and-silver spiral rune that signified her freedom.

      “William! Petra!” I shouted in greeting as I eagerly clapped them both on the shoulder. To both their credits, neither stumbled from my large paws. “I was simply continuing to plan our defenses.” I stepped back and spread my arms wide to offer them my hospitality, as was our custom. “Please, enter and tell Sullah Sona what he can do for you.”

      “Thanks, Sullah,” William replied with a salute. He led the way, Petra close on his heels as I closed the door behind them. “Considering what is going on, it’s not really a coincidence that what we came to talk to you about has a lot to do with those defenses.”

      “No, no, I suppose not,” I said solemnly as we took the conversation to the table.

      They both settled onto the same cushions as they had at dinner the night before, though I couldn’t help but notice that Petra consciously scooted her cushion a bit closer to young William’s side. It was no surprise, of course. I was familiar with the blossoming of young love. I nodded approvingly as I took my proper place at the head of the table.

      “So, do either of you require refreshment before we begin, or--” I began graciously, but before I could finish, William raised his hand.

      “No, thank you, Sullah.” He clearly caught my slight frown and bowed his head slightly. “Sorry, it’s just… I’m realizing more and more that we don’t have a lot of time, a week at most, and what we need to do is going to take up all that time, so…” He shrugged apologetically.

      “Of course.” I laughed and smiled, the minor slight forgotten, a byproduct of the impetuousness of youth. “Well, then, speak your mind, heroes.”

      Though William’s hazel eyes were sharply focused on me with an intensity greater than I had seen before, it was Petra who spoke, her hands steepled in front of her as she did so. Among our people, it was a placating gesture, a sort of pre-apology when one was about to broach a sensitive topic, and I tried not to let my hackles raise or my ears to flatten instinctively.

      “Sullah Sona, we know that you are a wise and kind headman,” she began, her honeyed voice taking a measured, diplomatic tone. “So, it is because we know this to be true that we beseech to let us journey to the northern hills to obtain what we need--”

      It was rude of me, very much not the measure of the compliments laid at my feet, but all the same, I crossed my arms across my broad chest and shook my head. “No, fair dryad. As I intimated before, I have seen the horrors caused by the northern tribes and their fiery weapons. I will not sully my people with such terrible knowledge.” I tried to look immovable, as set in stone as the mountains themselves. “We waste more time now as you ask me this again when we should be seeing to the village’s salvation.”

      Petra’s jaw tightened, and her expression hardened. My grandmother told me that when challenged, a dryad was a terrifying thing, but it was clear my friend reined in that anger. “We will be facing a draconian on the field. Though I know William can free her if she is a slave, before he has that chance, her dragon-fire will lay waste not just to your village and people, but any possible defense I can muster. Even bronzewood burns, as you well know.”

      I was about to retort with my nascent idea to gather sufficient well-water to make burning the wood more difficult, but William took that moment to insert himself into the discussion, his gaze clear and his voice strong and steady.

      “Look, Sullah… I talked to Wodag.” Those simple words made me freeze, all that grief and anger and pain welling back up to the surface as I stared at William. “I don’t know what happened, but--”

      “What did he tell you?” I snarled, a hiss roiling in the back of my throat despite my best efforts to thrust it down as I leapt to my feet. “I should never have let that miserable savage--”

      Petra was to her feet in the blink of an eye as well, and her vines began to writhe like snakes in defense of her savior, but William intervened. His hands up and arms out towards each of us in a bid for peace, he raised his voice to a commanding tone that made even me pause.

      “Stop! Cool it, people!” He glanced at Petra. “It’s okay, I appreciate that defensive reflex there, but it’s okay.” As she blushed in embarrassment at the realization of her actions, William turned his eyes to me. “And he didn’t tell me anything personal about you, Sullah. He didn’t tell me what hardened your heart, what’s chaining you down, but he told me about wyrm-fire and the pain his own people are going through because of Uruk.”

      As quickly as my fury had come, it bled away, replaced only by the empty ache in my heart. I let out a pained sigh as I slumped back onto my cushion. “Gods save me, how could I be so rude to any under my roof, and to you, the one who saved my daughter’s life, most of all?” I bowed forward so low that my forehead thumped the table, and I only wished I could have plowed through it to meet the floor. “I can only beg your forgiveness, Master Tyler, Mistress Petra.”

      “And I am sorry as well, Headman Sona,” Petra added though I didn’t raise my head in my shame. “I simply… I cannot possibly let William come to harm, but I should have known you would not have actually attacked him.”

      William laughed in an easy, light-hearted tone. “Cool. Now we’ve all made up, so let’s move on.” I felt his hand on my shoulder. “I accept your apology, Sullah, so can you just pick your head up about of the table? If you keep pressing on it so hard, you’ll break the thing.”

      As much as I wanted to express my shame for the rest of our discussion, William was likely correct. As I had told him, the people of Kaulda were strong from our lives of hard work, and I was no exception. With a deep sigh, I pushed myself back up to a normal sitting position to see William right next to me, a smile on his lips and his hand still on my shoulder. It was a comforting thing as was Petra’s radiant smile beside him.

      “I suppose, if Wodag spoke to you with honor and good faith, I can do no less, can I?” I said slowly. Neither of my guests interrupted me, they only gave me supportive looks, so I took one last deep breath and withdrew the ring from under my jacket. “When Uruk and his foul orcs first moved down from the mountains and into the Treison Woods, they stopped here in Kaulda. As you might imagine, they did not come for a shaded rest or for our famous cholla.”

      “They came for wealth and slaves,” Petra intoned darkly as her hand moved to her blessed glowing rune.

      “Indeed.” My paws clenched into fists, and I only barely kept my claws from unsheathing. “I was not yet headman then, though I had already…” I had to take a moment to steady my emotions as every bittersweet memory of my lovely Siri flowed through my mind. “I had already wed. Siri Sona was… she was everything I could ever have hoped for. She was beautiful, perhaps as much as you, good Petra, kind, caring, with a sharp wit. Siri could have been headwoman herself, and she would have made the finest partner I could have hoped for.” I managed to relax my fists and tenderly put a hand around her ring. “Most of all, she gave me Suli, the light of my life.”

      I sucked in a shuddering breath, surprised at how quickly my control was breaking down as grief flooded in. I knew it was because I had not told my story to anyone for many cycles. All the village knew my story, and with the darkness that had covered the barony, there were no travelers to tell it to, not that I would.

      “It’s okay, Sullah,” William said softly, his voice full of understanding. “I think we know what happened from there. You don’t need to hurt yourself in telling us.”

      “I appreciate your kindness,” I said through a long sigh as I calmed myself. “But I must. Perhaps… perhaps I need to tell it to try to move beyond it.” I closed my eyes, gathered myself, and continued. “As you may have guessed, Uruk wanted Siri as a slave, even though he had no true Brand with which to take her. Whether he did or not, I did not care, for I would not stand for it. It was the only time we tried to fight back against the Runes… and it cost me the love of my life.”

      I could no longer hold back the tears, but as they came this time, there was… a release that came with them. “I wasn’t the only one who lost in that battle. Many of us did, and Wodag… Wodag had been one of Uruk’s followers, but when he saw first-hand the horror that Uruk meant to spread… he fought back as well, and he paid for it.”

      Petra’s eyes widened in shock. “But did he not lose his leg to a rock wyrm?”

      “He did,” William cut in before I could answer as the light of realization dawned in his eyes. “He didn’t lose his leg to Uruk… he lost his wife, just like you did, Sullah.”

      I fell silent at that. It was such a simple fact, so plain and obvious, and yet, in the ten cycles since that terrible day, I had refused to see it. Wodag, an orc, that which I thought I hated, had suffered by Uruk’s hand as much as I had. How many more of his kin had Uruk slain and tortured and enslaved?

      I should not have looked at the Wyrmtooth orcs with fear and hate. I should have opened my village to them.

      “I have been such a fool,” I mumbled as I slowly shook my head before focusing on my two friends. “I… please, Petra, William… forgive this old man for his foolish ways. My mistake may have already cost everyone if the orcs do not help us.”

      Petra had already risen from her seat, but not in defense of her savior this time. Instead, she rounded the table and put her arms gently, comfortingly around me as William held out a hand. I found myself taking it. It was if his strength and her compassion flowed through me as he smiled.

      “It’s not too late, Sullah,” William said confidently. “It just means we’re going to have that talk of ours on the road, Petra.”

      I wasn’t sure what that exactly meant, but the most important part was plain. “Yes, Master William, we must prepare you for your journey. The mountains are not a place for the faint of heart or the ill-prepared!”

      As I rose up, eager to make up for my past failures, I found that my grief was not entirely gone… how could it be without forgetting my dear Siri’s memory?... but it had been greatly lessened. The gap that now freed in my heart was replaced by the kindling of a new hope, the chance to not only redeem myself but to save my people.

      “Come, my friends!” I called out as I rose swiftly to my feet, much of my old spirit returning to me. “We have much to do!”
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      Despite our enthusiasm to get underway immediately after our talking with Sullah, it took us most of the rest of the afternoon to get everything squared away for the trip. The reinvigorated headman was insistent we have mounts, supplies, and everything he could provide to make the trip as swift as possible, so I was going to trust his knowledge in that regard, especially with the potential dangers Wodag had told me of. Meanwhile, I decided to take advantage of the delay to bring Reggie up to speed and see just how far along the rebuilding was. It had only been one day, sure, but Sir Thorpe was an amazing organizer and motivator, and the people of Kaulda were hard-working to the extreme.

      Even with all that, I could not have been prepared for what I found as Petra and I walked to the west, where Kaulda had been burned practically to the ground. Except that wasn’t the case any longer.

      Somehow, most of the buildings had already been rebuilt, including the great granary that had been the heart of Kaulda’s commerce. I gaped for a few moments as we kept walking to where the sounds of work were coming from… then I turned to see Petra blushing beside me.

      “I’m going to hazard a guess that this,” I thumbed at the granary as we passed it, “is one of the reasons you over-extended yourself.”

      “That is part of it, yes,” the dryad admitted. “I… well… I also mostly restocked it.” She raised a finger. “And I also tried to, well… you’ll see in a moment.”

      I grinned at her and nodded as we walked past the last few finished cottages to where the Kauldans were hard at work. “I can’t wait to see the rest.”

      “That sounds as if you’re encouraging her, my boy,” Reggie called out from ahead, and I looked up to see the prim British explorer smoothing out his mustache. His clothes were dusty from the day’s work. “While I am very much a proponent of hard work, as you well know, there is such a thing as overexertion, such as what our dear Petra attempted.”

      I grinned at my old friend as I crossed the last few steps to shake his hand. “Well, you know that I’m the kind of guy to keep going well beyond the time I should have just taken a fall.” He laughed at that, and we shared a brief hug. “So, Reg, why don’t you show me what Petra here almost fell over to do?”

      Petra giggled as she covered her blushing face with a fan of leaves that sprouted from her fingers as Sir Thorpe nodded and gestured behind himself grandly. He didn’t need to say anything, and he didn’t have to.

      Though it was far from complete, laid out before me was the first wall Kaulda had likely ever seen. Thick posts of polished bronzewood had already been planted in an arc that would serve as the line of the wall while the archway that would hold the west gate had already been formed by two living trees shaped by Petra’s magic. In some places where the first sections of the wall were mostly raised, wicked sharp thorn vines twined around the tops like natural barbed wire.

      To match that impressive feat, several of the burned down lots had been cleared and turned into space for building materials, and that was abundant indeed. While a fraction of it was clearly salvaged from the destroyed buildings, much of it was newly grown and cut, yet another thing we had to thank Petra for. Now, I was no civil engineer, but I knew enough to figure that if this wasn’t all that was needed to finish the wall around the small village, it would be most of it.

      “Deuce it all, you can see what I meant,” Reggie playfully scolded. “The fool girl almost made herself sick with exhaustion with all this.” He settled his hand on the handle of his Webley revolver as he pointed out where villagers were taking shifts putting more and more of the wall up. “Still, despite my concern, I think we have an excellent chance of finishing the main wall within a week.” He shrugged. “It would be less, but we cannot overwork the people, not when they must also be trained to fight.”

      I flashed Petra a smile. “So, while I don’t want you to overwork yourself again, I’m really impressed. Thank you for all your hard work, Petra.”

      “I made a vow, William,” she said simply. “I won’t let you or the people down.” I took her hand and gave it a squeeze before turning back to Reg.

      “And speaking of fighting, we’ve made some breakthroughs,” I began before bringing Reggie up to speed on what all I had discovered from Wodag and how we managed to bring Sullah around to accepting any help we could get from the north. Reggie listened carefully as the gears in his head turned, processing all this new information and how it might help us in the battle ahead.

      “Well, as much as I remain opposed to your excessive overworking, Petra, it may have worked out for the better this one time. We can continue our fine work with the supplies we have while she journeys with you. Anyway, why are we still talking about it?” The old explorer grinned at us. “You should be off!” Sir Thorpe drew his revolver from his belt as his free hand fished in his pocket for the extra rounds. “Though you should take my Webley, considering you will be in more danger than I.”

      Before he could hand the pistol to me, I raised a hand to cut him off. “No, Reg. If we’re wrong about the Weaver’s plans and he comes early, Petra, Lib, and I could still be in the north. I know you’re tougher than beef jerky, but I think you’ll be a lot more help if things go bad if you have your gun.”

      “Besides, good sir knight,” Petra added, “not only will he have his own strength, but William also has the Brand of Freedom to protect him, as well as my command of nature. He will not come to harm.”

      Reggie let out a huff that made his whiskers flutter as he holstered the revolver. “Very well, very well. Well said, my young friends.” He suddenly stood bolt straight and snapped the smartest salute a member of Her Majesty’s armed forces could muster. “I shall whip these simple farmers into a fighting force that will be able to hold these walls for a fortnight, Master William. You can count on that.”

      My answering salute was a bit more informal as I smiled at my friend. “I know I can. Hell, we might not even need wyrm-fire and orcs with you on the job.”

      “Quite right,” he agreed, “but all the same, don’t dally. I’d prefer not to risk these peoples’ lives by putting that to the test.”

      We made our goodbyes then. I gave Reg a brief embrace while Petra gave him a longer one, like a granddaughter parting from a beloved grandfather, and then we left him to go back to supervising the wall. From there, we returned to the village square where Sullah had promised our traveling supplies would be ready by the time we returned.

      True to his word, the barrel-chested ferynx was waiting for us with the reins of two strange-looking beasts in his paws. I figured they were, in fact, mammals of some kind, simply because there was a very stubby mane up the long necks, but otherwise, the six-legged creatures had a leathery hide without a speck of fur on it. Though their necks were longer than a horse’s, their actual bodies were wide and squat, more like a rhino than anything else I could think of, with short, powerful legs that ended in hooves. Their heads contrasted every other part of them, definitely more canine than anything else though still quite hairless, with pointed and rather bright-looking brown eyes.

      Judging from the saddles and packs strapped to them, these were no doubt our mounts.

      “My friends!” Sullah called out in his usual boisterous fashion as he led the beasts towards us. “As I swore, I have readied two karushes for your journey.”

      “Karushes?” I arched an eyebrow as I approached the right beast calmly. That was almost always the best way to approach a domesticated animal on Earth, so I figured it was a good rule of thumb here. “Like… the meat we’ve been eating our entire time here?”

      Petra skipped past me to take the reins of the other karush from Sullah. “Oh, yes, William.” She stroked the long neck of the beast, her vines following her fingers like an extra hand. “Karushes are one of the mainstays of Solanna. The people here ride them, eat them, use them for beasts of burden.”

      Petra’s karush let out a huffing bark before bending its head down to lick her face like a giant puppy… which it kind of was if you squinted. I chuckled as she scritched its ears before taking the reins of the other. Mine regarded me for a moment before lowering its head down to me as well. Not wanting it to feel left out, I treated it as I would any of my dogs back home and gave it a good bit of pampering.

      “Well, how about I promise you that I won’t eat you, huh?” I said as I gave it a good scratch right between the eyes. I cast a sidelong glance to Sullah. “Thanks, Sullah. With these, I’m sure we’ll make it to Wyrmtooth country and back in no time.”

      “I am certain you will.” Sullah set his fists on his hips, his tail lashing behind him as he nodded. “I will not delay your journey any longer.” He then tapped his chest in salute before bowing low before us both. “May the gods go with you and keep you safe where I cannot.”

      I smiled and extended my hand to the ferynx, which he took with a grin. “Stay safe yourself, Sullah.” We shook hands, and then, Petra and I mounted up and headed due north as I judged from the arc of the twin suns overhead.

      No matter how mixed up the karush was as a creature, in the end, the beasts were as easy to control as a trained horse and frankly? The ride was ten times smoother. Their six-legged gate and broad backs made it more like riding atop an elephant. In fact, I found in short order that I was actually easier to ride the flat-backed animal by sitting on top of it Indian-style instead of letting my legs dangle into the stirrups.

      Though I wouldn’t call them fast, the karush certainly had seemingly endless stamina. With a constant, steady pace, we made it out of Kaulda and past the cholla grain fields to the north of the village before full dark came upon us, and even with the suns set, the glow of the Sola crystals dotting the fields gave us a few more hours of safe travel under their light.

      That fading glow did more than light our path. It also highlighted our eventual distance, for they seemed to cover the distant foothills and mountains that loomed to the north of Kaulda. It was an amazing sight as if there were hundreds of multi-colored bonfires slowly burning out across the rolling hills and soaring peaks.

      “I have never seen the mountains before,” Petra whispered in awe as her karush kept pace beside mine. She had opted to ride sidesaddle after the first hour or so, turned so that she could keep easy conversation with me. “When I was… taken from the Treison Woods, Khaba va’Khem ferried me over the countryside on the back of his mighty sphinx, Amalthea.” Though the words sounded like it should have been a wondrous event, the deep frown and pained look in her eyes told me the truth of the situation. “... a slave as I soon became.”

      “Khaba va’Khem.” The name itself felt like a curse as it rolled off my tongue. “I’m guessing he’s one of the Black Runes?”

      The pain in Petra’s eyes passed to be replaced by a mixture of resolve and anger. “Indeed, he is their grandmaster, the head of their twisted cabal.” She cast a glance towards the mountains once more. “In time, our quest will take us into battle against him, that much is certain, but he is a coward who fights through others. He won’t make himself plain until he is forced to after we have freed his slaves and brought low his servants.”

      I nodded slowly, my jaw set with renewed purpose. “Yeah, we’ll make it happen.” Libritas hummed in agreement at my side before I took in a deep breath and forced myself to relax a little. “But that’s for the future. Right now, before we make camp, I wanted to have that talk with you I promised earlier.”

      “About… us?” There was only the faintest hesitation in the dryad’s words before she leaned forward, crossing her legs before placing both her hands on the topmost knee. If she hadn’t reshaped her leafy dress into a pair of sensible riding pants, well, I would have no doubt had an excellent show. “I would very much like that, William.”

      I didn’t need a crack team of vocal analysis experts to decipher the heat and desire dripping off every innocent word.

      “I did tell you that dryads are very primal creatures, William,” Lib sent into my mind. “Considering the fact that you saved her from such a terrible fate and the clear attraction you share, it’s a minor miracle that she hasn’t already attempted to tear your clothes off and take you in the village square.”

      I didn’t let that rather blunt assessment show in my face, though it took no small amount of willpower. Instead, I smiled and nodded to Petra. “Then let’s get down to the heart of the matter.” I took a moment to gather my thoughts before I continued. “I don’t think I need to say that we’re attracted to each other. Hell, Lib’s brought it up a few times with me as is. I’m sure Reggie’s noticed too.”

      “Is there something wrong with that?” Petra’s head tilted inquisitively as the fading rainbow glow of the Sola crystals gave her form a radiance that matched her inner glow. “If you would think it improper for some reasons, I--”

      “Hold on, hold on,” I interrupted. “I didn’t say anything like that, and I certainly don’t think it’s improper at all.” The dryad’s gaze was now focused solely on me, her eyes boring right through me, so I took a quick breath and matched that heated stare. “I just want to make sure that you don’t feel pressured or pushed into this sort of thing. Uruk hurt you, this Kielbasa ba Clem character…” I could tell she was about to correct me, but I raised a hand and smiled. “I know that’s not right, but we’ve got a thing back home about being silly to cut the legs out of scary assholes.”

      I cleared my throat. “Anyway, what I’m getting at is that these Black Runes, they hurt you, enslaved you, took away your freedom, and I don’t want you to think you have to do anything you don’t want to or that you owe me or… anything like that.” My smile brightened. “If I’m loving someone, forging a relationship with them, I want it to be with a partner, someone who I feel for and feels just as strongly about me.”

      There was a long moment of silence between us, the only sounds being the constant clop of the karushes’ hooves and a faint wind rushing down from the mountains. I was beginning to get worried, that maybe I’d been too, well, something, when Petra seemed to wilt as her shoulders slumped.

      “I’m sorry, William, maybe this won’t work out after all…” I was about to cut in to try to salvage things as her voice trailed off, and that’s when I caught it, a creeping, barely restrained grin on her lips. “... because I feel I might very well feel more strongly about you than you do about me. And we can’t go into this relationship without being equals and--”

      “Okay, okay,” I said as I laughed and waved my hands defensively. “I can tell when I’m beaten.” A happy smile crept across my lips. “Good joke by the way. I was actually about to panic for a second there.”

      Petra giggled herself, her leaves and vines shaking merrily along with her. “Thank you.” She leaned forward further, to the point where she would have tipped off the back of her karush if not for her natural grace, and reached out a hand towards me. “I want to pursue the love I feel for you, and I want to do it because it is my will.”

      I shifted myself to a sidesaddle posture as well, reaching out to try to meet her halfway. “Then I think, Petra of Treison Woods, we have a clear path ahead of us.”

      When we couldn’t quite meet up due to the girth of our mounts, Petra giggled and stretched her vines to bridge the gap, twining around my hand and wrist firmly. That is how we rode the rest of the night, hand in, er, vine… but it didn’t make it any less joyful.

      While it was likely we’d be riding into danger tomorrow, for that moment, I had never been happier as I swore the platinum chain that bound Petra and me grew just a little thicker and more intricate that night.

      As the evening wore on, I discovered something wondrous about the karush: They literally never slept. I didn’t think it was possible, it certainly flew in the face of everything I knew about biology, but here in Etria, it was real. They could literally march forever, day in and out, only stopping when we asked them to.

      That turned out to be not as often as I first thought we would need to. With their great broad backs, it was entirely possible to roll out a bedroll and lay atop a karush, letting the steady rhythm of their hoofbeats lull you to sleep. With the worry of the Tanglethread bandits weighing on our heads, Petra and I simply spent that first night on karush-back, still tied together by her vines.

      We’d save something more intimate for a moment when we were finally a step ahead of the Weaver.

      The next morning, as the two suns broke the horizon to light our way, we got our first good view of the mountains ahead. The grasslands broke into scrub as they rose into the foothills with the already scant trees becoming almost nonexistent. Instead, more and more Sola crystals took their place, and their radiance gave the rolling hills an almost phantasmal appearance. Past that, the mountains took over in a big way.

      If I couldn’t see the wear of wind and water on the towering peaks on the horizon, I’d have sworn that a god had torn the earth asunder in his anger to form a wall of stony swords. This first part of the range looked steep and tall, soaring over the foothills with only a few gouge-like canyons cutting between each rise. The bare stone of the cliffs was bleached white, the only color being the crystals jutting out like small studs all over them.

      They weren’t just daunting and awe-inspiring. They were desolate looking, and part of me wondered how any living creatures could live, let alone flourish enough to form a civilization of any sort in those barrier peaks. At the same time, though, life on Earth found a way, and here, and in Etria, magic could make up the difference.

      The only upside I could see from this distance was that, with how some of the glowing crystals were arranged, there had to be more clefts and trails in the steep mountainsides than the pure white color revealed. We could hopefully find a way to navigate them without the modern climbing equipment that was gone in the void between worlds.

      “I didn’t think they would be so… large,” Petra gasped. “From my woods, they look so tiny.”

      “They are pretty huge,” I admitted before flashing her a grin, “but don’t worry. Reggie and I have climbed taller. You’re in good hands here.”

      Her beaming smile made my morning. “I know I am, William. I trust you will keep me safe, no matter where we go, just as I will do the same for you.” As if to emphasize her point, her karush let out a loud bark and snort as it shook its head. She patted its long neck and giggled. “I suppose I did say that well, didn’t I?”

      “You sure did.” I gathered my karush’s reins and guided the riding beast towards what I gathered from Wodag’s description was the main canyon the Wyrmtooth tribe dwelt in. Between the two largest peaks, he had told me, and if there were any larger mountains in this range, I was a Russian nursemaid.

      We made good time that day, aided by my good head for navigation, Wodag’s detailed information, Petra’s skillful use of dryad magic to smooth out the few natural obstacles we hit, and the unending endurance of the karushes. To maximize our time, we ate, drank, and napped on their backs, and by late afternoon, we were deep into the gradually growing hills, the mountains now looming over us like blades about to fall upon our heads.

      “In the times before I was bound, this was called the Whitesword Range,” Libritas hummed in my ear. “I know that isn’t very imaginative, but the ancients were, well, rather straight-forward in their thinking.”

      And that was the moment we saw it. Well, to be fair, we heard it first: a thunderous roar that rebounded off the mountains, rolled across the foothills, and washed over us. It was half Godzilla and half pissed-off lion with a liberal dose of Mach-1 jet engine mixed in for good measure, and it was followed mere moments later by the source of the sound.

      Now, I couldn’t be sure how big the great draconic thing was that clawed up out of a valley to the west of our destination. We were simply too far away to be sure I was judging it right… but it was big. Like, rampage through Tokyo big. I was strangely happy that Wodag’s idea of a wingless dragon was quite close to my own, another cause for me to think that much of Earth’s folklore came from Etria. The thing that struck me the most about the terrible lizard was its dull white scales that matched the stone of the mountain and its saber-like talons. As near as I could tell from here, they looked like they were literally made from steel, and by the way they cleaved into the stone to support the beast’s climb towards the summit of the peak, they were probably hard and sharper than any metal blade.

      “And that,” Libritas sent in my mind, the ancient artifact’s voice tinged with no small awe herself, “is a rock wyrm… albeit one many centuries old. They never stop growing as long as they can feast on enough flesh and Solas to sustain themselves, and this one… well, it has certainly managed that for a long time.”

      Petra turned to me, her eyes wide with justifiable fear, and I simply reached out to her. As she leaned towards me to wind her vines around my outstretched hand, I took a centering breath and found my courage.

      “Right, ladies,” I said aloud as I laid my free hand on Lib’s hilt, “this isn’t the end of the world.” As I spoke, the giant wyrm chomped up a bite of stone and crystal as easily as you’d spoon up a bit of ice cream. “It’s not like we need to kill a wyrm or even tame one. We just need wyrm-fire.” I grinned despite my own healthy amount of worry about the kaiju snacking down on a mountaintop. “And as that’s wyrm poop, all we have to do is find the aftermath of their meals. Most animals don’t shit where they eat or sleep, so all we have to do is to be smart and observant, right?”

      “Yes!” Petra latched onto that idea for dear life, and her vines started to relax as she did. “And if we do manage to make peace with the orc tribes, they already have harnessed the secrets of wyrm-fire. They could help us accomplish our mission easily.”

      “Indeed,” Libritas chimed in. “I only wish I had my full strength. If I did, even that wyrm would be nothing for us to fear.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said aloud so that both of them would hear me. “We’ve got this.”

      Almost as if the wyrm heard us and had its own opinion on the subject, it let out another tremendous roar, acidic spittle splattering over the rocks as it began to climb its way down.

      “Well, fuck you too,” I called back whether the big bastard could hear me or not. “I don’t care how big you are or how loud you roar, we’ll get the job done!”

      It was honestly a tiny bit childish… but it not only felt good to do it, but it also brought a smile and a laugh to Petra, and that was worth it.
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      We didn’t get another glimpse of the big daddy… or mommy, who was I to judge?... rock wyrm as we weaved through the hills into the Whitesword Range proper. However, as our karushes steadily plodded their way into the first deeply cut valley, the wyrms’ presence both big and small was plain everywhere in the steeply sloped valley. Be it the scars of acid burns in the stone and the scrubby brush that dared grow here, shattered stubs of bitten-off Sola scattered among the intact crystals or cut gouges of all sizes of talon from kitten to kaiju.

      The wyrms weren’t the only things we saw evidence of. As Petra and I moved deeper into the canyon, I caught glimpses of where our orc tribes might have been. A discarded shard of broken pottery here, a well-covered but still faintly visible old campfire there, the signs of the Wyrmtooth tribe was plain if you knew what to look for. None of the covered fires were warm in the least, but it still left a sort of trail to follow as the main valley began to split off into clefts cut into the white mountains and trails that led up the peaks.

      Honestly, though all we had was a trail of sorts to follow and nothing else, I always felt like something or someone was watching us every step of the way. Still, we pushed on, but by the time afternoon rolled around, another, more immediate, problem was becoming rapidly clear as I reined my karush in before a split in the valley.

      “I hate to say it, but our friends here,” I patted my karush on its long neck, “are just too big to take us much further.” Petra frowned thoughtfully as I pointed to the three clear paths ahead: two rapidly narrowing branches of the main canyon and a rough trail just wide enough to allow a person to walk up it. “While we might be able to go back and try a wider section of the canyon, I’ve got a feeling we won’t find the orcs along any major pass.”

      “You are most likely right, William,” the dryad said as she scanned the cliffs rising around us. “These are well-trained riding beasts, so we could direct them back to Kaulda. They would most likely arrive safely… but then our return trip will take twice as long at least.”

      I nodded in agreement as I tried to suss out a solution. It only took a few moments before I had the beginnings of an idea.

      “Petra,” I began as I turned to face her, “do you think you could grow a protective little grove of sorts for these guys?” I thumbed back behind us. “There was a secluded little gap in the canyon just a few minutes back that might work for the space we need.”

      The dryad’s eyes lit up at the idea. “I am certain I could, at least something that would keep these poor dears secure for a day or two.” She leaned forward, vines reaching up the beast’s swooping neck to scratch behind its ears, much to the karush’s delight. “As they are grazing beasts, I could flood the clearing with grasses, then block it off with bronzewood trees. It wouldn’t stop, say, a rock wyrm, but from anything less, they would be fed and protected.”

      “Sounds good,” I agreed, “and with a little help, I can shape a water trough for them. We’ll just have to cross our fingers that we can catch up to the orcs or some rock wyrm spoor quickly.”

      There wasn’t much else to say on it. I had to trust in a bit of luck now, but when didn’t you have to pray for a little luck in dangerous situations? Every adventure is a gamble of sorts, after all.

      With our plan set, it only took us an hour or so to get the karushes to the little gap canyon I had noticed before, one of the previous orc campsites, as a matter of fact. That simply made me even more certain of the relative safety of our mounts as Petra made the scrubby grass flourish and shaped a tangled gate of bronzewood trees and thorny vines to keep the karush safe. We even had a bit of that faith in luck validated when I discovered a small spring trickling up along the far wall of the valley. With a little work, we dug it out to form a natural place for the karush to water.

      After sorting out the bare minimum supplies we’d need, we took a good, long drink of the clean spring water ourselves. A quick goodbye to our faithful mounts later, we got back on our way. To be honest, it felt good to be hiking under my own power again. By the time my legs were fully stretched out, and we had hit a good rhythm to the hike, not long at all, really, the same three pathways came into view.

      I was about to turn to Petra to get her thoughts on which trail to investigate first when an echoing bellow, the screeching roar of a rock wyrm, vibrated down the narrow split to our right. The dryad tensed as my right hand dropped to Libritas’s hilt, but before we could even take a step, the wyrm’s roar was followed by a weaker, far more fear-filled cry.

      It wasn’t another wyrm. It was a man or, more specifically because of the nasal snort that came along with it, an orc. Whoever it was, they were in mortal terror.

      The smart thing would have been to take the other split or start heading up the trail, away from where some poor bastard was distracting the most lethal creature I had ever seen. But doing the smart thing would have been turning away from someone in danger, and you know what? That sort of thing just didn’t sit well with me, so instead of rushing to safety, I broke into a sprint down the narrow canyon that was the source of the roars and cries.

      I wasn’t surprised in the least that Petra was right on my heels as a carpet of green plants sprouted ahead of us, pushing through the rough terrain ahead of us. Instead of the loose rock and broken surface slowing us down, I found that each step landed on even, almost spongy grass that sped us on our way.

      That was good too because the orc’s cries of terror and struggle continued to sound off in a terrible chorus to the occasional piercing roars of a big rock wyrm. How big, I didn’t know, but I could only hope it wasn’t the Big One. The chasm we raced down narrowed gradually until it was just wide enough to let me keep running, and as we cut around a sharp cut in the valley, I caught sight of a tremendous flash of light and fire ahead, followed by the wyrm’s painful shriek.

      I didn’t assume that was the end to whatever was going on, so I kept sprinting, and as the narrow chasm opened back up again, I got confirmation that the danger was far from over yet.

      The big clue was the huge, clearly pissed-off wyrm rearing up in the center of the large box canyon that lay before us. While it wasn’t quite as big as the first one we had seen, this thing was no baby, measuring probably twenty feet long if not longer. To make matters just a little more concerning, half of its head was on fire, something that seemed to piss it off even as it charred the chalk-white scales into a gnarly black. One eye was burned shut, but that was still one golden reptilian eye focused entirely on the pig-man that was on one knee in the drake’s shadow.

      As for the potential victim, it was plain to me that he was one of the local tribesmen. Unlike either Uruk’s thugs or the people of Kaulda, the orc was dressed in tanned leathers dyed white and red, though I wasn’t sure how much of that red was his own blood, as he was clearly a deep tear in his dragging left leg. Half of a tattered cloak, covered in scrub brush and dirt to serve as a primitive ghillie suit, hung off his shoulder as he desperately dug for something.

      Past the battle in mid-moment in front of us, the battlefield itself was desolate, scoured clear no doubt by the drake itself. The only thing of note at all was a wide cave mouth that disappeared into the mountain beyond, but to get to that would require getting past one extremely angry wingless dragon.

      “Petra, protect him,” I called out as I ran forward. “I’ll get its attention so we can get him out of here!”

      My reasoning was sound as I drew Libritas from her sheath: I had two good legs and the element of surprise, and that meant I had a million times better of a chance of surviving the wyrm’s fury than a limping orc. As the Brand of Freedom’s runic tip blazed to life, its pure light seemed to catch the rock wyrm’s eye, and it turned its fanged maw away from the orc.

      The tribesman blinked in awe at that, and then again as a small copse of trees burst up around him. Instead of bronzewood, Petra conjured up something I hadn’t seen before, each tree seemingly sticky with some kind of greenish sap, from trunk to leaves, but I completely trusted her choice.

      Not that I had time to question it if I wanted to. I managed to get within a dozen paces of the wyrm before its momentary fascination with Libritas’s light turned to renewed fury. It let out a roar, bits of acidic spittle hissing and sizzling as it splattered against my clothes, hair, and the surrounding ground, before lunging at the thing it found offensive. The acid stung like a bitch, and I certainly knew I didn’t want to get hit with a purposeful spit of that stuff… just like I didn’t want to be bitten in half by those rows of gleaming metal fangs.

      I threw myself in a dive, angling myself towards the side of the wyrm’s head that was still on fire as the jaws snapped shut mere inches above my back. As I hit the ground, I turned the dive into a roll which took me past the wyrm’s slavering jaws, into its blind side and back up to a crouch.

      “The orc is clear!” Petra shouted, but I didn’t risk looking to see her exact situation or even to breathe a sigh of relief. My momentary advantage was already slipping away as the rock wyrm’s sinuous neck twisted around to seek me out, its body moving with leonine grace as it did so.

      “Any idea where a rock wyrm’s weak spots are, Lib?” I sent as I broke into another run, a curving movement to try to keep me within its blind spot. While this was a big canyon, it was still small in terms of giant wyrms, so the best it could to track me was to spin like a dog chasing its tail. Of course, I was the tail, and if it caught me…

      “Ideally, the eyes,” Lib sent back, her entire forming pulsing with each syllable, “but it will guard its last uninjured eye. The mouth and throat are a no-go, both reinforced and toughened by the acid it sprays.”

      Speaking of that acid, the wyrm did just that, simply letting out the biggest, wettest, longest loogie in all of creation as it craned its head around to track me. The long stream of the gooey, viscous acid splattered all over the damn place, filling the air with steam and gas as it ate away stone, dirt, and scrub. The wyrm was spinning so fast now that the acid was hot on my heels, and that’s when I saw that I had come around nearly a full rotation and the protective little grove that Petra made for the orc came into view.

      I went for it. Petra raised that shield for a reason, after all. I flung myself forward into a baseball slide, digging up a furrow as I slid behind the sap-covered trees. The corrosive spittle splattered all over the trees, and somehow, none of it penetrated through the woven, sticky branches. Furthermore, as I suspected, the trees didn’t get dissolved into so much goop. They held strong, but there was a rather nauseating smell, sulfur maybe, rising off them.

      “More options, Lib, and fast,” I sent back as I caught my breath. The ground to all sides was still a bit too acid-covered for me to want to risk another run, and judging by the pained, frustrating roar that I heard through the trees, the wyrm was about ready to barrel through the trees to get at little old me.

      As I expected, Libritas pulled through for me. “The lower quarter, William! Even the belly of the wyrm is thickly scaled, but the underside junction between the hind legs. The scales are soft, and there is, well, a natural, soft access point there…”

      “You’re suggesting I essentially kick this thing in the dick?”

      “Well, yes.” Libritas coughed. “That is one very specific way to put it.”

      “That works for me,” I sent back before raising my voice. “Petra! I need a distraction!” With Lib clutched tightly and my free hand reaching into my pack for a coil of rope, I broke up out of my crouch and rushed for the far canyon wall, the only clear, non-acidy path I had.

      Stupid to leave my back open? Only if you don’t have a kick-ass dryad on your side. As I broke cover, I caught a glance at the entrance of the canyon where Petra had raised another small barrier of the sappy trees, and Petra surged through that, the wood and sap wrapping around her brown skin to form anti-corrosive armor.

      “You will not harm a hair on his head, wyrm!” she roared, her voice echoing with the fury of Mother Nature as she thrust her hands forward. Her vines exploded in size as they spiraled out from her, palm-sized thorns sprouting from them in the blink of an eye. Like colossal fanged whips, the vines lashed out at the wyrm, more than catching its attention as the thorns scoured deep enough into the beast’s scales to draw blood in a few places.

      The rock wyrm, half-blinded and now scourged in the flank, spun once more, letting out a blast of acid that washed off Petra’s sap-covered armor. That still had to hurt, but she held strong, giving me just enough time to do what I needed to… which was tie an end of my rope around Lib’s handle. And the moment the wyrm spun on my dryad, I turned on a dime and raced back for the beast, now with its other flank to me as it advanced on Petra.

      It roared, and she was roared right back, still flailing at the beast as I made it the last few yards to cross under the wyrm’s belly.

      “Okay, Lib, light it up!” I growled as I slid my grip down a foot or so of the rope. “Go as hot as you can, everything but the handle!”

      “Of course, William,” she sent back, her entire shaft and head exploding into a golden blaze as I began to spin the rope in my hand. Strangely, I didn’t feel the heat as I kept spinning, and in a moment, Lib was spinning like a glowing disk at my side.

      Above me, the wyrm moved forward, its softer, paler belly flesh passing overhead, and then I saw it. No, not a lizard dick. Reptiles don’t work that way, they have cloaca… which was maybe better for my purposes. It was a literal hole right into the inside of the beast. Before I missed my shot, I let out a yell of effort as I let the rope go as I swung upward, flinging Libritas like a golden comet. I didn’t bother trying to keep a hold of the rope, I simply let it fall to my feet and only bothered to grab the opposite end of it as I dove away.

      The last place I wanted to end up was under a dead, multi-ton drake, after all, and the last thing I wanted to have happen was to lose Libritas inside the guts of a giant reptile.

      As I got clear, Libritas slammed right between the wyrm’s rear legs, dead on target, and the searing brand burnt and melted through soft scales, tender flesh, and right into the wyrm’s internal organs. The wyrm let out a terrible, painful screech as its entire body spasmed, and as I picked myself up, my eyes widened as Lib burst out the top of the drake, searing gore dripping off every inch before she finally ran out of momentum and fell to the earth around the same time the drake collapsed.

      “Petra!” I shouted as I turned towards her. She was just as awe-struck as I was because what we just witnessed seemed almost impossible. “Go through the eye now!”

      See, while most things would die if you literally shoved a glowing hot piece of steel through its pelvis, this rock wyrm was tougher than that shit. Though it was spilling blood and gore in an expanding circle under its hips and tail, the wyrm was still trying to drag itself forward, hissing and ready to bite.

      My shout snapped her out of her astonishment, and her jaw squared as she reared back her thorny whips. “Indeed, I will put it out of its misery,” she said firmly as she thrust them back out again.

      The wyrm was too injured, in too much agony to dodge, which was good for it, honestly. The massive thorns that Petra drove through its good eye to kill it was a mercy instead of letting the thing bleed to death in utter agony. As the wyrm let out one last death throe, the orc we had saved limped past the edge of the protective trees, his small black eyes as wide as they could possibly be as a gasp escaped his snout.

      “By my ancestor’s tusks,” he whispered hoarsely. “Never have I seen two hunters slay a rock wyrm alone before.” He blinked over at me. “Truly, you are sent from the spirit world!”

      I simply shook my head. “Nope, just a guy from New Jersey.”
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      As the astonished orc fell to his knees before the dead drake, I rushed over to Petra. The spewed acid had mostly run its course, so there was only a light sizzle from the soles of my boots, but I pulled up a bit short as I got right up to the dryad. Not that I didn’t want to hug her and make sure that she hadn’t been burned through her bark armor, but there were still globs of the corrosive spit still bubbling in the sap and sending out puffs of sulfurous gas.

      “Uh, Petra, you’re, well, dripping?” I said as I gestured at her sizzling armor. “Are you okay? I saw the drake breathe on you and--”

      “I-I think so,” she said softly as she seemed to deflate a little. With the immediate danger over, the wrath of nature drained out of the dryad as she let out a long breath. As she did, the armor fell away like so many fall leaves.

      Though there were spots where her brown skin or the leafy green dress beneath it were marred by acid burns, she looked to be in relatively good shape. I could only hope I looked so good.

      “And yes,” Libritas chirped in my ear, her tone playfully teasing, “I am perfectly fine as well, thank you for asking.”

      I glanced over my shoulder to where the brand had fallen to the earth, covered in charred wyrm flesh and gore, the end of my rope still tied around her handle. “Of course, you are,” I sent back. “You’re the Brand of Freedom, after all. I never had any doubts you’d take that thing out.”

      “Thanks to your swift thinking, William,” she replied, but before I could say anything else, Petra was all over me, gentle vines and probing fingers searching out every one of my own burns. In the heat of the moment, I’d completely forgotten about them myself, and even now, they were still only stinging annoyances.

      “I should salve these wounds right away,” the dryad remarked, her face scrunched up in worry. “Fortunately, the greengum tree’s sap is very effective when dealing with acids, as you saw.”

      Before she could fret over me too much, I put my hands gently on her shoulders and kissed her on the forehead. “I’m okay too, and while I’m all for taking care of my boo-boos, I’m a lot more worried about our friend over there.”

      I pointed past her at the pig-man, who seemed to be totally ignorant of the blood leaking out of his thigh as he quite literally prostrated himself before the dead wyrm’s carcass. He was clearly muttering to himself, some kind of chant that I couldn’t quite discern but it certainly sounded religious. His hands were planted flat in the dirt, and I couldn’t help but notice his thick fingers were stained with some kind of black substance.

      Petra followed my point, and she let out a little gasp. “Yes! Let us help him.” She grabbed my hand and dragged me forward, even though it wasn’t necessary in the least. “But I’ll still dote over your wounds later, William.”

      “Fair enough.” I let out a chuckle, despite my own pain. While I had only taken indirect drops of the wyrm’s acid, it was still burning away in my skin. It had the distinct feeling of single burning fires being poked through my skin, but I bit back on that bit of agony for the moment. No need to distract Petra, after all.

      At our approach, the orc finally looked up from his prayers, and I finally got a good look at a part of him that wasn’t his back. Like the rest of his kind, he had a pig-like snout instead of a nose, with the same ruddy pink skin as Wodag and Una. Bristly brown hair came up like a mohawk in between his ears, and his face was scarred in several places, though those scars were blended into elaborate tattoos that reminded me of Celtic designs from Earth. His black eyes were surprisingly focused as he nodded his head to us, still on his knees.

      “Great hunters, I thank you again for my life,” he said, his voice deep and heavily accented, almost Slavic to my ears. I had no idea how I could hear an accent when my brain was auto-translating things, but that’s how it was. “Few outsiders would risk their lives for one of my tribe.”

      “Well, to start with, we’re not assholes,” I began. “As for the rest, let’s make sure you don’t bleed to death first, all right?” As I slung my pack off my back, Petra knelt beside the orc.

      “Please, relax and let us assist you,” she soothed as she put her hands on his shoulders. “What is your name, friend?”

      The orc’s small eyes widened further at the very question. As I pulled out the Etrian equivalent to a first aid kit, little more than a bottle of stout grain alcohol, some clean bandages, a roll of thin thread, and a bone needle, his gaze shifted between us before finally settling on me.

      “Ogrith, son of Dolar, hunter of the Wyrmtooth,” he announced as he thumped his chest, and I think that was when his wounds finally caught up with him. His skin went a pale pink as he began to pitch forward, but Petra held him fast. “Yes, help. I thought I could get an egg and get clear, but then he awoke and--”

      I motioned for Petra to lay Ogrith on his back. “You can explain it all later, Ogrith, but for now, just try to stay calm.” As she did so gently, I set the alcohol and bandages to one side so that I could cut away some of the leather around the orc’s wound. “I’m William, by the way, and this is Petra.”

      The dryad waved the fingers of her free hand as she smiled down at Ogrith, and that alone seemed to calm him all the more. That was good because it let me actually get a good look at his wound. It was a deep, long gash along the hip, to be sure, but if we could pack it and stitch it up properly, I hoped that we could save his leg.

      “Good news,” I said with a smile as I pulled the cork out of the alcohol bottle, “I don’t think you’re going to lose your leg, but, well, bad news?” I took a deep breath as I prepared to clean the slash. “This is going to hurt like a bitch.”

      Petra nodded and simply sprouted a stick of wood from her palm. Ogrith didn’t need to be told what to do, he simply opened his snout and allowed her to place the wood between his teeth and tusks. The moment she did, I dumped the grain alcohol over the cut abruptly to clean it. Tears welled up in Ogrith’s eyes, but he managed to bite off his screams of pain.

      The stick, though, was a goner, torn to pieces in his tusks.

      “Sorry, Lib,” I sent to Libritas, still languishing in baked-on gore. “I--”

      “Worry not, dear William,” she pulsed. “I’ve been in far worse straits for far longer. Do what is needed there.”

      With that, I looked up to Petra, about to ask for some moss, an excellent natural form of wound packing, but I didn’t have to say a word. Her open hand was right there, filled with a mound of a reddish-brown moss unfamiliar to me. I didn’t question, I simply smiled at her, grabbed the moss, and stuffed it into the slash in Ogrith’s hip as gently as I could. Whereas a good packing of Earth moss would merely staunch a wound, this Etrian moss seemed to suck up the blood around it and accelerate the process of clotting. I realized I could take my time a little bit in the stitching and bandaging of the wound.

      It only took ten minutes of careful work to get the orc’s wounds properly dressed. And I wasn’t the only one who was busy. As I had Ogrith well in hand, Petra slipped away to recover Libritas, cut my rope free from her, and clean the Brand of Freedom off with water from her waterskin. By the time the dryad had returned with Libritas cradled reverently in her arms, I was giving Ogrith a pat on the shoulder.

      “Thank you, William,” the orc grunted out as he struggled to sit up. I steadied him as I helped him sit up. “And you as well…” Ogrith’s eyes widened as he seemed to take in not only Petra but Libritas as well. “A dryad… if you’re here… Uruk?”

      “Dead,” I said firmly as Petra presented the Brand of Freedom to me hilt-first. “And I was a bit remiss in my introductions. This is--”

      “The Brand of Freedom.” Ogrith was awe-struck, his deep voice almost hollow as realization lit up his eyes. For a long moment, I wasn’t sure what way this would go. Was Ogrith one of the orcs who aligned with Uruk? Was he about to make a move after finding out Uruk’s fate?

      But that isn’t what happened. Instead, a look of pure relief washed over Ogrith’s pained face right before he spat to his left, the side opposite of me.

      “Good riddance to the Unclean,” he growled before looking back up at us. “Truly, our ancestors sent you to save us from our mistakes. Please, can you help me stand?”

      I nodded as I stood and held an open hand down to him. “Petra, can you make him a crutch?”

      “Of course,” Petra replied brightly. “Anything to be of assistance.”

      The pig-man clasped my forearm, and as I began to help him up, I heard the now-familiar sound of a sapling sprouting through the rocky earth. By the time I had our new friend steady on his good leg with me to support him, Petra had stepped forward, a shaft of bronzewood shaped with a crook on one end in her hands.

      “Here, Ogrith.” She handed the polished wood crutch to him as I shifted to supporting him by the armpits. “If you need it adjusted in any way, let me know. It will only take a moment!”

      Ogrith took the crutch with a grateful nod and tucked it under his arm. With a little help from me, it only took a few moments for the orc to get used to the crutch. What was amazing to me was his resilience. Despite the blood loss and injury, Ogrith was surprisingly sprightly as he shuffled forward a few tentative steps.

      “Your judgment was perfect,” he grunted as he nodded to Petra. “Thank you.”

      “Our pleasure.” Petra sketched a curtsy and smiled… but only for a moment before she swept past Ogrith to fret over me again. “Now, William, you’re going to let me attend to those burns now, aren’t you?”

      I laughed and nodded. “Okay, okay.” I glanced over at Ogrith. “Maybe you can tell us what’s going on while she takes care of me.” As Petra softly pushed me back down to a sitting position in the dirt, the pig-man let out a snorting chuckle and leaned against the high-sloping valley walls.

      “As you wish, savior, though there is little to tell.” Ogrith waved towards the cave past the still-bleeding drake carcass, and I resisted the urge to ask why he used that particular word to describe me. “I am a hunter of the Wyrmtooth tribe, but what I hunted today was not meat, but eggs. When Uruk the Unclean,” he spit again as soon as he uttered the name, “broke our people and left to join the Black Runes, he cursed our tribe’s wyrms, turning them impotent.”

      Petra looked up from where she soothed my acid burns with greengum sap, her eyes narrowing in anger. “I shouldn’t be surprised at such a vile thing, and yet I am always astounded to hear the depths to which Uruk sunk. I am glad I ripped him to shreds.”

      “We all are,” I added before looking to Uruk. The sticky sap was doing a miraculous job taking the pain away from my burns. “So, because your tribe relies on wyrm-fire, you were trying to get unhatched eggs to bring up and tame a new generation of rock wyrms?”

      Ogrith simply grunted and nodded. “Unlike the soft plainsfolk, we orcs must survive in this harsh land. You saw what wyrm-fire can do when you arrived. If my tribesmen had been with me, we could have felled that beast with it. You can see why we need it.”

      From what I had seen, I was pretty sure he wasn’t exaggerating. If that had been the effect of one vial of wyrm-fire, a concentrated attack from multiple sides likely would have felled the rock wyrm. Ogrith snorted as he pushed himself off the wall and oriented toward the cave.

      “I do not wish to burden you more with our tribe’s troubles, but…” He let out a long sigh. “I do not know if there are more dangers in the wyrm’s cave. Could you assist me in recovering what eggs we can find for my people?”

      Part of me wanted to grill him about why he was here alone, but my gut told me that this was a desperate act. As I let Lib’s magic into me to lay bare the chains that bound him, the golden chains that bound him to this land and sketched off deeper, towards what I guessed what the rest of his tribe was, were chipped and fraying. Though I was still learning how this all worked, the state of those chains only reinforced how tenuous things were for Ogrith and the Wyrmtooth orcs.

      “Sure, we’d be honored to,” I began, then cast a glance up to Petra who was still fussing over me. “Uh, assuming Petra has cleared me for more adventures?”

      A greenish blush tinged the dryad’s brown cheeks, and she let out a little giggle. “I’m sorry. I think I got a little carried away.” She stood up and brushed some dust off her skirts. “You’re all taken care of, William.”

      “Thanks, Petra.” I laughed, pushed myself up to my feet, and tightened my grip on Libritas. “Let’s go, Ogrith, and get your people those eggs.”

      The hunter grunted and began to hobble his way to the cave’s mouth. He was brave for sure, but I wasn’t going to let him go first in his condition. I passed by Ogrith with a nod and took the lead, with Petra guarding our rear, just in case. We moved carefully around the immense carcass and across the box canyon. As we approached the cave mouth, I raised Libritas high.

      “Can you give us some light, Lib?” I sent to her.

      “My pleasure, William,” she replied, and as she whispered in my ear, her entire length flared up with even gold light, driving back the darkness before us.

      With a deep breath, I centered myself and plunged into the cavernous depths beyond. I wholeheartedly expected a very angry mate of the drake we killed waiting to tear us to shreds or melt us into goopy flesh piles with acid the moment we stepped into the cave.

      But none of that happened.

      Instead, the spacious, craggy cavern was almost dead silent and still. It was easy to tell that the main space was naturally formed, while several hollows had been gouged out with drake talons. Several of those niches were lined with the remnants of Sola crystals, some of which seemed to be half-grown while others were chewed down to their nubs.

      “The wyrms have a strong nose for Sola,” Ogrith grunted as he nodded to a chamber. “They can scent it even in hidden pockets, such as this.”

      “Do you think they grow like this even under the plains?” I asked as we turned to go deeper in. I figured they must, but I wanted to be sure before I integrated that factoid into my plans against the Weaver.

      “I suppose it must.” The hunter let out a derisive snort as he turned to go deeper into the cave. “Not that the plainsmen realize what a treasure they have under their feet.”

      The disdain was plain, but it wasn’t tinged with vindictiveness. If anything, I got a feeling of envy from Ogrith. I was already starting to suss out the source of the tension between the orcs and the people of Kaulda. Sullah had thought of the orcs as savages, while the Wyrmtooth saw the Kauldans as having an easy life and prosperity they didn’t appreciate.

      “Why don’t your tribe and the plainsmen join together? Trade?” Petra asked softly as we walked towards a large hollow at the back of the cavern.

      This one was distinctly different from the other niches. Not only was there a distinct lack of crystals, but all the sharp edges and fractured rock was smoothed out by acid. The only remaining feature was a broken-off pillar of rock in the far corner.

      Ogrith stopped short for a moment and lowered his snout. “Our peoples have never dealt well with each other, even before the Runes came. When Kaulda was praised by the barons of Solanna, we were shunned, thought of as savages who only had rock and blood to trade in.” A deep sigh echoed from his lips. “It was unfair, but still, we did nothing to change their minds. And when Uruk came,” he spat again, “showing off the power the Runes had given him, many of us joined him, because our hearts were hardened by the past.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at us. “Now, our honor has been tarnished by the Unclean one,” there came another spit, “and I doubt any would deal fairly with us again.”

      “Maybe they will,” I ventured. “Because things have gotten pretty crazy since we killed Uruk and freed Libritas.” I stepped forward and put my hand on his shoulder. “The ettercaps are on the warpath, and Kaulda is going to get smashed and enslaved if they don’t get help.”

      Ogrith blinked slowly at that, and as I saw the light dawn in his eyes, he turned back towards the space ahead. “Perhaps we can help, but first, we must get these eggs. With them as tribute and tales of your heroism today, I might be able to stir our chieftain into action.”

      “I’m sure we can.” I gave him a quick clap on the shoulder and moved ahead of him and into the niche.

      I actually had to step carefully once we moved forward, as the floors were glassy smooth. Even my hiking boots found little purchase on the stone, but that only lasted for a moment before I looked back at Petra. I didn’t even have to ask. With a wave of her hand, grasses pushed up through the smooth stone, easing the way forward. With a thankful smile, I made my way towards the shattered spire of stone, the only real feature in this cubby. As I got closer, a few things became clear.

      First, there were two oval indentations, large and shallow, in the floor itself. They reminded me of the impressions a pair of very large cats would make in a cat bed, and as the thought crossed my mind, my senses kicked up a notch again. One of this mated pair was gone. Where was the other one?

      Second, what remained of the spire was more like a pedestal now, sliced apart at a downward angle then a chunk gouged out to form, well, a sort of nest. Shredded fibers of some kind were stuffed in the gouge, and two steely objects the general size and shape of the dinosaur eggs I’d seen in museums were firmly nestled in those fibers. Lib’s light played off the polished shells, and Petra let out a soft gasp at their wondrous beauty.

      Last, there was no other way out of the cavern that I could see. All that meant was that if we were going to have visitors, they’d be able to corner us in here with no way out.

      No problem, right?

      “We should move quickly but gently,” Ogrith whispered as he stepped up beside me, close to the nest. “To safely transport the eggs, we must scoop up all the bedding carefully and pack them all together in a satchel or sack. It keeps them from cracking, and their parents’ scents will help--”

      He was interrupted by the very faint sound of metal on metal, an echoing tink-tink that cut through the utter stillness of the cave. It didn’t come from behind us or from any of the other crystal niches. It came from one of the eggs right in front of us.

      “Uh, Ogrith?” I whispered as I took a tentative step right up to the edge of the nest. Petra was right beside me, eyes sparkling at the prospect of a new life. “What do we do?”

      The orc rushed to follow us as fast as he could. A small series of dents was forming in the right egg as he gripped the edge of the stone tightly. “No! Once it hatches, it will imprint immediately, then its cry will start the other hatching.” He looked frantically at us. “Please, quickly, we have to separate them. My tribe can lose one, but not both!”

      We didn’t waste any time. Ogrith clearly wasn’t going to be able to help with only one free hand, so I looked to Petra as I emptied my pack on the stones. “Scoop up the unhatched egg, bedding too, and…” An idea hit right then. “Wrap it in big leaves of some kind! Anything that’ll keep the sound out.”

      Petra nodded sharply and reached out toward the left egg, her vines stretching out further as large leaves began to sprout from their length. As she worked swiftly, vines and leaves winding through the bedding to surround one egg, the tinking at the other egg intensified. The sounds grew louder and faster as more and more dents punched out further and further from the shell. I managed to get everything out of my pack and spun it around just as the first hole punched through. The sound of twisting, tortured metal split the air as that hole widened, just as Petra folded one last thick, waxy leaf around the other egg and hoisted it up.

      Ogrith was visibly sweating, anxiety twisting his face and wrinkling his snout as the dryad shoved the leafy bundle into my pack a split second before the other egg tore open. Petra snapped off the leaf stems right as I cinched the now-bulging pack closed, and I only hoped we’d put enough layers between the unhatched egg and its sibling before…

      A surprisingly cute, high-pitched version of the big rock wyrm’s kaiju screech split the air, and we all turned to look at the little reptile head that was now poked through a hole in the steely egg. I could see the start of the massive wingless dragon the little creature would grow into, for sure. For now, though, the pale white drake had shiny scales, lustrous blue eyes, and glistening silver claws… and it was … adorable.

      We all held our collective breath, just waiting to see what exactly the little guy would do. It swept its bright eyes across the three of us before ignoring the orc hunter to focus on Petra and me. The drake pulled itself halfway out of its shell and screeched again, just as I saw thin little golden chains wind out of its heart out to connect the baby reptile to us.
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      “He’s just the cutest little thing ever!” Petra cooed as she ran the tip of her finger along the little dragon’s snout. The little guy, something Ogrith was quite certain of after a quick examination, was draped across her shoulders and trilling at the attention his ‘mother’ was giving him. Once he had squirmed free of his shell, the wyrm was about the size of a big iguana, but like the full-grown ones, his little claws and teeth had the sheen of silvery steel to them.

      “They do start out rather endearing.” The hunter smiled, his anxiety gone the moment we realized that there wasn’t a second bundle of joy trying to squirm out of my pack, the very pack he kept one hand clenched around as we walked towards the sunlight still shining out in the canyon ahead. “But know that they become rather, well, terrifying in time, but if treated well, they can become incredibly loyal creatures.”

      We had a bit of a juggle before we made our way out as I gave Ogrith my pack and we re-sorted all our gear. He was nice enough to give me his haversack, so we managed to get his hunting gear into some sacks he had, then we worked out a sort of rope harness so he could get his gear and the egg back home. On top of that, we scoured the niches of crystal to fill a small sack full of bits and nuggets of Sola. We needed to feed our new bundle of joy, after all, and, well, the sooner the wyrm ate, the sooner we’d start a very slow production of wyrm-fire.

      I nodded with a grin. “Well, if this does become the start of a renewed bond between your tribe and the people of Kaulda, you’ll be able to see him grow up.” The baby wyrm glanced over Petra’s shoulder at me and cried, so I gave him a quick snout scratch. “I can only guess he imprinted on us because we both had one of his parent’s scents on us, both from the bedding and from the, uh, battle.”

      “It will be alright, William,” Petra said softly. “I don’t know what you Uplanders believe, but here in Etria, life and death are a cycle. When we die, our souls can return in many ways. Either in another life or,” she nodded respectfully to Ogrith, “as spirits who can guide the lives of others. The passing of Silver’s parent is simply a part of that cycle.”

      “Silver?” I arched an eyebrow as I grinned. “I must have missed when we named him.”

      She gave me a cheeky grin. “Do you object, William? I think it’s very fitting.”

      As if the baby wyrm understood exactly what Petra was saying, he added an almost bird-like chirp as he butted my finger with his snout. I couldn’t help myself, I let out a chuckle as I shook my head.

      “Even if I did, I think I’m outvoted. Silver it is.” Petra did a little shimmy of joy as Silver let out a happy shriek at that, so I shifted my attention over to Ogrith. “So, Ogrith, do you want us to escort you to your tribe? We really should meet with your chieftain, and with your leg…” I didn’t want to embarrass him, orcs, in general, seemed to be a proud people, so I didn’t press the issue.

      “You would honor me in doing so.” The orc let out a brief snort before he chuckled. “I doubt anyone will believe me when I recount this tale if you all are not there in the flesh to confirm it.” His eyes drifted to where Libritas hung at my hip. “Most of all, the tribe will not believe that the Brand of Freedom has risen again.”

      “No,” a deep, snuffling voice barked from the entrance of the cave, “we would not.”

      Now, I even though I had seemed relaxed, I still had my eyes and ears peeled for trouble, and the fact that none of us detected a sign of our new friend’s arrival spoke volumes. Very silent volumes.

      All eyes, even Silver’s, snapped up and forward to the source of the voice. Though the figure was silhouetted by the afternoon sun, both Lib’s light and the faint glow of the Sola crystals let me make out the actual features. It was a male orc, and a big one at that, probably a good seven feet tall and built like a wall. He was dressed in the same white-and-red leathers as Ogrith, but his ghillie cloak was fully intact, and a certain barbaric finery was added to his ensemble. Chips of Sola glowed alongside polished bones in intricate beadwork added to his clothes, and one of his tusks was broken off and replaced with a rock wyrm’s tooth.

      Unlike the other pig-men I had encountered before, this orc’s skin was so dark it was almost black, and the row of hair that ran between his pig-ears was dyed an intense green. He settled a strange looking staff across his shoulders, and as he did, I could clearly see that it was, in essence, a form of staff-sling, with a large wicker basket that would no doubt be good for hurling a flask full of wyrm-fire.

      The frayed golden weave that connected him to Ogrith made me suspect the identity of the pig-man, but as the hunter awkwardly dropped to one knee, he confirmed it.

      “Aroch Steeltusk, my chieftain,” Ogrith proclaimed as he kowtowed as best he could. “I didn’t think you or the tribe would hear my calls, not after--”

      “Not after you foolishly snuck off from camp on a fool’s errand to restore our wyrms?” Aroch snorted. “Or was it so foolish after all?” The chieftain’s eyes were a dark blue that flashed as he turned to look at Petra and me. His gaze, however, didn’t focus on either of us, but instead on Libritas. “Is this some foul sorcery I see, or is this the truth?”

      I held the Brand of Freedom high as I stepped forward. “If you’re asking if this is Libritas in the steel, then yes, this is the truth.” Then I thumbed behind me towards the still-kneeling Ogrith. “And if you want some other answers, sir, what Ogrith did wasn’t foolish at all, if you judge it on the results. He’s got a wyrm egg in that pack, still unhatched, after all.”

      “And he lost one as well,” Aroch grunted as he pointed towards Silver. The little wyrm let out a frightened chirp and hid in the leaves of Petra’s hair, while Ogrith only tried to bow so hard that I was afraid he was going to drive his head through the stone. “If he had waited for my approval, the whole tribe would have come and--”

      “You would have lost them both,” Petra boldly stated as she puffed herself up in an attempt to match the mighty orc’s presence. “Silver here was already hatching when we made it this far, and his cries would have woken the other egg.”

      I was right by her side as I added, “And, sorry to say it, chieftain, but I don’t exactly see a hunting party out there with you.” I pointed Libritas past him, where there was no other tribesman with Aroch. “Maybe it was a bit impulsive, sure, but if you had come on your own time, both those eggs would have hatched, and you’d still be up shit creek without a paddle. And, maybe I’m out of line by saying this, but it seems mighty suspect that you’re complaining that someone is actually doing something about your problems.”

      I could hear Ogrith’s sharp intake of breath at our words just as I could see a shudder of brewing anger run through Aroch’s body. I was tense myself. There was a chance I might have just provoked a fight with the orc, but while I might have been able to be more diplomatic, I had a feeling that the best approach here was the blunt truth. Anything else would seem deceptive, maybe even condescending to these people.

      Neither Petra nor I flinched or stepped back when the chieftain’s glinting eyes cast between us, his jaw working as if he were chewing on a month-old steak. Finally, he let out a sharp snort through his pig snout before shaking his head.

      “I could burn you where you stand, human, before turning your dryad to ash,” he began gruffly, and while I disagreed with his assessment, he certainly had the confidence that he could do that. Still, before we got a temptation to test him on it, Aroch raised a palm for peace. “But to do so would be to take offense at those who simply speak the truth.”

      Ogrith sat up abruptly, a grunt of pain escaping his snout that he quickly disregarded. “Chieftain…? I don’t understand…”

      “I see what you must have, Ogrith, that the dryad no longer bears the brand of the Black Runes.” Aroch’s eyes settled on the gold-and-silver spiral on Petra’s chest. “Which can only mean that Uruk,” the chieftain spat at that, “is finally dead. There can be hope for our people once more. Not that it changes anything else, hunter. You still went against my wishes, endangered your life and tribe, and lost one of the last eggs we knew of in the range.”

      That’s when the real reason behind the fraying of the chains between Ogrith and Aroch became clear to me. Maybe it was some more of Libritas’s magic, maybe I was just a good judge of people, or maybe it was just the fact that even when he seemed to be backing down that the chieftain was still standing on the past. Whichever it was, it seemed obvious now that after the crimes Uruk had committed, Aroch Steeltusk had given up. That was why he hadn’t been here with their whole tribe, why Ogrith had been here alone: Aroch hadn’t ever intended to try to get these eggs.

      Ogrith’s jaw clenched, as if he was about to speak his mind but feared to, and as I turned towards him, Lib whispered in my ear, urging me to do what I already wanted to.

      “Tell him, William. Have him speak his intentions, to bring light on the truth you have already seen. Only then can the chains be mended.”

      So that’s what I did.

      “Ogrith,” I said firmly, “you’ve got something to say, and I think the chieftain needs to hear it.”

      “Savior or not, human,” Aroch tried to cut in as he stepped forward, “you shouldn’t butt your snout into our tribe’s matters…” But before he could go on, Ogrith sucked in a deep breath.

      “No!” The brief shout echoed through the cave. Aroch seemed thrown off by the very idea that the hunter had raised his voice to him, which was more than enough of an opening for Ogrith to push on, his volume lowering even as his words became more fervent.

      “It doesn’t matter that the monster who split our tribe is dead! His death never stopped us from moving on, no matter how terrible his curse was on our wyrms.” Ogrith spread his arms wide, his crutch sweeping a wide arc as he did so. “The Whiteswords extend for days to all sides. There are always more rock wyrms, always more eggs if we would have bothered to try… but you and the other elders were too ashamed, too broken by what happened. You thought the ancestors shunned us, but they never did!”

      The words were like slaps to the giant orc, and Aroch seemed to recoil back from them just a little. Even still, he tried to argue back in halting words. “But… we did not stop him when we could, and then there were those that joined him. No matter how much we may not have loved the plainsmen or the rest of Solanna… the things our tribesmen did…” For all his immense size, the chieftain seemed to deflate to an almost human stature as he sighed. “When we could not kill him ourselves, we shamed ourselves in our ancestors’ eyes. We should have…”

      “Died?” I finished for him. “I can only imagine the pain Uruk and the Black Runes caused you and your people, Aroch, but rolling over and dying… it’s not the answer.”

      Petra was even bolder than I was, because she walked right up to the pig-man and wrapped her arms around him, her vines stretching out to allow her to embrace him fully. Though Aroch stiffened at the sudden touch, he didn’t object as she looked up into his eyes.

      “You say your ancestors were ashamed, and maybe they were, but as William said, you cannot give up.” Her tone was gentle, compassionate, and to see that made me fall even deeper for the dryad than I already had. “Even if you cannot make up for what you have done, you cannot condemn the rest of your people, your children and their children, to continue to suffer.”

      Aroch could only bear to look Petra in the eye for a moment before his gaze broke away, only to find mine. “Could this be? Could I have let my shame cloud me?”

      I nodded slowly. “It can happen to anyone, chieftain, to the lowest and the greatest among us.” A thoughtful frown crossed my lips. “Sometimes, we find ourselves wrapped up in chains that hold us down even when we think we’re doing the right thing. You wouldn’t be the first, and you won’t be the last… but that doesn’t mean it’s too late to fix things.”

      “Yes, great Steeltusk,” Ogrith added firmly as he managed to struggle to his feet and leaned on his crutch. “In my pack, I have the start of our new future, and with Uruk,” another spit, “dead, the great curse is lifted. We can become strong and flourish again.”

      That was when Silver darted his head out of Petra’s hair and added a triumphant screech as if to tell Aroch that he too wholeheartedly agreed. I cracked a smile at that and nodded to the little wyrm.

      “See, Aroch? How can you disagree with that?”

      Petra stepped back to give the orc chieftain some space and rejoined me at my side. There was a long moment of silence, Aroch’s brows knit in deep thought as emotion flashed across his stormy blue eyes, but finally, he let out one more deep sigh, but unlike the last that had been one of shame and despair, this one was almost… cleansing.

      “I guess I can’t,” he admitted. “I cannot argue with any of what you say.” The mighty orc let out a bit of a self-deprecating laugh-snort as he ran a hand across his face. “All I can say is that I hope that you are right. That I can make up for my foolish descent into shame, for my people’s sake.”

      “He can,” Libritas chimed in my ear as her steel pulsed. “See, William? The chain.”

      As she said that, I noticed what she was referring to. The frayed strands of gold that bound Ogrith and Aroch together began to repair themselves ever so slightly, just as the chains that tied them both to the surrounding land did the same.

      “Chieftain Steeltusk,” I said firmly as I smiled, “take it from both Libritas and me when I say that you not only can, you’re already doing so.” I stepped up to the big orc and offered him my hand. “But more than that, if you’re willing to listen, you might be able to save a great deal more beyond the Wyrmtooth tribe.”

      Aroch’s eyes widened at my words, but he didn’t question me. Instead, he simply grasped my hand firmly and gave it a shake that would have probably ripped a lesser man’s arm clean off. I am proud to say I didn’t wince or cry out, but I won’t lie and say it didn’t hurt.

      “For what you have done today, savior,” he intoned in that deep, snuffling voice of his, “my ears, my strength, and my help are yours.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      “My people!” Chieftain Aroch Steeltusk roared from atop a platform made of wyrm bones, Ogrith standing proud on his crutch beside him. “Tonight, we raise our fists in honor to the heroes who have brought both great bounty and a new future for us and our ancestors!” With that, he pointed his great staff-slight across the center of the Wyrmtooth village to where Petra and I stood among the jubilant orcs of the tribe. “Spirits above and family here, sing for the glory of William Tyler and Petra of Treison!”

      The entire tribe of orcs, all dressed in nomadic finery, thrust their fists into the air as they let loose a roar that shook the valley their camp was nestled in. And when I say the entire tribe, I mean the entire tribe, from an elderly orc grandmother who could barely stand from her place by the fire to a pair of pig-boys barely old enough to stand. As their collective roar turned into a low humming song that resonated in my bones, I felt sincerely honored by the entire gesture.

      Sure, I didn’t do any of this looking for glory, but I couldn’t lie. It felt good to get some recognition, nonetheless. Petra must have thought so too because she was smiling as she leaned her head against my shoulder, one arm and vines snug around my waist. Silver wasn’t quite as enthused though, the wide-eyed little wyrm content to hide in Petra’s leafy tresses, occasionally peeking out to stare cutely at all the commotion.

      The village itself was fascinating in and of itself. To start with, calling it a village was a misnomer. This was a massive nomad’s camp more than anything else. In fact, it reminded me strongly of a mix of Mongol and Native American camps I had seen in my studies on Earth. Almost everything here was made from the byproducts of hunting, and rock wyrm hunting most of all. Carved bone replaced wood, thick scaled leather replaced cloth, and adornments of claws and teeth were everywhere.

      The real amazing thing was the wyrm pens, even if there were few full-grown wyrms left thanks to Uruk. The talents of the Wyrmtooth tamers were on display because the only real structures raised to keep the mighty drakes in their pen were totem-like pillars of wyrm bone erected at even spaces around, each topped with a fully fanged skull.

      My attention was drawn back to the great fire that roared at the center of camp. There, a troop of the tribesmen broke away from the singing to start preparing a massive slab of rock wyrm ribs, some of that ‘great bounty’ Aroch had spoken of. Weaving through the mass of orcs, a young pig-boy no older than Una ran up to us with a clay hug. There was a big grin on his snout as he held it up to us.

      “A gift!” he shouted up at us enthusiastically. “It’s ozo! Potent medicine water!”

      I took the jug gratefully and patted the kid on the head. He let out a delighted squeal and disappeared into the crowd. Curious, I worked the cork off the hug and took a big sniff. Whatever ozo was, it smelled like concentrated rocket fuel, and I wondered if it was made from wyrm droppings too.

      “Okay, Petra, maybe you know, but what did the kid mean by medicine water?” I tilted the jug toward Petra, who took a sniff herself. Her nose wrinkled as she broke out into coughs. Once she got control of herself, the dryad smiled wryly as I stopped the jug.

      “Perhaps they use it to numb the pain of an injury,” she mused, “because if you were to drink that, I doubt you’d stay awake for very long at all.”

      “Is that a challenge, daughter of the seed?” Aroch bellowed as he strode through the crowd of celebrating orcs. The wyrm’s tooth in his jaw gleamed in the fire as he grinned. “Ozo is the drink of warriors and heroes. It puts hair on your chest and strength in your arm!”

      Petra and I parted a step as she curtsied to the chieftain, while I offered a hand. Aroch took it and gave me another firm shake as he nodded to the dryad.

      “I don’t mean it as a challenge, chieftain,” she said with a smile. “Still, it is a powerful drink.”

      I rubbed my chin. “I might be game to give it a go, but not on an empty stomach.” I laughed as my gut rumbled at the very thought of food, and the intoxicating smell of roast wyrm meat, an aroma like the finest chicken, didn’t help. “Even I’m not that brave.”

      “For that, heroes, we will not have long to wait.” He gestured to where the tribesmen were hard at work. “But as we do, I wish to tell you that my pledge to you is not one that comes from me alone.” The massive orc swung his staff in an arc around him. “To redeem ourselves in our ancestors’ eyes, every able-bodied hunter and warrior of my people will gather here and journey forth to Kaulda. With the spirits watching over us, we will come to your people’s aid within three days.”

      “Thank you, Aroch,” I said earnestly. “With the aid of your warriors, we might just have a fighting chance.”

      Petra nodded and glanced toward the wyrm pens. “Indeed, mighty chieftain, but… is it possible that we could ask another boon?” Her sparkling green eyes returned to Aroch. “If you can spare it, can you provide us with a supply of wyrm-fire to use? We do not know when the Weaver’s forces will strike, and--”

      “Enough, friend.” Aroch raised a meaty hand for silence. “Whatever we can do, we will, and that includes providing you with the weapons you need. Though it will not nearly be what we could once provide, it will be enough to consume any foe.”

      “You’re an honorable man, Aroch,” I replied, and as I spoke, a renewed cheer broke out around the fire as one of the men preparing the roast wyrm waved his hands in the air. “And we can talk more about it as we eat and drink because I think that’s the dinner bell ringing.”

      Petra smiled and slipped an arm around my waist. “That is an excellent idea, William!”

      Aroch nodded with a grunt of assent, and that’s when the party really began. We ate heartily, drank deeply, told tales of our adventures, and danced until the twin suns fell beyond the towering peaks of the Whitesword Range. The wyrm tamers even gave us a bag of Sola chips to feed Silver in between bites of meat. I considered asking them whether it was a good idea to feed Silver the meat of his own kind, but considering they were the experts, who was I to question?

      Eventually, Petra and I broke away from the celebrations. This would be the last moment of peace we might have for some time, safe among the orcs of the Wyrmtooth tribe, and there was something very important I had promised myself I’d make good on when we had a moment’s safety.

      “So, Petra,” I said softly as we walked to the tent that Aroch had raised for us, “I was wondering… as this is probably the only spot of rest and safety we’re going to have for a while--”

      When Lib first told me that dryads were primal creatures, she wasn’t kidding, because I didn’t even manage to finish before Petra spun around, her eyes bright as she hugged me tightly.

      “Yes, most definitely, we should do that as soon as possible,” she practically cried out, her voice thick with desire as a green blush crossed her nut-brown cheeks. “Come! I’ll raise a bit more shelter if you think we need more privacy!”

      “I think that if anyone would interrupt you while you make love to her,” Libritas cooed in my ear, “Petra would tear them apart before diving back into the moment.” She was clearly amused by the dryad’s eagerness.

      Me, I was just as eager as she was. Petra was so many of the things I desired in a woman: strong yet soft, fierce yet loving, and as passionate about life as I was. And to say that the fact that she was drop-dead gorgeous didn’t add to my attraction to her would be a lie.

      “Is it a bit odd that I feel so close to her after only a few days?” I sent back to Lib as I let Petra drag me along eagerly.

      “Your father thought the same when he met your mother.” The Brand’s voice became wistful, full of nostalgia. “You Uplanders do seem to be more… restrained in the realms of love. The people of Etria… let’s simply say that we love freely and often.” Her tone became clearer as she seemed to come back into the moment. “Love her, William, the way you feel in your heart, and the way she feels for you.”

      I smiled broadly. “You don’t need to tell me twice. My only question is if you’ll be watching. Not that I mind so much if you’re into that sort of thing, but, well…”

      “Only if you invite me,” Lib sent back cryptically, but before I could press, she continued. “However, for now, until I have come a bit more into myself, I think it would be best if I gave you both your privacy this once.”

      That only brought up a baker’s dozen more questions, but before I could get one in, Petra was eagerly broke away to the tent flap. I found my eyes drawn to her swaying hips as she threw it open and gestured grandly, raising up a curtain of soft grasses from the valley floor.

      “I’ll finish getting things ready if you wouldn’t mind taking care of stowing our supplies and taking care of Silver?” the dryad cooed as she did a little shimmy of desire.

      “I think I can take care of that,” I said with a grin.

      As for Lib, there was no harm in letting her have her secret right now. Reggie once told me that most people need to keep a few secrets to be happy, and while I wasn’t sure I agreed with that, I could let it slide for the moment. Instead, I got to work stowing our packs and making sure Silver ate an extra helping of meat and Sola chips. The little guy was absolutely adorable as he ate it all up. As he nibbled away, I emptied one of our packs, tucked in some of the shredded bedding Ogrith gave me, and propped the leather open with a stick.

      “You ready to bed down for the night, buddy?” I asked.

      Silver snapped up the last bit of wyrm meat, gobbled it down with a flash of his silver fangs, and chirped at me happily. His bright eyes then swiveled to the little nest I made for him, his nostrils flared with a sniff, then he clambered right into the bag.

      Ogrith had been right. Silver really was cute right now, but we would definitely have to be careful when he grew--

      My thought was ripped from my head as thick vines looped around my waist and dragged me back, past the little pile of supplies I had set before the tent, and into the dimly lit darkness inside. By the time my sense caught up to my body, I wasn’t just wrapped in vines. I had a voluptuous dryad with her arms clinging around my neck, her body hot with need against me as she kissed me with abandon.

      That delightful heat spread through her sweet lips and through my body, and as I became hard as a rock, I pulled her tight, crushing her to my chest as I deepened the kiss. After a long moment of that fiery moment, we both pulled back a few inches, eyes wide as we stared at one another. In the gold-and-silver light of Libritas’s mark on her chest, the dryad’s eyes seemed to burst with the colors of the rainbow, the green leaves of her hair shining as her smooth skin practically glowed.

      “I was going to ask if you were ready for this,” I said softly, my lips still tasting of walnuts and strawberries, “but I guess that would be a dumb question.”

      “It would be,” Petra replied huskily, her eyes half-lidded as she leaned closer to me. “And yet, I thank you for thinking of me, of what I want and need.” Her breath hitched up as she rested her head against my chest. “Khaba va’Khem… Uruk… they both used me, twisted me, made me do terrible things… but you? You think of my wants, you ask my counsel, you--”

      I ran my right hand through her leaves, reveling in the exotic feel of it and the fibrous twigs that formed the roots of her hair. As I did so, Petra shivered in a mix of comfort and delight, and she let out a sharp breath that was hot on my chest. Keeping that in mind for later, I ran my free hand in slow, soothing circles over her back.

      “It’s because I love you, respect you,” I whispered in her ear. “Everything we do tonight and every step of the way from here on out, it’ll be with your consent. By your will and desires.”

      She turned her head, craning up so she could look me in the eyes, and there was the faintest glimmer of joyful tears in her eyes. “And I’ll never leave your side, William. You are my savior, my passion, and I will do anything to make you as happy as you make me.”

      “Then I think the first step is to get out of these,” I nodded down at my clothes and her, well, leaves, “and find our way to happiness, huh?”

      I wasn’t even done talking before Petra went to work. Earthy passion replaced her soft submissiveness as the vines that still lightly clung to me reached up. They tore at my clothes, slipping my belt free and casting it aside as they yanked my tunic off over my head. By the time I could see again, my trousers were a distant memory, and before me, the greenery that formed Petra’s traveling clothes fell away just as her armor had, the leaves and vines falling away to reveal what had to be a vision from the gods of this fantastic new world.

      The startling thing was how much more wonderful that hourglass shape, the wide hips and large breasts, looked now, even though I had already so much of her body. After all, when we first met, she wore little more than a bikini of plants, but Petra’s full glory was so much more. As with her delightful lips and blush, each soft breast was tipped with a deep green nipple, already hard with need. Then, my eyes traveled down her body, past the flat, toned stomach, where another circle of vines sprouted from her hips and along the lines of her pelvis right to her center. There was her already dripping, needy core, wreathed in small leaves and curling vines.

      “Is this all that you desired?” she whispered thickly as her gaze crept down my body. As her eyes locked on my rock-hard erection, her eyes widened just a hint. “What I see most certainly is.”

      I smiled as I stepped forward, her vines still clutching to my arms, my neck, my waist, and put my hands on her sides. Every inch was perfectly smooth, not even the faintest hint of peach fuzz as I slid my fingers down to tangle in the vines at her hips. As I used that gentle hold to pull her near, Petra bit back a moan as a shiver of lust ran through her body. So, it wasn’t just the leaves of her hair.

      “I think you already know the answer,” I said thickly as I teased at the quite literal bush at the junction of her thighs with my cock. While I did, I also ran my fingers down her hip-vines to the base to rub the soft skin where it joined with the plants.

      This time, there was no holding back the moan of desire as the dryad’s head tilted back towards the ceiling of the hut. The shining brand in her chest flared to life like molten metal, and the grass of the valley floor surged up a good inch around us. As her head cast forward again, I swiftly cradled her head with one hand, sure to massage every bit of sensitive skin under her leafy hair, as I captured her mouth with my own.

      Her breath was fire hot as we came together, her vines dragging me towards her even as I pressed her into me. Her bountiful chest pressed into my own hard muscle, her nipples like thorns that brought a delicious bit of pain to our kiss, even as a renewed moan passed from her lips into mine.

      “Thank you, William,” she gasped in between kisses.

      I could only gasp out an agreement as her fingers tangled in my hair, gripped my bicep… and her vines wound around my erection, pulling hard and strong. I was almost taken aback by how quickly she was bringing me to my climax, but I bit it back, bit back the need for release. A hiss of delight escaped my lips as I kept one hand cradling her head and stroking her leaves, as my other drifted to her needful pussy, fingertips rubbing through the sensitive greenery there to give her the same treatment she was giving me.

      As we worked each other to greater heights, there was no further pretense of pretty talk or sweet nothings. We tumbled into the soft grasses, growing thicker and higher with each new height of Petra’s passions, vines tangling us together into like the chains that bound us together, earthy green and shining platinum hand in hand.

      “Please,” her moaning cry came. “I-I need you…” How much and where she needed me was clear, the fire inside her was about to explode, and my fingers pulled out of her slick and wet. I cut off her further cries with a kiss, my hand moving to caress her breasts as I shifted to straddle Petra’s hips. The flesh was firm and inviting in my fingers as I shifted my other hand from her leafy hair to grasp her hand.

      I barely had time to position myself properly before her hip-vines let my throbbing dick go to wrap around my waist. As our fingers twined together and our tongues roamed, the vines went taut with a tantalizing bite and dragged me down. As I plunged deep inside the dryad, she broke the kiss, a tremendous gasp rippling up through her lips.

      Petra’s vines tightened and loosened as I began to pump, following my self-same rhythm like a heartbeat. With every movement, every grind and arching of bodies, a grunt escaped my lips as a fresh moan came out of the dryad. Higher and higher our passion spiraled until, finally, I brought her to her release, her body tensing and clenching around me. As that last throaty moan of ecstasy ripped out of her lips, I planted my mouth over hers, taking in that breath of passion as I let myself go, orgasming through one final thrust.

      We fell apart, sprawled out in the tall grasses. I held Petra’s hand, squeezing it warmly as we tried to catch our breaths. Flowers sprouted throughout the new meadow born of our passion, and I swear a sapling or two had sprouted up among them. With a satisfied smile on my lips, I looked over at Petra, meeting her emerald eyes as they stared lovingly at me.

      That was when the last scraggly remnants of the leaden chains still tied to her heart turned to dust, blowing away in a phantasmal wind.

      “Thank you, William,” she said softly through long, deep breaths. “For loving me.”

      “And thank you, Petra, for staying by my side, even though you’re free to do or be whatever you want,” I replied as I turned over on my side to face her better. It was crazy, maybe it had something to do with how much, well, better I felt here in Etira, but as I brought her held hand up to kiss it, I felt the desire and the strength to go another round.

      As I felt myself harden again, I flashed the dryad a wry grin. “So, my dear dryad, are you ready for another round?”
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      “Karthas,” I hissed aloud to my Brand as I held his burning head close to Shikun’s face, “do you think the dumb bitch has learned her lesson?”

      The searing red light cut through the gloom of my personal chambers in the tunnels below the Tanglethread Forest, not that I needed such a banal thing as light to see by. The glow illuminated my hideous slave’s face contorted in pain. She tried to bite those strange, plump lips to hold back her cries of agony, but the tears that rolled down her strong cheeks told me all I need to. Draconians, such powerful creatures, immune to fire and heat by stint of the blazing inferno inside them… unless that fire comes at the tip of the Brand that bound them.

      “Her resolve is already broken, my master,” the Brand of Discipline sent into my mind. “And our… renewed teachings have quelled the spark of hope Libritas’ rescue lit in her.”

      “Y-yes,” the draconian slave mumbled out as her head slumped against her ridiculous breasts, “I-I’ve learned, Master Weaver.”

      Chained up as she was, spread-eagle on my wheel of correction, I could appreciate what few attractive qualities Shikun had to me. Her scaled limbs were thick with steely muscle, and those terrible talons always sent a shiver of delight through me. As she was now, her draconic hide scored deeply by Karthas’s heat and her softer belly and chest seared and charred by our attentions, she was almost beautiful enough for my tastes. Perhaps, when I had Libritas twisted to my side, the two Brands could work together to reshape the ugly whore into something that I could see fit to breed with.

      What delightful spawn I could produce that way.

      “Very good, Shikun, very good,” I cooed as I stroked her fevered brow with my top right arm. She tried to recoil from my touch, but she was far too weak to do so. “Now, tell me again what the scouts told you. Tell me how close the Uplanders are to death in my web.” I clicked my mandibles. “If your words please me, I will allow Karthas to heal your flesh, to take back your wounds. Wouldn’t that be… pleasant?”

      Shikun’s chest heaved as she tried to collect her wits, and due to my intense training and hardening, the girl found the strength to raise her head. Her forked tongue licked her cracked lips as her golden eyes tried to focus on me.

      “They do not come, my master,” she whispered in harsh, halting tones. “None of the scouts have seen the Uplanders, and none of your traps have been sprung.”

      What she said did not please me. Not at all.

      The worst part of it was that as much as I wanted to hurt her, to discipline her more, I couldn’t. I needed Shikun still, her dragon-fire and her peerless might, and I had taken the foolish bitch to her limit in our last lesson. Still, I raised Karthas and willed his burning light to flare as I aimed it at the center of the draconian’s chest.

      As I wrangled my fury under control, the leonine shape at the back of the room shifted, turning its head to bring itself into the light as it called out with a lazy yawn.

      “Really, Weaver?” the rolling feminine voice called out across the room. “You’re letting one little wrinkle in your plans upset you so? Master va’Khem would be so displeased to see his favorite apprentice fall so far.”

      I let out a hiss of disdain as I whirled on Amalthea, one of the many slaves in the great Khaba va’Khem’s harem. As my multi-faceted eyes cut through the gloom, her hideous face, even more nauseating in its tanned smoothness than Shikun’s horned head, smiled as she shook out her mane of black hair. Much like my poor slave, Amalthea too had a ridiculous softskin woman’s chest. At least the sphinx was large, three times the size of me at least, and the rest of her body was suitably monstrous by softskin eyes, with a leonine body, terrible claws on her paws, and immense, folded eagle wings. The magic that rippled off her form was almost as great as her apparent boredom.

      “Know your place, slave,” I clicked. “Though I grant you some leeway from my strict discipline as an honor to my master, you are still one of his harem, thus well below me.” I turned Karthas towards the ground. “I am not upset, simply disappointed. I did not wish to burn Kaulda to the ground, slaughter its citizens, and salt the earth.” One of my eyes swiveled towards Shikun as she tried to master her pain. “They were once tractable servants, but it appears as if they must be burnt to teach them a lesson.”

      A lazy yawn escaped the sphinx’s lips as Amalthea leaned forward, crossing her front paws so that she could lay her chin on them. The intricate circle of spiked chains, the brand of my master, stood out as a black mark on the fur of her left paw.

      “Won’t that simply incense the Uplanders more?” she sighed as she let her eyes flutter closed. “These… heroes… they often fight harder the more viciously you treat the common folk.”

      “A calculated risk,” I admitted. Karthas muttered in my mind, eager to discipline Amalthea, but even I, the great Weaver of Tanglethread, knew where to draw a line… and one of the lines I knew never to cross was one that would anger Khaba va’Khem. “But the trade-off is plain. I anger one or two Upland warriors, yes, but I cut out all their avenues of support. The barons of Solanna are gone, the countryside under Black Rune rule, and as for the northern orc tribes? Splintered after that fool Uruk ruined them.”

      Amalthea let out a low, purring hum as one of her eyes flicked open to regard me. “Then you should work fast, my Weaver, before our heroes have time to prepare. For if they are not rushing to destroy you here, then--”

      “They must be using Libritas to break the chains that force the people of Solanna apart,” I hissed as I whirled back to Shikun. “The softskin is gathering allies!” I didn’t know who exactly these Uplanders were, but they were more cunning than I wanted to admit. There was no time to waste in further machinations.

      The draconian managed to hold her gaze level with mine. “Please, Master,” she gasped out. “Do not make me do this. If we burn Kaulda to the ground, where will your armies get their food? Where will we cull new servants from? Where--”

      It only took a fleeting thought to Karthas to send a corrective spike of white-hot agony through Shikun’s brand. Her hip sparked with molten light as a scream ripped out of her lips, and her muscles tensed and twisted as she pulled at her chains in desperation… and for a moment, a slight spark of worry crept through my calculating mind.

      Because the links of her chains warped and screamed their own torturous song and the reinforced wood of the wheel cracked. Just a little and just for a moment before it ceased, but it was a stark reminder of just how dangerous my little slave could be. With another command from me, Karthas begrudgingly relented his corrective punishment, and my draconian weapon collapsed into a limp mess only held up by the chains she tried to break.

      “Now, now, my dear Shikun,” I cooed as I walked up to her, shifting Karthas’s punishing heat to a soothing, icy cold, “I know that’s the pain talking. Let your master soothe your wounds, for it is time for you to do what I raised you to.”

      As I pressed Karthas to her wounds, taking away that which I had given the bitch oh so tenderly, my mandibles ground together in frustration. It wasn’t my way to face my foes in open battle, and it made me wary of doing so, but if this upstart Uplander and his rogue Brand were to be brought to heel, I could not shy away from what needed to be done. Besides, it was not as if I would be risking my own life in the endeavor.

      Behind me, as I worked to restore my premiere weapon of war to her full glory, Amalthea only curled up and fell asleep like the lazy, useless creature she was.
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            Sir Reginald Thorpe

          

        

      

    

    
      If there is anything I could say about our new situation in this strange world, it was that I hadn’t felt so alive in decades. Though the work of reinforcing the village and training the good people here never quite ended, there were still small moments like this to catch one’s breath and reflect. As I stood atop the crude battlements atop the new wall that surrounded the fine village of Kaulda, I sucked in a deep breath and let it out, years of boredom and old age flooding out with it. After these past four days, I felt as if all of it was out of me, leaving me… renewed.

      I looked down over the western plains, the vibrant flora of Etria cast in a multitude of colors by the Sola crystals, as I assessed the villagers training outside our new gates. Though the time had been short, the spirit and flesh of these men and women had been willing. In more pragmatic terms, the forty or so able-bodied people of Kaulda had taken to my training with a fervor. While I certainly didn’t wish to test them against a hardened fighting force, I knew they would fight hard for their homes. And if Master Willian and Lady Petra were successful in their quest…

      “Hey, mister knight!”

      I turned towards the familiar mewing voice of Suli Sona. The precocious young ferynx girl had clambered atop the battlements, her friend, Una, in tow. The orc-girl looked a bit less exhilarated to be up quite so high as she kept a tight hold of Suli’s paw. As I sat atop the edge of the wall, I smiled and raised a hand in greeting to the children.

      “Good day, my dears,” I called out as I put my hands on my knees. “What can I do for you brave adventurers today?”

      Suli dragged Una behind her until the two were standing before me, her tail lashing happily the whole way. “Our fathers said that we were too young to learn how to fight, and then they said that we really shouldn’t be poking around the weapon racks, and then--”

      Una turned beet red in embarrassment as she dug one of her broad toes against the wood. “Then I told Suli that I didn’t want to get yelled at anymore by our dads.” She let out a rather cute little snort. “Since Master William helped them make up, now it’s like they’re an alliance to keep us from having fun.”

      “Oh, is that so?” I smoothed out my whiskers with an amused grin. “Sounds like a deuce of a problem there, young ladies.” I arched an eyebrow at them. “However, if you’ve come to me to beg for some allowance given my nature as the trainer and coordinator of these defensive measures, you have barked up the wrong tree, well, in a proverbial sense.”

      “Oh, no!” Una said resolutely. “Well, Suli thought we should try, but…”

      “But somebody said it was probably a silly idea.” The kitten-girl bumped her much stouter friend playfully with her shoulder. Una didn’t so much as move, though she did let out a snort of a laugh. “What we came up here for is, well, we saw you were taking a break, mister knight, and we figured you maybe could tell us stuff about the Upland, and about you and Mister William.”

      “That way, we’re sure to stay out of trouble,” Una added swiftly. “At least for a little while.”

      I let out a merry laugh as I slapped my knee. “Quite right, young ladies. I believe I can entertain your questions for a bit.”

      As I cast a quick glance over my shoulder, I caught a glimpse of Sullah and Wodag talking together among the training villagers, and they were both most certainly glancing sidelong up at me. Well, they were doing fine enough, and I supposed, with what was looming over us in the days ahead, they did deserve a moment of peace from their rambunctious daughters.

      “What would you wish to know first?” I asked as I turned back to the pair.

      “How did you become a knight?” Suli mewed out before Una could even gather her thoughts. “Did you have to fight a flame drake burning the countryside single handedly? Save a beautiful maiden from the Black Runes? Quest to the top of the Diamond Peak to retrieve an enchanted crystal?”

      “Those are very specific things, young lady.” I arched an eyebrow amusedly. “It would seem to me that someone has considered the requirements for knighthood very closely.”

      Una giggled a bit as Suli nodded firmly. “She always wanted to be a hero… but…” The pig-girl’s tone soured a bit as she continued. “... we don’t have a lot of those anymore here.”

      Suli’s tail drooped a bit as she let out a little mew, but then her jaw set as she squeezed Una’s hand. That seemed to buck up the spirits of the poor orc-girl as Suli said firmly, “But we have heroes now, so, Sir Thorpe, tell me about being a knight.”

      The spirit the two youths showed at that moment was inspiring, truly. For all their lives… for all their parents’ lives even… these girls have only known tyranny and despair, a world ruled over by slaving monsters with mind-altering Brands, burning their marks in people like barbaric savages. Neither of them has ever had any reason to expect that there would ever be any hope for them, that someone like William would come to answer the call for a hero, and yet, I could tell that they never would have stopped hoping and struggling.

      Even if we hadn’t come, I could see Suli or Una marching into the Treison Woods in a decade or so to fight Uruk and his orcs in our stead.

      “Well, I can tell you quite a bit about that and on being a hero,” I said with a warm smile. “While I am a knight, I would say that Master William would be a better example for a hero… and considering I have known him for almost his entire life, I can most certainly tell you about him as well.”

      The two girls stared at me with rapt attention now. Suli finally let go of Una’s hand to kneel on the battlements, while Una did as I did and sat on the edge of the wall facing the village.

      “So, where to start?” I muttered as I scratched my chin. “Ah, yes, knighthood.” I settled my glance on Suli. “So, my dear, in the Upland, many kinds of people can become knights. Yes, there is a fair share of warriors, soldiers, and the like, but anyone who achieves great things in their field might be fortunate enough to become a knight.”

      “But what about you?” the kitten-girl pressed.

      “Ah, well, I am something of a Renaissance man.” When they both blinked at me, I cleared my throat and added, “A master of many trades, you could say. In my time, I have been a soldier, a leader of men, a scholar, and perhaps my greatest love, an explorer.”

      As I smiled wistfully, thinking back of my many journeys, I realized the thing about Etria that instantly endeared me to this land. It was a new horizon, in every way. From the flora to the fauna to the lands to the people, everything was new. It had been so many years since there was a new frontier, a truly new place, for me to explore.

      “Wow!” Una gasped. “That’s amazing, Sir Thorpe!”

      I blinked, then let out a little chuckle. “I suppose you might say that, but I do try to remain humble. It is a virtue to know your capabilities, yet avoid becoming so enamored with your successes that it clouds your vision with excess pride.” As I said that, I gave Suli a wink. “A good tip to remember for your future endeavors, lady knight.”

      The kitten-girl let out a little surprised mew, then set her jaw as she nodded firmly. No doubt, she was going over my words in her mind and committing them to memory.

      “But yes, it was honestly for my exploratory endeavors, seeking truth in the furthest boundaries of my home, that earned me my knighthood,” I concluded. “Though, to be quite fair, I don’t think I quite appreciated the ‘Sir’ before my name until I came here with Master William. Here, I believe I can truly make a difference.”

      “What about him?” Una asked a bit shyly as she tucked a lock of black hair behind one of her pig ears. “Master William?”

      “Oh, yes!” I nodded as I folded my hands on my lap. “I was fast friends with his father, you see, another Uplander that came to Etria as I’ve come to discover. You could say that William’s heart and soul have always been linked here.” I tilted my head towards the orc-girl. “I’ve had the distinct honor of guiding and adventuring with young William since he was, well, I’d wager the same age as the both of you, if not a wee bit younger.”

      “What kind of adventures?” Suli was quick to ask. She was certainly looking for ammunition to use in the ever-lasting battle to get around her overprotective father’s desire to keep her away from danger, but Una too was nodding for me to continue.

      “Well, William’s father was quite insistent that the lad learned the dangers of the world and also its wonders,” I mused. “And for the years he was on sabbatical… here, as I’ve come to discover… I took William with me on my journeys. He learned the arts of survival, combat, and culture from yours truly… but his most important ability is something I can take very little credit for.” I raised a finger. “And it is this quality by which I have always considered him, well, a hero.”

      It wasn’t uncommon for a father… or father-figure in my case… to want to embellish the accomplishments of their children, but in this case, I was doing no such thing. When I spoke about William, I spoke with honest pride and admiration for the man he has become. I smiled as I let my words linger, and the girls began to fidget. As I expected, it was Suli who couldn’t quite wait for me to continue.

      “What is it, mister knight?” the kitten-girl half-shouted as she leaned forward, paws screwed up into fists on her lap. I cast her a brief glance, half-amused and half-chastising, and she let out a little sigh. “Oh, sorry. I guess knights have to be patient, too, huh?”

      “And a hero,” I added. “I do appreciate your zeal, though, my dear. Now, what I believe makes William a true hero isn’t his strength, his skill at arms, or any of that. What makes him a hero is the strength of his character, his capacity for love and hope.”

      Suli’s ears tilted forward curiously as she tilted her head, while Una’s little eyes screwed up in thought. While the kitten-girl looked mostly confused, Una truly seemed to consider my words for a long moment before she asked, “Can you tell us how?”

      I nodded and leaned forward to close in our little circle. Children always found the idea of secrets intriguing. Thus, they tended to pay more attention to things they think are secret. So, when I leaned forward conspiratorially, the two girls did likewise with intent stares.

      “Let me tell you a tale then,” I began. “When William was but ten years, er, cycles old, we were traveling through South America, a great continent in the Upland, but one where many of the countries… kingdoms to you perhaps… were stricken with poverty and ill-fortune, some natural but much caused by men of poor character.”

      Suli suddenly cut in. “Did you guys find one of these blackguards and defeated him to save a village of poor people?”

      I chuckled. “No, my dear. Not to say such a thing never happened in our many travels, but that isn’t what happened then. What did happen is that, while I was arranging supplies for an expedition to a recently uncovered ruin in the jungles there, William made himself busy making friends with some of the natives in the small town we were in. Right as we were set to go, he came up to me, looking as if he were bracing himself for some great scolding.”

      The two girls edged forward a bit more as their anticipation grew. This time, Suli managed to keep her silence, though I could tell she wanted to ask a million questions.

      “So, I looked down at the young lad and quirked my brow.” I mimicked my expression that day, though a bit exaggerated, something that made the girls smile. “‘What’s wrong, lad?’ I asked him. ‘You looked like you’ve swallowed a lemon.’” A smile at the memory of that day crept across my lips. “And he looked up at me, gathered his courage, and said, ‘Sir Thorpe, I know you said to make sure not to lose my money and watch out for pickpockets, but I must not have been paying enough attention.’ He pulled out his wallet then and opened it wide. ‘I’m sorry.’”

      I raised a finger and tapped my nose. “But William, while many things, is not a good liar, and he seemed far too happy about his loss, so I leaned towards the boy and asked, quite simply, ‘Was your money stolen, or did you give it away?’ The lad couldn’t put one past me, and that’s when he let out a deep sigh. ‘There was a poor family, Sir Thorpe, and their daughter was starving. They’re good people, I know it, so, well, I had plenty of money, and we won’t need it in the jungle, so…’”

      With that, I settled back on the edge of the wall and set my palms on my knees. “So, that is when I knew for certain that Master William was, in every sense of the word, a hero. I later found out that he hadn’t just given the family all his money, but a good half of the supplies in his pack, including several changes of clothes.” I slowly nodded, more to the memory of the moment than to the girls. “So, yes, the most critical part of heroism is the size of your heart. I don’t think either of you will have a problem with that.”

      Suli and Una both puffed up a little bit by my words, but as with my story about William, my words were the utter truth. That’s when I realized another important thing about our new mission here. We were not here simply to defeat these dastardly Black Runes or break these cruel Brands.

      We were here to nurture the spark of hope and set an example for the heroes Etria would need in the future.

      I was about to start a new story when the cry of an elf scout, Xan, I believe his name was, echoed from the village square. I snapped to my feet and walked to the edge of the wall, Suli and Una turning to see as well. Waving to the running man, I called out to him.

      “What news, my good man?”

      Xan waved back to me. “Sir Thorpe! Good news! I caught sight of Master William and Lady Petra returning!”

      My heart swelled as I grinned. I knew the lad would make it back, and no doubt he was successful in his mission. We would have a fighting chance against the vile hordes no doubt massing to attack… and his timing could have been no better because Sullah yelled from the field behind me just a moment later.

      “Sir Thorpe!” he bellowed. “Ill tidings, my friend!”

      I spun around to see him and Wodag, with a panting ferynx lad between them, one of the village hunters. Sullah’s expression was grim, and Wodag’s was, well, grimmer. It was the scars that made the difference, I think.

      “The Weaver’s army is on the move,” the headman of Kaulda called up to me. “We have days, if not hours, to make ready!”
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      To say that the morning that we arrived back at Kaulda touched off a storm of activity would be underselling it by a long shot. Perhaps it would be accurately classified as a hurricane of activity to give it its due. Word of our return had proceeded us, and by the time, our karushes had finished their steady march to the rather impressive wall Reggie and the Kauldans had raised, he was there to meet us along with Sullah.

      They didn’t need to say a word for me to know that our time to prepare was almost over.

      “As happy as I am to see you and Petra safe, Master William,” Sullah said, his tone even despite the pleading in his eyes, “I hope you bring us good tidings.”

      “Indeed,” Reggie added as he settled his right hand on the handle of his revolver and the left on the hilt of a shaped bronzewood saber, “for your return seems to have served as a harbinger of our foe’s arrival.”

      Before I could answer, Silver clambered up my back and poked his head over my shoulder to let out a little screech. I guess it was his way of saying ‘Mission accomplished!’

      “We adopted a rock wyrm,” I translated for the little guy. “And if we can pull off the plan I have in mind using these bags of wyrm-fire,” I patted one of the bulging sacks tied to my karush’s side, “we can hold the Weaver’s army off long enough for the Wyrmtooth tribe to come in like the meanest cavalry we could ask for.”

      A little less impressive was the pouch of Silver’s own droppings, proto-wyrm-fire so to speak, that hung at my side. Still, as strange it sounded to say, I was proud of our little wyrm because he was a super-duper pooper. When he grew up just a little, he alone could supply all the wyrm-fire a little village might need.

      Beside me, Petra smiled confidentially and nodded. “I would say that means we don’t just have good tidings. We have the best possible tidings we could have.”

      “Then, perhaps, my friends, Kaulda might survive the flames that are coming.” Sullah took in a deep breath as he turned towards the open village gates, then gestured for us to follow. “Come! We have much to do!”

      As we made our way through Kaulda towards the west side, I recounted our adventures in the Whitesword Range with Petra filling in details here in there. Even Silver added a few cries, chirps, and hisses to punctuate the story. Our little group only seemed to grow as we walked, more villagers coming along in our wake to hear the tale. By the time we got to where the rest of the village was at work drilling in the combat skills Reggie had taught them, well, I think we had everyone else in Kaulda listening in.

      When we concluded the tale, a mixture of cheers, gasps, and murmurs rippled through the crowd. I caught Wodag’s eye, and the old orc flashed me a thankful smile. As for the others, the reality of the situation, both the knowledge we had a fighting chance and the realization that the battle they were preparing for was almost at hand, sunk in slowly, and that could either turn into panic or hope. Before it could turn either way, I raised my hands and called for the people’s attention.

      “Okay, folks!” I said loudly as all eyes focused on me. “I don’t think I need to tell anyone about the nature of our situation. We have at least a hundred ettercaps, all bandits and killers, coming from the west, a day away at most, led by a dragon-girl who can breathe fire.” I gestured broadly around at the villagers. “And all it looks like we have is forty or so farmers with only a few days of training, a pile of wooden weapons, and a wall to hide behind.”

      I could already see some people about to interrupt, so I raised a hand for their patience. My other hand settled on Libritas’s hilt, her form taking on a golden glow.

      “But that’s not it, people of Kaulda,” I continued as I pointed toward the distant peaks to the north. “Within a day Chieftain Aroch Steeltusk and the rest of the Wyrmtooth clan will be here to fight by our side.” I thumbed back at our karushes with their burden of wyrm-fire. “We’ve got enough of the orcs’ secret weapon to fight back with, and you’ve got a kick-ass dryad, the best military mind I know, the Brand of Freedom, and yours truly backing you up.”

      As I folded my arms over my chest, I flashed a confident smile, more confident than how I felt, but one of the most important parts of leadership was not letting that worry show. “So, are you all ready to fight for your freedom? To throw off the Weaver’s foot from your chest and to tear the collar away from your throat?”

      A moment of dead silence fell over the crowd for just long enough to wonder if I had given a stirring speech or sounded like a complete idiot, but then, somewhere in the gathered people, a fierce cry sprang up. That was all that was needed, a final spark to ignite the flames, and within moments, the entirety of Kaulda was cheering, roaring, crying out for freedom.

      I let out the breath I didn’t know I had been holding and nodded. Kaulda was ready to fight, we had done everything we could to get ready, and now, all it came down to was my plan to see these people through to the light at the end of the tunnel. I only hoped that it was daylight and not an oncoming train I was leading them towards.

      “The strategy I see in your mind is sound, William,” Lib said firmly in my mind. “Your arm is strong, and your heart is willing. You have the power to lead these people to freedom, trust me.”

      I let the ancient artifact’s words sink in for a moment before nodding. “Right, thanks, Lib.”

      That little pep talk was enough to refocus me, and as the cheers died down around me, I glanced over at Petra, who was smiling eagerly at me, and Reggie, his arms folded behind his back and ready for what came next. With them all at my side, there was nothing to worry about.

      “Now, we need to work hard over the next few hours to get things ready, so everyone who’s fighting, gather around,” I ordered in a calm, clear, confident tone, “while you non-combatants, get back behind the wall and get ready for the worst.”

      As our little militia gathered up, I began to recount the plan to them. At first, I got more than a few confused and quizzical looks, but as I would through to the end, understanding dawned across everyone’s faces. By the end of it all, Reggie was as close to bouncing on his toes as a stiff British gentleman would allow himself, eager to get things rolling, and Sullah was nodding slowly as he grinned.

      “Come, warriors of Kaulda!” the headman bellowed out at the end. “Fetch your shovels and hoes, and let us get to work!” He glanced over at Wodag. “Please, friend, come with me. Show me how to prepare the wyrm-fire.”

      The old orc grunted as he clapped the ferynx on the shoulder. “Yes, let us hurry.”

      What followed was the hardest six-hour push I’ve ever been a part of. We were asking a lot of the villagers to do in a short time, but the quicker we could prepare the battlefield, the more time they could rest before the actual battle was joined. Hell, if we were lucky, they might not even need to risk themselves for long in battle. They’d simply be mopping up the mess.

      The real heavy lifting in this battle was down to me, Petra, and Libritas. We had a dragon-girl to free while Reggie would be leading the rest of the battle. In the end, at the absolute worst, he could simply lay down fire with his revolver until we were out of bullets. We’d really have to figure out a way to resupply those. Maybe the wyrm-fire could be turned into a suitable gunpowder replacement.

      After all the work and some fitful sleep, I found myself sitting at the edge of our little battlefield, the barest glimmer of dawn cresting the horizon as I sipped at a cup of lukewarm zym. It really was an Etrian analog of coffee, made by steeping boiling water through ground zym… which was actually a kind of beetle that was attracted to the cholla fields. I got over that little revelation fast, though, because it was even more stimulating than Earth coffee, and with what was dawning today, I needed the boost.

      The reason I was up, that we were all up, was the hurried report of our forward scout. The Weaver’s army was at hand, and as we expected, they were advancing in a straight line for Kaulda… which meant they had to get through us first.

      Part one of my plan had been simple: We weren’t going to fight at Kaulda.

      If the dragon-girl made it to the village, the fight was already lost. If her dragon-fire were as nasty as everyone said, she’d burn the village to ash before we could do shit to stop her. But here? In the Sola plains? There was only grass to burn… and us, but I wasn’t going to think about that.

      In fact, I was planning on her setting a few blazes.

      To both sides of me, set up in a staggered formation Reggie devised to provide the best tactical positioning, were a series of low wooden barriers Petra had grown up. Behind them were the farmers-turned-warriors, weary but ready for Sir Thorpe’s commands. Close to me, at one of the center barricades, Sullah Sona and Wodag were positioned, the headman with a bow that looked way too big for mere hunting and the orc with a small brazier with burning coals in it.

      As flickers of fire and smoke, the telltale sign of the Weaver’s army, crested the far hill, Petra came up beside me, her hands loose at her sides as her vines writhed around her wrists. Gone was the flowing dress of leaves, and back was the armor of bark, wood, and vines. She’d even improved on it, adding strategically placed rows of thorns to it.

      “It is almost time, my love,” she said simply. Though I could tell she was as anxious as I was, the dryad’s jaw was set and her gaze level. “I left Silver back at Kaulda with Suli and Una. I am sure they will take good care of him.”

      I simply nodded, then knocked back the rest of the zym. It was like a bitter freight train slamming into the back of my head, knocking any last bits of fogginess from my mind. As I tossed the mug aside, I clambered to my feet and stretched out my back.

      “Yep,” I said softly, then smiled. “Maybe we’ll get lucky, and the Weaver will show his bug eyes for this.”

      “The Black Runes are cowards,” Petra practically hissed. “No doubt he is waiting back in his den, too afraid of us to face us on the open field of battle.”

      I nodded as I drew Libritas from her sheath. “Probably, but that’ll just make it harder on him in the long run.”

      As I spoke, the ragtag army of spider-men rose to the head of the hill. Their black carapaces shone in the morning light of the twin suns, and while I could see a few glints of metal among them, most of the ettercaps seemed garbed in the same irregular leathers and gear as the raiders that attacked Kaulda days ago. A good half of them bore black iron rods topped with spiked cages, and those cages were filled with burning balls of, well, something.

      Gone were the catchpoles, nets, and other slaver’s tools. There was nothing but blades, maces, claws, and fire. The Weaver was done taking prisoners, this army only existed to wipe Kaulda and its people off the face of Etria.

      Across our defensive line, the brave men and women shook off the last of their nerves, readied bronzewood spears and clubs, and held their ground. Wodag took one of the many arrows Sullah had thrust into the ground in between then both and prepared to light the tip of it. Behind me, I caught a glance of Reggie walking the lines, shouting out last-minute orders with that uniquely noble authority he carried with him.

      “There she is,” Libritas whispered into my ear, and I turned to catch my first real look at the woman everyone in Kaulda feared.

      At this distance, a couple of hundred yards at least, it was hard to judge how tall the dragon-scaled figure was, but she was clearly the tallest person on the field, maybe as tall as I was, taller if you counted the two horns that jutted from her forehead. An unruly mane of flame red hair swept between those horns and past her broad shoulders, and I swore I could see the glint of her golden eyes even this far out.

      As far as the rest of her, from this range, I could make out her surprisingly human curves and her fit, powerful form. She would make the most dedicated CrossFit athlete proud, chiseled muscle still making way for soft femininity. Most of her front torso, breasts, belly, neck, and face seemed to be tanned human skin, but it worked into red scales near her sides and across her powerful limbs. By the forearms and shins, her limbs were more dragon than human, with spikes jutting from her elbows and kneecaps. Her hands and feet ended into talons that would make a rock wyrm jealous, and a full dragon tail swept behind her as she strode forward at the head of the army.

      She bore no weapons, not that she needed any, and the only armor she wore, if you could call it that at all, was a bikini that seemed to be made of her own shed scales and spider silk. The only thing that wasn’t clear to me was where exactly her brand was, but I was sure it would see it when we got closer.

      There was a moment where the Weaver’s army halted in apparent surprise when they saw us here instead of cowering in the village proper. It passed the moment the dragon-girl looked down the cluster of ettercaps behind her, then gestured them forward. She still kept at the head of their formation the whole way.

      I only hoped that the work Petra put into restoring the grass over the parts of the field we dug up the night before would keep them from suspecting anything.

      When the bandits made it a third of the way downfield, I started walking forward myself, Petra falling in at my side. Wodag gave me a quick glance, and I flashed him a single finger held up, the signal to be ready. He gave me a quick nod and grunted something inaudible to Sullah.

      They’d be ready.

      The dragon-girl seemed to notice the two of us advancing and raised a fist, a signal that made her entire force stop right in their tracks. That was just close enough for me to make out two more details about her. First, she was strikingly beautiful, the finest steel compared to Petra’s silkiness, and second, there was a sickening, black brand scorched right through the thick red scales on her right hip. It was perfectly placed to let the brand be seen clearly as a mark of ownership. More importantly, though, it was also in a position that would allow a skilled fighter to guard it with a proper side stance.

      I took the dragon-girl’s gesture as a sign to stop myself. We didn’t want to be too close anyway, not with what was about to happen.

      “Hey!” I called out. “I know you probably can’t do anything about this, ma’am, but I’ll give this a go, anyway.” I cleared my throat. “I’d really appreciate it if you would kindly stop this army and take it back from where it came peacefully. If you don’t, well, there’ll be a lot of killing, a lot of dying, and I’m a nice enough guy that I don’t want to orphan a bunch of spider-people today.”

      My sheer audacity had the desired effect. Chittering laughter rippled across the line of ettercaps, but the dragon-girl didn’t laugh, not one chuckle. Instead, her brow furrowed, and her jaw twitched with restrained emotion. After a few moments of laughter from her army, she abruptly raised a fist again, and they shut right the fuck up.

      “Uplander!” she called back, her voice surprisingly soft even as it echoed like thunder across the battlefield. “I beg you, take these people, and flee. Run as far and as fast as you can. If you do not, know that I have been ordered to burn Kaulda to ash, and every single person I find in my path there will be put to flame and blade.”

      The glittering in her eyes wasn’t fury, I could tell now. It was the shine of held-back tears.

      “Don’t make me do this, Brand-wielder!” she added. “There’s no freedom in death.”

      I took a deep breath as I focused myself. War sucked, but sometimes, you had to fight to be free. As I let that air out through my teeth in a sharp hiss, Petra put a supporting hand on the small of my back, and Libritas simply chimed once in my ear.

      “Sorry, lady,” I called back. “Just know that I’m going to free you, okay?” I glanced at the ettercap lines. “And I suggest you guys run. But you won’t, so… well, sucks to be you.”

      With that, I plunged Libritas sharply headfirst into the ground. As we had arranged, she erupted with pure, golden light down her length, a beacon that could be seen for a long way on these rolling plains. The dragon-girl and her army all hesitated that one crucial moment, no doubt fearful of what tremendous magical wrath the Brand of Freedom was about to throw down on their happy asses.

      But they had nothing to fear from Libritas. They didn’t even have anything to fear from the flaming arrow that arced with pinpoint accuracy over my head. In fact, Sullah’s arrow thunked harmlessly deep in the grass in front of the left flank of the ettercap forces and set the grass aflame.

      What they did have to fear was the thin casks of wyrm-fire we had buried at that point, nestled next to chunks of Sola crystals and covered by a very flammable layer of woven grasses courtesy of Petra’s dryad magic.

      The poor bastards didn’t even realize what was happening when the ground in front and under them exploded in a series of chain reactions. Whooshing gouts of wyrm-fire shot into the sky, followed by the thunderous whumps of the Solas exploding with all their absorbed solar energy.

      Then it got worse, as the Wyrmtooth tribe burst out of their cleverly camouflaged niches along a hill north of the battlefield. As they threw their ghillie cloaks aside, the orc hunters let out a squealing battle cry as Aroch Steeltusk swung his mighty staff-sling and let fly a flask of wyrm-fire. Thirty more followed after, even as Sullah launched flaming arrow after flaming arrow into the other fire-traps we had buried, firing as fast as Wodag could feed him ammunition.

      It wasn’t even a contest. Fire, blood, explosions, and death transformed that shallow valley into a bloodbath.

      But I wasn’t really watching. I was charging downfield, into the storm, because the moment the first burst of flame erupted, the dragon-girl broke into a sprint for our front line. The inferno didn’t stop her, and the shockwaves of the exploding crystals only rebuffed her slightly.

      If she got past Petra and me, she would kill everyone. That much was certain… but she wasn’t going to get past us, not while I drew breath.
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      The dragon-girl didn’t waste a second. While we were still a good twenty yards from clashing, her chest puffed up just a bit before she breathed out a short, controlled burst of red-gold flame, as easy as you’d stroll down the street. I rolled right, and Petra dove left as the fiery gout incinerated a clean two-foot wide path where we had just been standing.

      “Run, you idiots!” the dragon roared as tears rolled down her cheeks. “You can still help others if you run, but I will have to kill you if you stand in my way.” I rolled to my feet as she slowed her run into a stalk, her stance already shifting so that her left side led forward to guard her brand. “The master and his master both know that Libritas is weak now… but that means if you flee, you can grow--”

      I already knew that trying to reason with the draconic powerhouse would go nowhere, not if she’d been ordered by the Weaver to do this, and Petra knew too. Vines and roots burst up out of the earth to cut the dragon-girl’s words off. They wound around her muscular arms and legs, crisscrossed like chains around her chest, neck, and forehead before pulling down into the grassy ground.

      I was already back on my feet before the first vine took hold, and I sprinted for all I was worth. Maybe Petra could hold the dragon down, but I wasn’t going to bet on it. Already, vines were snapping away faster than the dryad could summon more under our foe’s unearthly strength, and the dragon-girl’s neck tightened as she strained to pull her head free so she could unleash more of her flames.

      A sickening crack of wood echoed through the waning booms from the conflagration behind the scaled woman as she tore her right arm free, right when I was a step-and-a-lunge away from her. I saw those glittering talons begin to sweep at me, so I turned my sprint into a knee slide. Turf tore up in my path as the air whistled from the raw power of her blow, and as I passed by her front, I swept out with Libritas, aiming to knock the dragon’s feet out from under her.

      My aim was dead on, and I had momentum and surprise on my side. Libritas slammed full on into her leading shin, a blow that would have knocked an ape off its feet… and it was like smacking a tire iron into a brick wall. The shot rebounded off the dragon-girl’s shin, which only slid her leg back a few inches before her foot-talons found purchase in the earth.

      This was going to be harder than I thought.

      She didn’t even try to skewer me with her claws. She simply twisted to one side, vines and foliage tearing free from her form, as she swept her tail around like a flail right at my kneeling form. I managed to tense up and get my arms up in a block just before it hit me like a Mack truck. It was a pure miracle that I didn’t break any bones as the tail slap sent me tumbling through the grass away from her.

      It hurt like hell, I won’t lie, but I still rolled through it and was scrambling to my feet a moment later, just in time to see the dragon-girl exhale another cone of flame right at Petra. The dryad’s eyes widened, and then she was gone, hidden behind a woven wall of saplings covered in greengum sap. The flames coursed over the wood, evaporating the sap in mere moments… but that was just enough time for Petra to make a break for safety before the trees were rendered to ash.

      Damn. This was not starting well. At range, the scaled woman’s dragon-fire would win the fight for her easy, and up close, she was insanely tough and powerful. Still, all I needed was one opening, one strike to that right hip, and it was all done. We just needed to make that opening happening.

      “Hit her with everything, Petra!” I called out.

      I didn’t need to say it, she knew what to do, but it was something to distract the dragon-girl. With the screams, explosions, fire, yelling, and both of us coming from different directions, maybe she’d lose focus, get us that opening. Instead of another charge, I circled away from where Petra was, forcing our foe to keep her brand away from me and opening her up towards the dryad.

      Just to add that little something-something, I threw some quick thrusts with Lib, aiming for the softer belly of the dragon-girl. The real trick was to strike just well enough to force her to guard her less armored parts, but not so well as to hit. Injuring the woman was the last thing that I wanted, after all.

      It was obvious that the enslaved dragon possessed training in addition to her immense strength… but not trained enough to see through my ruse. She expertly blocked each thrust with the thick armored scales on her forearms, her slitted golden eyes flitting to keep up with the Brand of Freedom’s glowing head. In fact, she was so focused on that, she didn’t catch the bursting earth around Petra or the massive bronzewood tree rising up around her form.

      Instead, the dragon-girl growled and counterattacked with a flurry of claw swipes, a relentless assault that would have turned most people into coleslaw. Me, I just stayed calm and remembered my training. Left swipe, parry with Lib, push her off-balance just a hair. Right thrust, sidestep to let it pass, bring Lib around for a pommel strike, let her block it so I can push her back. It was tiring work, each block sending a ringing shockwave through me from the dragon’s power, but I only needed to do it for one… more… second…

      That’s when the reptilian warrior finally managed to creep through my guard. She countered a swing by grabbing Libritas by the haft, a grunt roiling in her throat as it impacted into her palm, and her free hand lashed out to grab me by the collar. Flames licked between her lips as she lifted me up off my feet.

      “You should have run when you could have,” she growled.

      I only grinned. “And you should really have watched your flanks,” I calmly replied, one second before a huge gnarled branch slammed right into the dragon-girl’s side.

      The Amazonian woman dropped Lib and me both as she was thrown to one side, right before another massive bronzewood branch slammed her in the back to pitch her forward onto her knees. As I hopped to my feet, I saw exactly what Petra had done. She hadn’t just animated another mighty tree as she had before. The dryad had shaped the towering tree around herself like the world’s most eco-friendly suit of sci-fi power armor.

      “Stay down, sister,” Petra yelled from her seat at the trunk of the bronzewood tree, wines and branches holding her tightly in place. “We can heal you.”

      “You know that I--” the enslaved woman tried to say… but Petra wasn’t foolish enough not to press the attack, and neither was I. The dryad reared back her arms, two gnarled limbs of the tree moving in response before coming down with a massive axe handle blow to try to flatten the dragon-girl as I swept in on the flank…

      And the scaled warrior shoved back up to her feet with a roar, catching the two wooden fists rushing down on her with her own clawed hands just as her tail lashed out once more at my chest. This time, though, I was on my feet and slipped past the blow, but Petra’s tree wasn’t so lucky. The dragon’s claws tore into the bronzewood as she shoved the thick branches up and back with so much force that the tree’s roots were wrenched halfway out of the ground.

      Petra was off balance, and I could hear the sharp inhale that presaged every burst of flame the enslaved dragon let loose. She was about to turn my dryad into so much kindling, and I wasn’t going to let that happen.

      “Don’t forget about me,” I shouted as I brought Libritas forward, my other hand slipping to the pouch of Silver’s droppings at my side.

      “William!” Lib cried in my ear as time seemed to slow and the dragon-girl whirled on me, an inferno roiling in her open mouth. “You don’t have an opening, and you can’t dodge this close!”

      I never planned on hitting… at least not at that moment. The dragon-fire began to leap out of the woman’s mouth as I pulled my thrust short, ripped the pouch from my belt, and tossed it underhand right up into the enslaved girl’s face. I didn’t even look at what happened next. It was either going to work, or it wasn’t, and either way, I needed to move.

      As I clenched my eyes shut and threw myself to one side, the first licks of dragon-fire touched the raw wyrm-fire. The brilliant white flash of fire that followed almost blinded me through my eyelids, even as a shriek of surprise and pain tore through the air. I forced my eyes open despite the burning in my eyeballs, and even though my vision was filled with spots, I was doing way better than the dragon-girl at that moment.

      Her clawed hands were over her face and eyes as she staggered back from the flash, and from my crouch, I could see, right at eye level, the twisted web of a brand burned into her hip.

      “Amazing job, William!” Libritas cheered as her golden light surged and filled her form before her runic tip flared with silver. “We won’t have another shot!”

      She didn’t need to say anything else because I was already taking that shot. I summoned up every bit of willpower in my mind, every desire to see this poor girl be free, and every bit of disgust I had for the Weaver, the bastard that would turn a woman into a living weapon, then force her to kill in his name. With pinpoint accuracy, I slammed Libritas’s runic head right into the inky black brand.

      Gold and silver magic lit up the battlefield, pouring out of the Brand of Freedom in a cascade of light. The inky blackness burned away, unable to stand in the face of such pure, perfect light, and the cry of pain and confusion that came from the dragon’s perfect lips fell away, only to be replaced by a cry of sheer joy. As I pushed my brand in further, trying to purge all the evil from the wound, I caught sight of her taloned hand grab hold of Libritas’s shaft and pull it closer. When I cast a glance upward, I saw her face as she looked down at me, her eyes clear, the look of anger and fear and distress gone, replaced by near-orgasmic happiness.

      Tears of joy instead of guilt rolled down her cheeks as the scarred scales mended under Libritas’s tender touch, and her spiral rune spread over the newly regrown flesh. That’s when it hit me, the same intense rush of emotion that I’d felt when I freed Petra, and I was no better prepared for it than I was then. How could I be? It was like having every bit of the dragon-girl’s quintessence slammed into me all in one intense moment.

      And, at that moment, I knew her. Shikun, who should have been a champion of her kind, born from a great draconian king, but torn from her family before she even knew them. Shikun’s pain, the anguish of being chained to the Weaver, and then the guilt, the shame at all the terrible deeds she was forced to do in his name… and then something so much worse. The torture that scarred both mind and body, the feeling of being broken in every way and then rebuilt into a twisted caricature of oneself. I could practically hear the clicking laughter of the Weaver as he pulled the chains taut on his wheel of correction, could feel the vicious Brand, Karthas, burning my own skin.

      It was almost too much… but then, breaking through the black tendrils of despair, the shining pleasure of freedom, joyous freedom cut through. It was the promise of redemption, the chance to wash the blood off her hands, and the slimmest possibility of finding a place in the world where she could find something more than violence, slavery, and death.

      And then it passed, that entire sharing of heart and soul happening in the blink of an eye. I fell forward on my knees as Shikun did the same, not just collapsing to her knees but into my arms. The tears still fell as she buried her horned head into my shoulder.

      “Thank you,” she whispered fiercely. “I didn’t think… I didn’t think it would ever happen… but--”

      I put my arms around the dragon-girl and pulled her closer. “Don’t worry, I’m here for you.” My eyes turned up to see the wooden goliath fall away from Petra, the dryad swooping down to put her arms and vines around us both.

      “We’re both here for you,” Petra added, “and we will never let you go.”

      Shikun managed to get another sobbing, “Thank you,” but I shushed her with a kiss on the cheek.

      “Enough of that,” I said softly. “Just breathe, Shikun. You’re free now. Now and forever.”

      Before I said that, I think she didn’t quite believe that this was real, but something in my tone of voice, or maybe simply that Petra and I hadn’t gone away yet, managed to break through to the tortured draconian’s mind. She nuzzled in close to me, and we simply sat there for who knew how long, embracing the crying, grateful dragon-girl.

      And as the combined forces of the plainsfolk of Kaulda and the hunters of the Wyrmtooth tribe cheered in victory around us, my anger towards the Weaver turned from a burning coal into a towering inferno.

      Uruk had been a sick bastard… but the Weaver was a true monster, and I wouldn’t rest until he was dead, and his Brand was no more.
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      I risked a glance up from where I stood in the middle of that blasted field to look at my new master. The very word felt wrong in my heart, but how else could I see it? I had never had anything else in my life, save for the dimmest of memories after my birth. My father, my mother, and the faintest remembrance of my wings…

      But that wasn’t real, not in this world. The reality in Etria was that we were all ruled over by masters, all slaves whether we were branded or not. Perhaps this master would be kinder, I felt in my heart that was true, but in time, he would grow cruel. How could he not? I was a hideous monster, after all, a beast that none could love.

      Master William was a few paces away, talking with the headman of Kaulda, a pair of orcs I did not know, and an older Uplander with a regal bearing and bushy whiskers. Beyond them, the people I had been sent to turn to ash were deep in their revelry, joined in with the savage orcs of the north in their triumph over the army I had led to its doom. Though they all tried to hide it, I knew all looked at me with disgust and terror, for I had been the hand of the Weaver’s wrath. I had killed so many of their brothers and sisters, burned so many of their homes, and--

      “Stop.” The dryad’s voice was firm even as her hand on my arm was soft.

      “Yes, mistress,” I said automatically as I shifted my gaze right down to the ground where it belonged.

      Petra let out a little huff, and I prepared myself to be punished for whatever transgression I had performed… but nothing came. Instead, that gentle hand moved up to my shoulder, a bit of a reach for the tiny woman.

      “That’s just it, Shikun. You have no master, no mistress, not anymore.” I was about to argue that point when she kept talking. “But it is hard to believe, isn’t it?”

      “Impossible to believe,” I murmured, and that’s when she walked around to my front, velvety vines from her hands reaching up to tilt my head up.

      I could have resisted, I had the strength, but I relented. After all, even slaves such as us had a hierarchy, and I had long since submitted to it. Petra was first among my new master’s women, so I bowed to her wish and looked up.

      The dryad was beautiful in every way I was not, the very picture of femininity, and it almost hurt to look at her. She tapped between her abundant breasts, where the same spiraling gold-and-silver rune that I now carried on my hip graced her brown skin. It was as elegant as she was, and a realization sparked through my mind.

      It wasn’t a brand, seared into her flesh. It was… different… just like my new mark. There had been hideous pain when Karthas had burned his brand into my scales, but Libritas’s touch… William’s touch… had been the most pleasurable, joyful thing that had ever happened to me.

      “I can’t know what horrible things the Weaver did to you,” Petra said soothingly, “but I imagine it was at least as torturous as what Khaba and Uruk did to me. You have been told you are worthless, terrible, weak, barely fit to kiss the feet of the monsters that rule this world.” She tilted her head to one side, and a smile spread across her perfect lips. “None of that is true though.”

      I shouldn’t have said anything. It was far smarter to nod and be silent in this situation, no matter how much I disagreed. Every time I had spoken my mind to the Weaver in the past, it had only ended in Karthas’ instruction upon the wheel of correction. What’s more, I knew deep down that Petra was right, that despite everything the Weaver had told me, it was all wrong somehow.

      Still, I couldn’t help myself. I was, after all, a stubborn idiot as my first master had always said.

      “If I were strong, I would have escaped him.” My words were mumbles, but I felt them growing stronger as I went on. “If I had been worth something, the Weaver wouldn’t have had to break and remake me on his wheel. I am nothing but a hideous thing, a tool for our master to use, as the Weaver did before him.”

      Petra looked aghast at that, her emerald eyes widening as her mouth hung open. “What? No!” She shook her head wildly, and her leaves rustled as they shook. “Your beauty is like the mountains, fierce and majestic, and your strength… if William hadn’t been here… well, I couldn’t have stopped you on my own.”

      My eyes turned down again as I tried to process what she was saying. I had no idea how she could see any beauty in me, I was a monster of claws and scales and fire, but as to the rest of what she said…?

      There was a kernel of truth to it, something that mixed with long-repressed feelings in my heart. Still, I wasn’t sure if I could trust those feelings, and my tongue was growing bold now. I turned my eyes up again, ready to question more, something I’d never have dared to do with the Weaver, but what I saw made my breath hitch as it silenced my tongue.

      Petra wasn’t alone. Master William was now standing in front of me, the dryad shifted to be by his side, and his hazel eyes were boring into me. Our gazes locked eye-to-eye, William being just a hair taller than me. I would say that he could see into my soul, but I knew the moment that Libritas had marked me that he already had.

      “M-master, I--” I stammered as I instinctively flinched a step back. I didn’t get a chance to finish… but instead of a blow or a burn, William silenced me with a gentle finger over my lips. A shudder of want ran through my body at that, and as much as I tried to hold it back, I felt my cheeks burn crimson at that want.

      “I’m not him.” The words were simple but powerful, and the part of me that knew better finally began to overtake the part of me the monstrous ettercap had broken. “And Petra’s right. You’re one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen.”

      With that, William took his finger off my lips as he traced a soft touch down my chin, along my neck before settling a comforting hand on my shoulder. He wasn’t repulsed by the scales or spines there, not afraid of the hard muscle underneath. At that moment, I believed his words, save for one thing, the thing I had carefully hidden from them all by keeping my front to my new master and mistress.

      I didn’t dare say a word, afraid I would ruin the moment or reveal the source of my final shame, the deep burned scars on my back… but I should have known better. I should have known that William was far more insightful, far more observant than my last master, something confirmed for me when he took a step back and swept that searching gaze over me. As he did so, the Brand at his side pulsed with gold light. Libritas was talking to William, no doubt, and when he nodded knowingly, Petra’s eyes widened in curiosity.

      “What is it, William?” she asked as she glanced over at me sidelong. “Is something wrong?”

      I tried to suppress the shudder. He knew, he had to, and then he would see how broken I truly was. That tender look in William’s eyes would fade, and he would be just like the Weaver. Even as I thought it, I knew it was wrong, that he was different, but I just couldn’t believe the hope sparking in my heart.

      William nodded to the dryad. “There is something wrong.” He fixed his gaze back to me. “He didn’t just brand you, did he? Karthas did more than that. Lib’s showing me the chains, and they’re still two there.”

      “I--” Tears welled up, blurring my sight even as I tried to hold them back. “The Weaver… he used his Brand to…” I bit my lips, fangs cutting into the flesh hard enough to draw blood. “Please, William! I may be broken, but I can still serve you however you desire.”

      My plea was as desperate as my heart, but the Uplander didn’t look at me with pity or hatred or anything like that. The tenderness was still there as he simply stepped forward, put both of his hands on my shoulders, and gently tugged to turn me around. As with Petra, I could have resisted. I could have thrown him off of me before turning my dragon-fire on them both… but I didn’t.

      I wanted to believe in William… in Petra… and in Libritas, no matter how much of me tried to remain rooted in reality.

      I let William guide me in turning, my tail kept tight so as not to trip anyone. I steeled myself as the source of my shame was made clear, ready for the cries, the disgust, the ridicule.

      They didn’t come.

      “By the seed of my mother,” Petra gasped not in disgust but in anger, “that monstrous spider! To do this to anyone, it’s an affront to all that is good! He’ll die for this!”

      To hear that helped, just a little. Still, I closed my eyes and tried to not shake or flinch as I felt William’s fingers trace down from my shoulder, across my shoulder blades and gingerly touched the terrible scars I knew were there. It was where the Weaver had taken Karthas’s burning head and burnt away my wings, the things that made we draconians whole.

      A draconian without her wings was… was dirt. Nothing. Ground-bound scum that wasn’t worthy of anything but pity and contempt.

      “Karthas caused this… and that means we can fix it.”

      William’s words struck me like a lightning bolt, and my entire body tensed suddenly. Was that possible? Was it some lie to manipulate me? Or was it… was it the truth?

      “Shikun,” William said, much closer now, his breath hot against my ear, “I need you to stay still and stay calm.” He shifted away from me again. “Petra, be here for her, okay? I don’t think this will hurt, but this is more than just removing a Brand.”

      The dryad’s silky soft hands took mine a moment later, and I dared to open my eyes to look at her. Petra’s green eyes were looking up at me, a soft smile on her lips, and if she thought any less of me after seeing my wingless back, I couldn’t tell. There was only an honest love there, the same thing I saw in William’s eyes.

      “Just look at me, Shikun, and trust in Libritas and William,” she said with utter confidence as the vines around her wrist slowly entwined around my thick, scaly arms. “It will all be fine.”

      I didn’t know what was about to happen, but not only did the dryad’s presence comfort me, the rune embossed in my hip sent a flood of soothing warmth through my body.

      To my own surprise, I said, “I… I believe you. I have… hope.”

      That’s when I felt the touch of the Brand of Freedom again.

      This was the fifth time I had been touched by a Brand of Power, and none of that prepared me for this. Karthas’s searing touch had been a violation, a burning brand that had pierced through my scales and into my soul each of the three times he had scarred me, while Libritas’s first touch had been… ecstasy as she healed my flesh and taken a terrible weight off my soul.

      This was something else entirely. As William pressed the Brand of Freedom to my back twice in rapid succession, a cleansing, purifying heat radiated out like a pulse from my scars, a heat that rushed into my thudding heart and down into my core. As it mixed with the dragon-fire that always burned in my soul, that heat made my insides clench and my body shudder with pleasure the likes of which I had never known before. A roaring moan tore free from my lips as my eyes rolled up into my head, and then that mixture of healing warmth and pure dragon-fire exploded through me. It surged back to my wing scars, and then something glorious happened.

      A corona of silver flame washed over my body, harmlessly passing over Petra’s hands and vines that still held me tight, and with it, I felt that fire coalesce at my shoulder blades and burst forth.

      The dryad let out a gasp of awe, while William gave a low whistle from behind me. And more, I knew as I regained my senses that everyone gathered on the battlefield was staring at me… but I knew that this time, it was not in disgust or terror or pity or anything like that.

      No, I knew as I stretched my newly reborn wings of silver flame that they saw me with joy and wonder because I was whole once more.

      I couldn’t contain the pure and perfect joy that made my heart thud like a hammer in my chest. I pulled the surprised dryad into my arms, hugged her fiercely, and then let her go as I spun to William. He was smiling brightly, Libritas sitting on one shoulder casually, and I could see that my joy was only matched by his.

      Without hesitation, I threw my arms around him as I swept us both up into the sky. After all the decades wingless, I had only one desire now. To take the man responsible for my salvation and show him the sheer, unadulterated thrill of flight.

      As we rushed into the purple sky, William let out a laugh of excitement as he put his free arm around my waist.

      “Feeling better, huh, Shikun?” he said almost nonchalantly, but there was relief hidden in his tone.

      “I am, William of Upland,” I replied as I beat my wings, pushing higher and faster, “and I owe you everything.”

      “You don’t owe me anything,” he laughed as he threw his head back to catch the wind in our faces, “and even if you did, I think you’re paying it off right now. This is incredible!”

      With a smile, an expression I never thought I would be allowed to make again, I turned our ascent into a hover and gazed out with my savior over the Sola plains, the little town of Kaulda, and further, to the great forests of Solanna. It was amazing… but I felt my smile turn into a glower as I caught sight of the Tanglethread Forest.

      He must have seen it as well because he held me tighter. “Shikun, we’re going to kill him and break his Brand… and I need your help to do it.”

      “It would not only be an honor, my savior,” I said resolutely, a promise in every word, “but it would also be my pleasure.”
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      After my awe-inspiring flight with Shikun, we gathered up an impromptu war council in the center of the bloodstained battlefield. The statuesque draconian woman kept close to my left, while Petra took up a place at my right. Continuing around the circle going right, Reggie stood at the ready with a nod to me, then around to Sullah Sona, his thick arms crossed over his barrel-like chest, with Wodag by his side. Past him, Aroch Steeltusk stood with his staff-sling planted into the grass before him, steely eyes focused on me.

      “The ettercaps are slain or routed,” he grunted with a nod. “Now, all that remains is to gather our forces and march on the Tanglethread.”

      To everyone’s surprise but mine, Shikun’s golden eyes snapped up.

      “No!” she barked with surprising authority considering how demurely she had been acting when I first freed her. “I tell you, at this very moment, the Weaver is making ready to flee to his master! Karthas will have told him that the runes are broken, and he is no fool.”

      She pointed a talon around the field at the still-celebrating farmers and huntsmen. “By the time you have organized these people and marched the day-and-a-half trail to the forest, that bastard will be flying to safety on the sphinx’s back. That cannot be allowed!”

      “I couldn’t have said it better,” I added as I hooked my thumbs in my belt. “Lib can confirm that the Weaver’s Brand knows what’s gone down. We’re on a really strict timeline if we want this asshole, which means…” I took a deep breath because I knew what I was about to propose was something no one would like. “... Shikun’s going to have to fly me there immediately. She’s got the wings and the speed, and I’ve got the Brand to break his.”

      “Unacceptable!” Sullah cried out. “No offense to either of you, for you are both powerful, but…” He blew out a sigh. “The Weaver is cunning and insidious. There will be layers of traps, not to mention this great sphinx, Amalthea. They command powerful magic, my friend!”

      Aroch nodded in agreement. “We cannot risk either of you, but more importantly, we cannot risk Libritas.” The orc pointed a thick finger at the Brand of Freedom at my side. “If the Runes take her, bind her away again… who knows when another like you will come to us and free her once more, William? We can always hunt the Weaver later.”

      A growl roiled in the back of Shikun’s throat, angry at the very thought of letting the Weaver go, and I understood exactly how she felt. Before I could make a heated counterpoint, though, Reg cleared his throat in a commanding fashion.

      “Fine points, gentlemen,” he began diplomatically as he rested a palm on the hilt of his wooden sword. “However, before we descend into an argument whilst also wasting more time, I would present this point.” Sir Thorpe raised a finger. “If Shikun is correct, the Weaver will take more with him than his life. In addition to taking another enslaved woman with him, he will also take both an instrument that will keep enslaving more with him. Neither of those is an acceptable outcome.”

      Petra chimed in then, her voice firm and strong. “We must try, for Amalthea’s sake if nothing else.” Her smooth hand clasped mine and squeezed. “After what you both saw today and in days’ past, how can you not have faith in William and the Brand of Freedom?” The dryad looked up at me, then over at Shikun, a warm smile on her lips and utter confidence in her eyes. “I know Shikun will keep him safe.”

      The dragon-girl’s cheeks turned pink at the praise as she looked off to one side.  “I will most certainly try, Petra. I only wish I could take you as well.”

      Sullah looked over at Aroch, and the orc looked back with a shrug. The headman let out another deep sigh… but then he broke into laughter. “I know when I am beaten, friends.” As he finished, his broad face broke into a smile. “Very well! We will still gather our forces and begin the march to the Tanglethread to support you, but I will put my faith in you, William Tyler, and you, Shikun.”

      He thumped his fist to his chest in a salute as Aroch nodded firmly. “Go with the spirits’ blessings,” he added, and that was the end of that. The two leaders broke off to begin to organize their warriors as my little family gathered close.

      “I’ll see what I can do to provide some proper British discipline to this march, my boy,” Reggie said with a nod. “Regardless, it’s all up to the three of you.” Lib pulsed at my side, pleased to be acknowledged by Sir Thorpe. “I know you will do us all proud.”

      With that, Reg clapped me on the shoulder, a familiar gesture I happily reciprocated, and as he moved off to do his part, Petra slipped around to put her arms around my neck.

      “Save Amalthea,” she reiterated before pushing up on her tiptoes to kiss me warmly. “I remember her fondly from my time under Khaba’s thumb. Without the evil influence of the Runes--”

      I cut her off with another kiss. “We’ll save her, don’t you worry.”

      And that’s when I felt a strong hand on my shoulder and looked over to see Shikun looking heatedly at both of us. She had a hand on Petra’s shoulder as well, and a small smile on her lips, something that lit up her whole face with how rare those smiles had been so far.

      “Yes, William of Upland, Petra of Treison,” the dragon-girl said with utter surety, “we will save her… and everyone else too.”

      We were off mere moments later. Shikun got a good grip of me by looping her arms under my armpits, spread those majestic wings of silver flame wide, and launched us skyward with one massive thrust.

      It was just as exhilarating of an experience this time as it was the first, maybe more so. For one thing, Shikun was now focused on a goal, and so she was flapping with all her might. With her full speed, the wind ripped past us, and the rolling Sola fields were a multi-colored rush below us, a wondrous tapestry of a world. That on its own turned the flight into a flood of motion that thrilled my senses.

      For the other, well, it was a good hour-and-a-half in which I had a strikingly beautiful Amazon of a dragon-woman holding me tight. Her breasts pressed against my back, and the heat of her internal flames warmed me to the depths of my soul. I reveled simply being close to her, and even though we couldn’t talk over the roaring wind, I felt happy to be with her.

      However, I could still talk to Libritas, wind or not, and there was one wrinkle in our mission I need to consult her about.

      “So, I know I talked a good game back there,” I sent to the Brand, “but how do we deal with Karthas? All I know is what I saw in the snippets I pulled from Shikun, that he’s supposedly the Brand of Discipline or something like that, but past that…” My mental voice trailed off at that, not sure what else to add.

      “Unlike some of the Brands we will face in our quest, William, Karthas has little power on his own,” Libritas explained, her husky voice as clear as day despite the roaring wind. “Before his corruption, Karthas was a bastion of focus, self-actualization, and ordered thought. Now, he is simply a torturer, enforcing his warped sense of discipline through torture and violence. His power is in his influence on others… and there are none left for him to influence.”

      I nodded slowly. Already, the dark, overgrown woods of the Tanglethread loomed ahead. “I understand. Yet another reason why the Weaver would want to get the hell out of here before we came for him. He’s got no one else to push in our way. Is there any way to, well, fix Karthas?”

      There was a brief pause before Lib answered. “Not directly. Those that first forged us are long since gone, and with them, the mystical arts needed to undo the corruption of the Brands.” Her tone was somber and measured, but she perked up a little as she continued. “However, it is the steel that contains my old friends that twists them. Shattering the corrupted Brands will release their virtuous spirits, and perhaps in time, we can rediscover the forges that once created us and use them to craft new, pure receptacles for my wayward brothers and sisters.”

      “I guess it boils down to everything else so far in this adventure,” I mused with a smile on my lips. “It comes down to hope, hope for the present and hope for the future.”

      Libritas warmed at my side. “Indeed, William. We fight for hope, the genesis of all good things in Etria, and with you leading the way, I think we will succeed.”

      I took a deep breath as Shikun’s silvery wings flared wide, slowing us down to make a proper descent towards the edges of the Tanglethread Forest. “Save the praise until after we win this, Lib… but thanks for the pep talk all the same.”

      “I have faith, William Tyler, and we shall leave it at that.” Those were Lib’s final words on the subject as I got my first clear look at the forest the ettercap tribes called home.

      While the Treison had been a primeval forest of wonder, something that encapsulated all that was awe-inspiring about Etria, the Tanglethread was something… darker. Unlike the wild array of flora on display in my dryad’s home, the trees here were more uniform, some strange mix of stout oaks and twisted willows. Their trunks were black, gnarled things, bent like old crones, and their branches spread out like clawed hands. Those hands wove together to form an all-encompassing canopy, their dark green leaves almost as black as the trunks. What few gaps there were that dared to let the light of the twin suns in was filled with thick, white webbing.

      In fact, that webbing clogged many of the open paths I could see between the trees. No doubt the work of the ettercap tribes, it was obvious that this was the first of many tricks and traps we would encounter on our way. As for the earth itself, there was a general upward slope as the forest expanded to the west, and the hills became increasingly larger, forming hollows and valleys to navigate as well.

      Shikun set me down gently before landing behind me, and as she stepped to my side, her fiery wings folded tight to her back. I glanced over to her with a smile before gesturing out to the twisted woods spread out in front of us.

      “Looks like this will be a hell of a bug hunt,” I said before tilting my head towards the dragon-girl. “Or it would be if you weren’t here.”

      This smile was the biggest one I had seen on her face yet, so broad that lit up her face to be brighter than one of the suns. “I will do my very best, William of Upland.” She turned her golden gaze to the imposing forest, silvery flames licking at her lips as she pointed a talon toward a little gully mostly hidden by an exceptionally large tree. “There is the start of the quickest path to his inner sanctum. Just…” Shikun took in a quick breath that made her chest swell, something that stirred more than my heart. “I know there are traps that the Weaver hid even from me, ones he has no doubt armed to cover his escape.”

      There was a shadow of her self-doubt that lingered in those words, but I cut that off with a bright smile of my own. “Don’t worry, Shikun. With your help, there’s nothing that he can throw at us that we can’t get through.”

      Shikun blinked once at that, and I could practically see the doubt melt away as her brow smoothed out under her horns. Before I could blink, she swept me up in a thankful embrace, and I could do nothing less than hug her back. After a moment in each other’s arms, we pulled apart reluctantly. The clock was ticking, and we had a spider to snare.

      Then, with  a singular purpose, Shikun and I turned toward the gully and, hand-in-hand, we rushed forward toward the entrance to the Weaver’s lair.
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      The hidden gully led through tangled roots and shrouds of thick webbing to go deeper into the forest, and before long, Shikun led us through a hollow formed by the roots of a massive tree in a hillside. It had no doubt started as a natural gap in the earth, but it was clearly dug out and drastically expanded. Dried wooden braces supported a hard-packed ceiling, and the winding tunnel descended into utter blackness.

      As if that would even slow us down. I drew Libritas to shine her golden light forward, while Shikun ripped a thick branch off one of the trees, wrapped it in webbing, and lit it with a little puff of fire, and what I thought I had seen before was now made plain. While her dragon-fire had been red-orange when we first clashed, it was now the same silvery color as her wings.

      Neither of us questioned it, not with time being such a critical factor, and we simply plunged on into the depths. I let Shikun take the lead, confident in both the knowledge she had and her dragon-like durability to deal with the dangers we didn’t know about, while I kept my eyes peeled and my ears open for anything.

      Even with our two twinkling gold and silver lights, the gloom still tried to encroach on us as we descended into the bowels of the forest. Time began to lose any real sense of meaning, a feeling of disconnection I was used to from my own experiences in spelunking with Sir Thorpe, and what lay beyond our sphere of light was a shadowy abyss of the unknown. Thank God I wasn’t the least bit claustrophobic, or else the tight tunnels would have made me go crazy.

      Shikun deftly led us past tripwires, deadfalls, and misdirecting switchbacks of all kinds. I had to admit that I was impressed by the multitude of traps the ettercaps had improvised to work in these earthen tunnels. That was only the tip of the iceberg, as I discovered when, a short time into our descent, the dug-out passage turned into a tunnel of worked stone.

      “Now we must step very carefully,” Shikun whispered over her shoulder. “I doubt any of the remnants of the Weaver’s tribe will stand in our way, but the traps grow far thicker from here on out.”

      I patted her on the shoulder, careful not to stick my hand into the flickering flames of her wings. “Understood. We’ve got this.”

      She nodded her horned head and turned forward to keep going, only for a loud click to ring out through the tunnel as soon as she took that first step.

      “Wyrm-fire,” the dragon-girl muttered just as the wall on both sides of the tunnel launched forward to crush her flat.

      Well, it would have, if she hadn’t immediately braced herself, foot talons digging into the stone as she threw out both arms to her sides. There was a tremendous cracking of stone as the walls crashed into her open palms, and instead of being smashed into paste, Shikun roared and held the crushing rock at bay.

      But she wouldn’t be able to hold it for long. It only took a glance for me to see the strangely advanced pistons that drove the crushing walls, made of actual metal, something rare to see so far here in Etria. A split-second later, as Shikun’s form shivered under the strain, I had the answer.

      “Hold on, Shikun!” I called out as I thrust Libritas right into the metal piston, summoning up all her heat as I did so. The Brand of Freedom blazed with golden light as her runic tip flared white-hot before it struck dead center. She melted through as my strength pushed Lib through to the other side. As I yanked the Brand free, a viscous black fluid flooded out of the melted hole, and almost immediately, the wall’s constant press began to slacken.

      Shikun, noticing the slackening of pressure on her left, let out a cry as she shifted her stance, turning so that she could plant both hands against the right wall. Digging in both feet and adding bracing with her tail against the stony floor, she not only managed to hold her ground but even push back a little against the hydraulic force.

      Not that she had to hold out for much longer because I spun around and brought Libritas around to pierce the other piston as well. As soon as I ripped through that, a fresh gout of whatever it was the Weaver used for hydraulic fluid sprayed out, covering the floor and walls with stick black goop. With the rest of the pressure gone, Shikun let out one last roar and slammed the wall back into place with a resounding thwump.

      We both stood there for a moment to catch our breath, and the moment we did so, Shikun looked over at me from where she still had her hands pressed into the wall, a blush on her cheeks and a downward cast in her eyes.

      “I… uh… that was one the Weaver didn’t tell me about,” she said sheepishly.

      I laughed, as much out of relief than anything else. “It’s okay. We’re both fine.” I glanced over at the opposite wall where her handprints were gouged into the stone. “Just remind me never to get you really angry.”

      Shikun’s blush intensified as she rubbed the back of her neck. “Oh, well, okay, but… I would never hurt you, William. I swear it.”

      “I know.” With a pat on her shoulder and a smile, I gestured ahead with Libritas. “Now, let’s keep going.”

      She nodded fiercely, relit her torch, and led onward.

      True to what Shikun said, no matter how deep we went into this ancient labyrinth, there was no sign of any more ettercaps. Not even a scrap of discarded food, a piece of errant webbing, or the clack of their chitinous feet. Also true to what she said, the number and complexity of the traps multiplied three-fold. Now that we had found one special surprise the Weaver had for us, I was on high alert now, and even though it slowed us down a hair, our renewed caution saved us from four more devious devices that might have killed either one or both of us.

      We were in those gloomy tunnels for, well, I wasn’t sure how long. Though I never felt lost with Shikun’s confident guidance, the constant tension and need for vigilance fatigued both of us, and by the time we came out of the tight, endless tunnels into the only real chamber we had come across so far, I was surprisingly tired.

      “We are almost there,” the dragon-girl whispered as she held her torch out into the room to try to shed some light upon it. “Beyond this antechamber is the Weaver’s personal sanctuary where he…” Her form stiffened as painful memories rushed through her mind. “... disciplines his slaves and stores his treasures. I don’t know how Amalthea made her way down to us with her size, I can only assume that there is another exit.”

      “So, he’s not cornered,” I mused. “I think we can also assume that there’s going to be at least one secret trap here you don’t know about. I mean, it’s evil overlord 101, right?”

      Shikun glanced back at me with a curious look. “I… suppose so?”

      “Don’t worry, it’s a reference from the Uplands.” I took in a deep breath and nodded. “Well, let’s not keep him waiting.” With that, I stepped up next to the dragon-girl and added Libritas’s radiance to the burning torch in an effort to get a better idea of what was going to try to kill us.

      In the amplified light, I could make out the extent of the vaulted chamber. Compared to the tunnels, it was immense, but really, it wasn’t even a dozen yards on a side, and from what I could see, this had once been a catacomb of some kind. The time-worn walls to both sides were covered with deep rectangular niches, the kind one would store corpses in, and I could just make out worn-down runes etched into the stone. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought it was the same script that was carved in the portal arch that brought Reggie and me to Etria. The tunnel we were still standing in looked to be the only entrance, and the only exit was ahead, a pair of ten-foot-tall metal doors that stood closed directly across from us.

      I immediately thought it was suspicious that the floor of the chamber was sloped shallowly to form a sort of bowl, but try as I might, I didn’t see any kind of trigger for traps. No obvious pressure plates, no tripwires, no odd rays of light, nothing.

      “I don’t see anything,” I admitted after a moment.

      “Neither do I,” Shikun agreed, then sniffed the air. “And I smell nothing unusual either.” A thoughtful frown played across her face, her furrowed brow making her horns rise up on her head. “Perhaps there isn’t a trap here?”

      “No, there is,” I assured her as I cracked my neck and got ready. “I can feel it, but I bet he’s a cheeky bastard and has it on some special trigger or the like.”

      And, as if on cue, a slab of stone slammed down a good two yards behind us, sending a rush of wind and dust as it sealed the chamber off. As it turns out, it was literally on cue, because a hissing, clicking voice echoed through the room a split-second later.

      “Welcome to my inner sanctum, Brand-wielder, and thank you for bringing back my wayward bitch of a slave with you,” the Weaver said, his voice carried to us by what I could only assume was some ancient magic. “The moment you broke all three of her brands, I knew you would be here, and soon… so I decided to wait for you to arrive so I could personally ensure your demise.”

      Neither Shikun nor I wasted a moment. Before the Weaver was half-way through his spiel, we charged across the room towards the door. Shikun launched herself through the space with one mighty beat of her wings while I broke into a sprint. I was only a few steps behind her when she let out a roar and slammed her shoulder into the doors.

      Now, I’d seen Shikun already hold back crushing stone walls, tear Petra’s bronzewood tree apart with her bare hands, and carry my two-hundred-plus pounds of bulk for over an hour of pedal-to-the-metal flying. I expected she would simply tear the doors off their hinges with one shoulder barge or at least badly dent one of the two panels.

      So, I was at least as surprised as she was when she hit the door and simply bounced off it with a tremendous clanging sound… but I wasn’t so surprised that I couldn’t brace my legs and catch her. I skidded back an inch or two, but I managed to keep Shikun from going ass over teakettle back the length of the room.

      “You okay?” I asked as I set her back on her feet.

      “Yes, the only bruise is to my pride, what little of it I have,” Shikun grumbled as she rubbed her shoulder.

      “Ah, yes,” the Weaver continued, completely nonplussed. “As you may have guessed, Uplander, these chambers predate even the rise of the Brands. The metal of that door was forged by the ancients, and the runes on the stone reinforce their strength as well.”

      Alarm bells rang in my head then. If there was magic protecting the stone, why did it look as worn as it did?

      “Shikun, try to slag the door,” I said, even though I didn’t expect it would do any good as I turned to the nearest wall. “Lib, can you make sense of these runes?”

      The dragon-girl nodded as she sucked in a deep breath. As she unleashed a cone of silver flames that washed over the metal door, Libritas pulsed as she sent into my mind.

      “I can, William, but it will take a few moments for me to decipher them all. They are in rather shoddy condition.”

      “Oh, clever, not that it will help,” the Weaver taunted.

      He might have been right because that’s when the distinct sound of grinding gears echoed through the room from two of the niches, one on each wall. A split-second later, that was followed by what I at first thought was the rushing of water. What gushed out of those niches wasn’t water though, unless water was thick, cloudy, and hissed and smoked the moment it struck stone.

      “I understand the process of dissolution is intensely painful, but if it means anything to you, it will not destroy Libritas.” The Weaver let out a series of clicking chuckles. “I will ensure she has a good home with Karthas and me when you are gone. Consider it a family reunion, softskin!”

      I pressed myself against the wall, away from the acid-spewing niche near me, while Shikun did the same by the unmelted door. While quite a bit of the goopy substance was being pumped in, the acid’s tendency to stick to the walls and floors meant we had a few moments before Shikun would be forced to fly us both above it to stay safe. Of course, that would only postpone our inevitable death if we didn’t figure out something fast.

      The dragon-girl looked at me with growing panic. “I am invulnerable to many things, but not this, William.”

      “I’ll figure this out,” I said, almost like a mantra. “I’ll figure this out.”

      A few things hit me at once. The doors weren’t going to budge, that much was clear… but the stone walls? It was the runes that were making them strong, the Weaver said as much, but not indestructible, or else the acid wouldn’t be reacting to it. If we could do something about the runes, weaken the stone, Shikun could maybe rip through the hinges of the door… or maybe we could block off the acid spouts with hunks of rock and back up the pipes.

      “Shikun!” I cried out as the acid began to pool up in the shallow bowl of the floor. It was only an inch deep now, but we only had six inches tops before there wouldn’t be a safe place to stand without flying or stuffing ourselves into niches. “Take to the air and see if you can pry or rip any stone out of the walls! Try at the points between the niches, the rock is thinnest there!”

      “Yes, William, I’ll do my best!” The draconian launched herself into the air again, straight toward one of the carved sections of stone in the opposite wall. Me, I turned toward the wall I was against and gripped Libritas tight.

      “I don’t mean to rush, Lib, but you’ve had a few moments,” I sent to my Brand. “We need answers, or we’re done.”

      There was a moment of silence that hung in the air. Well, relative silence, because the hissing of acid was a constant, as was the sound of Shikun straining against the stone wall. I swore I heard a crack of rock, but whatever headway she was making, it wasn’t near fast enough.

      Then Lib’s voice cried out in my ear. “I have it! These symbols do as the Weaver said, but more importantly to us, they are a runic matrix.”

      “In Uplander, please,” I sent back.

      I could almost hear the roll of Libritas’s non-existent eyes. “Yes, well, to put it simply, all the runes must be intact to maintain the strength of the stone.”

      “And let me guess.” My hand searched the wall and found the nearest carving I could find. “We can overwrite these runes just like we can overwrite brands?”

      “Indeed, William!” The Brand of Freedom sounded truly proud. “You’re catching on quickly!”

      I didn’t waste time with a reply, not with the acid mere inches from my heels now. I simply shifted my grip on Libritas to hold her by the metal shaft, close to her runic tip, took a deep breath to focus on her magic, then slammed Lib into the rune I had found.

      There was a flash of golden light and a rush of power through Lib as she overwrote the strange rune with her gold-and-silver spiral mark. From there, Lib’s light ran like electricity through a circuit, coursing through the runes that marked the walls.

      The effect was drastic and immediate. The hissing and smoking from the acid intensified crazily, cutting into the stone faster than it could fill the room. More than that, a thunderous crack of stone filled my ears from behind as Shikun tore the now-weakened stone asunder with her draconic strength.

      I let out the breath I had been holding and turned around carefully to see the dragon-girl hefting a large hunk of stone. I nodded to Shikun, and she spun in mid-air and hurled the big chunk of rock right into the acid-pouring niche to buy us more time. As for me, I took a deep breath, tensed up, and leapt across the pool of acid. I landed nimbly on the small strip of safety near the hinges of the doors.

      I grinned as I summoned up Libritas’s full heat and drove my Brand into the stone by the edge of the door. As I expected, without the magic protecting it, Libritas melted into the rock like a hot knife through butter. It was slow going, but it sped up a moment later when Shikun flew above me and unleashed her talons. It was like a rock wyrm going to work.

      “No more boasts, Weaver?” I called out as we cut through the last strip of stone around the hinges. The fact he didn’t respond with a fresh villainous monologue told me that he was panicking now. “Don’t worry, we’ll be with you in a moment.”

      With that, I jammed Libritas clean through the wall at the lower hinge as Shikun pried her claws around the upper hinge. We both sucked in a breath then heaved, me using Lib as an enchanted crowbar while Shikun pulled back with powerful flaps of her flaming wings.

      There was one last shriek of metal and stone before the alien metal flopped forward, crashing down into the pool of acid to reveal the chamber beyond.

      Without another word, I leapt over the door and into the heart of the Weaver’s lair with Shikun right behind me.
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      The smell hit me before anything else, a strange mix of ancient rot, spilled blood, and fresh burning incense. It reminded me of a teenager trying to hide his pot smoking from a nosy mom, well, if pot smoking involved torture and murder. We pushed through that stomach-churning aroma and out of a short connecting hallway into another vast chamber, and unlike the acid room, this one was truly vast.

      The vault was a long rectangular room, maybe half a football field deep and thirty paces wide. Unlike the rest of the tunnels and catacombs, this room was well-lit by dozens of lit torches and burning braziers, enough to show the crumbling arches that supported the soaring ceiling above our heads. The back end of the room was lined with bookcases, most of which were empty or filled with moldering, web-covered mounds of… something foul. However, there were still plenty of books and scrolls still there, and several more bundles of them set out in front of the shelves, no doubt ready to be taken with the Weaver in his escape.

      It was the front section of the room right before us that made my anger for the Weaver burst into a raging fire. What was laid out before us was a literal medieval torture chamber. A pitted iron rack was laden with various pokers, blades, pliers, brands, and other torture implements. A thick, wooden chair festooned with metal bands, screws, and adjustable spreaders sat against one wall alongside a series of chains mounted to the wall. On the opposite side, an iron maiden hung open, viscous fluids dripping from its spikes, while next to that was a large wooden wheel held up in a metal brace of some kind, like a child’s gyroscope toy. That might have been innocent enough if not for the manacles that hung from four equidistant points on the ring or the rusty stains of dried blood that soaked both into the wood and stone beneath.

      The only thing that separated the two halves of the room was a moldering red carpet thrown haphazardly from wall-to-wall.

      I didn’t let that horrific scene distract me from my quarry. Not that it was hard to find him as the four-armed spider-man scuttled back and forth across the library area of the lair. Perhaps the most remarkable thing about the Weaver, now that I finally had a chance to see him, was how unremarkable he looked. Well, unremarkable for an ettercap, that is. Unlike Uruk, who had dressed in royal silken robes that made him stand out among his orcs, the Weaver was simply garbed in the same rough robes and mismatched bits of kit as the bandits he had sent before him.

      Two things did catch my eye about him, though. The first and most obvious was the length of twisted steel he gripped tightly in one of his right hands. While Libritas was shining, this Brand was a coal black thing that almost seemed to eat the surrounding light, and where Lib’s runic tip was made of beautiful spiraling lines and swooping circles, Karthas’s head was a geometrically precise spider-web pattern that glowed a dull red.

      The second thing that stood out about the Weaver was his eyes. They were the same shiny compound things as the other ettercaps, but there was a spark of malevolent cunning in them.

      He saw us, and we saw him, and then all Hell broke loose. Shikun let out a roar of pure fury as she launched herself into the air with a beat of her wings. In her wake, I broke into a sprint as Libritas burst into her full radiance, while the Weaver let out a clicking hiss of alarm as he scuttled toward the rear of the vault.

      “Amalthea!” he cried out, all pretense of calculated calm gone now. “Save me, you lazy cow!”

      At those words, before Shikun was even half-way across the room, the carpet seemed to shift as a loud yawn echoed through the room. The air above the carpet started to shimmer like heat coming off desert sands, and my instincts immediately screamed an alarm of danger in my head. I slammed on the breaks, skidding to a halt well short of the shimmer as I called out to Shikun.

      “Stop! It’s another trap!”

      The dragon-girl might have wanted to crush the Weaver in her claws, but my words managed to cut through her fury. She twisted in mid-air as her fiery wings flapped in a hard backbeat, abruptly stopping her forward momentum before she barreled into the shimmering form. However, the rippling distortion wasn’t content in staying still, and before Shikun could retreat, it pounced forward, coming into full sight as it swatted the draconian with a leonine paw.

      The wondrously terrifying figure that knocked Shikun from the air like a cat toy looked almost exactly like a sphinx from Earth mythology and was most definitely female. From the waist down, Amalthea had the form of a giant lioness with tawny golden fur, while her torso was that of a well-proportioned human woman before her forearms turned leonine once more. Immense eagle wings with pearly white feathers spread almost the length of the room as the sphinx sat back on her haunches, long black hair wreathing a lazily grinning face, a feline glint to her steel-grey eyes. In all, Amalthea had to be at least ten feet tall as she sat before us, maybe taller.

      Unlike the other enslaved women I had encountered, she was clothed in riches and finery, well, in as much as she was clothed considering her form. White silk wrappings covered her breasts, while a collar made from gold and inlaid with precious stones hung around her neck in an almost Egyptian style. Beaten copper disks adorned her ears, while a strange, black iron halo hovered over her head, spikes protruding from its edges.

      I recognized it immediately as an imitation of the thorny brand that had scarred Petra and stood prominently on Amalthea’s left paw: the mark of Khaba va’Khem.

      Fortunately, Shikun seemed completely uninjured by the sphinx’s slap and was already starting to get to her feet. I grabbed her shoulder and helped her the rest of the way up as the laziness in Amalthea’s gaze turned to a hard sternness.

      “Continue your packing, Weaver,” the sphinx declared, her rich voice rolling out with a certain feline purr to it. “As for you, William Tyler, and you, Shikun the, well, formerly wingless… I cannot allow you to pass.”

      Shikun growled, silver flames puffing out of her mouth and nose as she barked back, “I don’t want to fight you, Amalthea, but if I have to burn my way right through you to get to him…”

      “If you do not wish to fight, Shikun, then do not cross this space,” Amalthea purred as she shredded the carpet with one swipe of her claws. What had once been hidden by the carpet was another matrix of runes, but unlike the ones in the acid chamber, these were very new and filled with a luminous green light that made me think of how radiation looked in a cartoon. “It is not simply my might that guards the way, but the magic of the Khalati Record I wove into the very stone.”

      “Hold on, Shikun,” I warned as I put a calming hand on her shoulder. “That sounds like some serious shit right there.”

      “It is indeed,” Libritas sent into my mind in almost perfect synch with Amalthea who said the same thing aloud. My Brand kept explaining, though.

      “The sphinxes of Etria are all connected to the Khalati Record,” she sent rapidly. “It’s… difficult to explain, think of it as a mystical repository of all the written knowledge in Etria. What that means right now is that the sphinxes’ knowledge of magical symbology and runes is second to none. Whatever that matrix is set to do, it will be incredibly powerful and destructive.”

      I nodded at that. While I understood Shikun’s need for revenge, I wanted to avoid a pitched battle now more than ever. I didn’t want either woman hurt, especially with the Black Runes pulling the strings, and I really didn’t trust this chamber to hold up to a pitched battle. Shikun was amazingly strong and destructive, I knew that well, and from what Lib just told me, we didn’t want to trigger those runes. It wouldn’t do anyone any good if we wound up buried down in these tunnels.

      Still, we had to try something. While Amalthea had us in a stalemate, I could hear the Weaver cackling madly as he kept at his work, and a moment later, the distinct sound of stone grinding on stone split the air. No doubt it was that secret escape route Shikun had told me about.

      “Just be thankful that Master Khaba has not prioritized your destruction, William Tyler,” Amalthea purred with a sly smile. “You are a very well formed Uplander, and I would not wish to see you rendered to your component atoms by my magic.”

      Shikun bristled and tensed, her dragon tail lashing as her wings seemed to burn hotter. “Give me the order, William,” she growled. “I know I can break through!”

      I shook my head. “No, we’re not going to risk it.” My eyes were locked not on Amalthea’s face but on her paws as she shifted on her haunches. No, she was too careful, never letting even a bit of her brand pass beyond the runes, while never revealing enough of the matrix to allow a clear strike to dispel them with Lib. “And we’re not going to risk Amalthea’s life either.”

      “Noble of you,” the sphinx acknowledged. “If only we had met under better circumstances… before…” A faint sigh escaped her lips as she curled in her branded paw, and for a moment, I could see past the haughty and proud veneer to the scarred, enslaved girl beneath it still hoping for her freedom.

      I wasn’t the only one who noticed that gesture. Shikun’s fierce expression softened as well even as her muscles relaxed… and then the Weaver ruined the moment by letting out another cackle.

      “Weak softskins, all of you!” The grinding sound picked up intensity, and I could now see where the back wall of the vault was slowly splitting apart. “Your sympathy for your fellows is your weakness!”

      The Weaver could have already made a break for it, but he couldn’t exactly flee alone, could he? He needed Amalthea to escape because otherwise, we’d simply backtrack and hunt him down with Shikun’s wings giving us the advantage. That gave us a precious few more minutes to figure this out.

      That thought made me focus more on Amalthea. She was the key to his escape… and that’s when I started thinking about sphinxes and the legends surrounding them. Earth mythology clearly drew a lot from the reality of Etria’s magic and creatures… and that meant…

      “Lib!” I cried out mentally as I had what I hoped was a real eureka moment. “Etrian sphinxes, are they like the Earth legends? The whole guardian of Thebes thing?”

      “Indeed.” Thank God that Libritas could do more than read my mental words because she seemed to grasp my meaning without needing to hear the entire legend. “Sphinxes are fascinated by words, language, and wordplay due to their connection to the Khalati Record, and if asked to engage a contest of words, they are compelled to…” She let out a mental gasp. “Gods, I am a fool! William, yes, that is our best hope!”

      Shikun was stalking from side to side, almost ready to risk the field of death and a battle with Amalthea anyway, when I strode past her, chin held high and Libritas glowing at my side. The sphinx tilted her head curiously at me while Shikun gasped in worry as I literally toed the line of the runic matrix.

      “Amalthea,” I shouted upward, “want to have a little friendly competition? Like, say, a riddle game?”

      The dragon-girl’s gasp turned into a weird little cough of confusion, but the Weaver realized what was about to happen because his mocking laughter cut off immediately.

      “Do not dare, slave!” the spider-man shouted. “Khaba va’Khem--”

      “--is not here, Weaver.” Amalthea’s voice boomed through the vault and reverberated off the walls before it returned to a regal tone. “I would be interested in this little game of yours, William Tyler. What would be the rules?”

      “Simple,” I said with a grin. “We ask each other riddles, one at a time, first one of us that can’t answer loses. Should be an easy win for someone as obviously learned as you, mighty sphinx.” I shrugged helplessly. “But what other chance do we have when faced with your magic?”

      Amalthea preened as she reclined forward, her wings folding along her back as her leonine tail began to swish happily. “Naturally. I agree to these rules, and in my great generosity, I will even let you ask the first riddle.” She set her chin on her crossed paws. “What, then, is the wager?”

      The Weaver kept ranting behind her, Karthas burning red hot in his hand as he waved the Brand menacingly, but the sphinx ignored him, and so did I.

      “Also simple.” I pointed at Amalthea’s paws. “I win, you turn off your little death spell here and then hold your left paw out for me. You win, you don’t just get to leave peacefully with the Weaver, but Libritas and I will go with you as well. No fighting, no muss, a perfect present for your master.”

      “William, no!” Shikun hissed in my ear, her hand gripped around my shoulder in fear for me. “The legends say that sphinxes know everything. There’s no way you can beat her and… You can’t… I… I can’t risk losing you! Not now, not after we just… we--”

      I would have been afraid too if I was her… because she didn’t know that I had what I hoped was an ace up my sleeve. To assuage her fear, I cut her off by taking her hand in mine, turning towards her, and then pulling her in for a swift, hard kiss. The gesture took her by surprise for only a moment before she leaned into it, her arms going around my neck as mine looped around her waist. Shikun’s lips tasted of cinnamon and exotic spice, and the dragon-fire in her mouth only added an invigorating warmth to our kiss.

      “Very well, William Tyler,” Amalthea called from above. “I accept your wager.”

      Shikun and I reluctantly pulled apart, but she kept one of my hands tight in her grip as we turned to the sphinx together.

      “Okay, then let’s get this show on the road,” I called back. “You ready, Amalthea?”

      The Weaver’s ranting ended abruptly, and he rushed around behind the sphinx, either in a panic or preparing some last surprise for us, but I wasn’t worried, not anymore. I’d either stump Amalthea with this, which would mean the Weaver was toast no matter what he was up to, or Amalthea would stump me, in which case nothing we could do would matter.

      “Ask your first riddle,” the sphinx said as she began to wash her unbranded paw. “Please, start strong. I hope to actually be challenged this time.”

      I smiled broadly. “Well, if you’re asking for it…” I rolled my neck as if I was preparing for the most elaborate riddle of all time, and then I spoke.

      “Why is a raven like a writing desk?”

      When in doubt, go with your Lewis Carroll, I always say.

      Amalthea’s eyes widened as her mind raced. “I…” She cleared her throat and raised a paw. “Please, a moment for me to consider.”

      I grinned and nodded. “Of course, though to be fair, perhaps a ten count is in order?”

      The sphinx let out a soft grumble and waved her paw at me dismissively, so I nodded to Shikun. “Count it for us.”

      The dragon-girl looked as confused by my riddle as Amalthea did, but she nodded and began to count very precisely, keeping time by tapping her toe claws on the stone. As she did so, the sphinx closed her eyes, and I didn’t need Libritas to feel the surge of magic in the room. Runes, sigils, and letters of all kinds native to Etria flashed through the air in green light around her without a trace of anything of Earthly origin. At that moment, I was pretty sure I had won, as long as someone hadn’t brought Alice in Wonderland with them from the Upland.

      Even then, there weren’t many acceptable answers to the riddle. It was nonsense, after all.

      At Shikun’s count of eight, Amalthea’s eyes snapped open again, and a combination of confusion and defeat were etched in those grey orbs. “I- I don’t know,” she whispered softly. “I don’t know. It’s not in the Record, and I cannot make sense of it.”

      “So, you’re admitting defeat?” I asked carefully. The fact that she had been stumped seemed to hit the sphinx harder than I thought it would, and I didn’t want to rub my victory in her face.

      “I…” Amalthea began before letting out a shuddering sigh, her tail drooping behind her. “I concede. I cannot answer your riddle, William Tyler, and so, bound by the laws of the Record, I must do as you have bidden.” With one paw, she cut a line through the runic matrix, and the sickly green glow snuffed out immediately. “The field is gone, and now, my paw.”

      Shikun let out a cheer of joy and relief as she hopped in place next to me, and as Amalthea pushed her branded paw forward, I raised Libritas up, took a deep breath, and concentrated. I wanted Amalthea to be free, to be able to revel in the power to choose her path in the world, and to never be bound to these bastards ever again. As those thoughts and emotions surged up through me, the Brand of Freedom burst with renewed golden light before her runic tip sparked into a silvery-white radiance.

      And that’s when an ear-splitting screech filled the room as the Weaver sprang from the shadows behind the sphinx, the Brand of Discipline reared back and ready to strike. For all that he looked like any other ettercap, the Weaver moved with startling speed and inhuman power… and I was his target.

      The choice seemed clear cut: Carry through, free Amalthea, and have a molten-hot magical Brand burn through my flesh, or parry the blow and lose the opportunity. After all, who knew how long that ‘hold your paw out’ command would be binding for?

      So I did what I had to do, to hell with personal risk. I didn’t waver as I thrust Libritas into the twisted thorny blackness of Amalthea’s brand. Even as I felt the surge of power run through Lib and me down into that infinite darkness, I fully expected to have some very important parts of my body incinerated into charred bits… but that didn’t happen.

      I caught sight of Shikun interposing herself between the Weaver and me… and then the world exploded into silver-and-gold light. The dragon-girl’s roar of defiance before her former master played counterpoint to the trilling cry of pure joy that rose out of Amalthea, as before my eyes, the terrible scar that had stood out angry and harsh on the sphinx’s skin shrank beneath Libritas’s power. As her wound healed and new fur sprang up, the sphinx’s cry turned to a moan of ecstasy as her back arched upward and her wings fluttered out, crashing up against the walls to send both papers and torture instruments scattering.

      That’s when it hit me, the on-rush of what was elementally Amalthea, channeled from her soul to mine through the conduit of Libritas. The weight of a century in chains dropped on my shoulders like an elephant, felling me to my knees as it blasted into my mind. But through all those many years of enslavement, manipulation, and corruption, there was a constant drumbeat of the sphinx’s noble heart, her dedication to her studies mixed with a desire to protect, to guard, for that was the ultimate purpose of all sphinxes. It was Amalthea’s solace, even if that principle were twisted to protect her terrible masters. To be a guardian was the thing that kept her sane through so many years of pain… and now… now, she was free. As that joy flooded her soul, it ripped through mine as well, and where one moment, I was ready to collapse under the weight of her pain, I found myself lifted up once more, buoyed by the sphinx’s newfound pride and happiness.

      And then, as swiftly as it came on, the moment of sublime connection ended, and the real world flooded back in. Amalthea’s terrible brand was completely gone now, replaced by the golden spiral and silver circles of Lib’s rune. To my side, Shikun stood tall and strong, a roar still on her lips as the Weaver kept trying to push Karthas through her chest with all four arms.

      “Why don’t you burn?” he hissed in disbelief.

      By way of an answer, Shikun grabbed the Brand with both hands just past the head and yanked Karthas and the Weaver both to one side, throwing the ettercap to the floor as he desperately held on to his weapon.

      “I am no longer your slave,” the draconian roared as she kept an iron grip on the Brand, “and you have no more power over me!”

      The Weaver looked to be in utter shock and fear now, and it was about time I stepped in. I brought Libritas to bear in one smooth motion, her brand cutting a glittering silver trail through the air as I swung it towards Karthas. As I attacked, Shikun slammed a foot down on the Weaver’s chest as she pulled taut, trapping the corrupted artifact in place.

      “I am sorry, brother!” Libritas called out loud as I struck true. A cacophonous sound like a thousand hammers slamming down on a thousand anvils exploded outward from where the two Brands collided, and amidst that tremendous reverberation, I swore I could make out a twisted scream of agony from Karthas. Barely a second after that tremendous burst of noise rang out, the Brand of Discipline simply exploded with the torturous screech of twisting steel.

      The tremendous shockwave blew most of us back. I was thrown clear off my feet, tenaciously keeping hold of Libritas, only to collide with Amalthea’s very large and quite soft chest right before she was thrown over awkwardly on her side, barely curling her wings in to prevent a more serious injury. Meanwhile, Shikun managed to keep her feet though she was shoved back a good ten feet from the blast, her foot talons throwing up sparks as they found purchase in the stone.

      The Weaver… well, he wasn’t so lucky. The bastard had no place to go, and the full brunt of Karthas’s detonation slammed into his chest and limbs. I didn’t hear the sickening crack of his exoskeleton shattering in a dozen places, but as I struggled to get back to my feet from what had been a perfectly cozy landing spot, I could clearly see where ichor and gore leaked out of those numerous wounds. The truly remarkable thing was that he still lived, his chest still rising and falling with labored, wheezing breaths.

      While Amalthea recovered her wits and Shikun unstuck her claws from the floor, I made my way carefully to the monster’s side, still wary for one last trick from the ettercap. I expected to find blackened shrapnel from Karthas to be all over the place, but there wasn’t a single trace that the corrupted Brand had ever existed.

      “Impossible…” the spider-man weakly clicked out. “I planned… for everything…”

      “No,” I countered as I pointed Lib’s glowing silver tip at his face. “Sure, you thought you did, but you were so lost in your own arrogance that you were blind to just how hard people would strive to be free.”

      The Weaver let out a wheeze before spitting a glob of his own blood up at me, one last spiteful gesture. “You’ll learn… how naïve you really are… soon…  Spare me the rest… of your prattle… and kill me…”

      I shook my head as I pulled Libritas away from him. “Oh, no. I’m not going to do either of those things. I’ve said my piece, and as for killing you?” I turned away from the dying bastard. “That’s not my call.” My eyes drifted sidelong to Shikun who was now stalking toward the downed ettercap, righteous fury glowing in her eyes as silver flames snorted out her nose with each breath. “Shikun, he’s all yours.”

      I didn’t bother looking. After all, whatever Shikun did to him, the Weaver deserved ten times over. I only caught a shrill plea for mercy from the ettercap, no doubt realizing that what was about to happen to him was far worse than the clean death I would have delivered, and a draconic roar as I walked over to check on Amalthea who was just now back to her feet and stretching her wings. My eyes were drawn to the strange halo that still hovered above her head, but instead of spikes and black iron, it was a golden spiral lined with silver swirls, an imitation of Libritas’s rune.

      “Thank you,” a whispery voice called in my head as I came up to the sphinx. It wasn’t Libritas, it was very distinctly male, so I could only guess it was Karthas, at least what was freed from the Brand. “To you and Libritas both, William Tyler. Now, perhaps, true and pure Discipline can return to Etria.”

      “You’re welcome,” I sent back. “I swear we’ll find a way to restore you.”

      “Indeed, brother,” Libritas added. “Until then, I will try to bear your strength as well.”

      I wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but a pulse of vibrant scarlet ran down the Brand of Freedom’s length and through me so fast that I wasn’t sure if Amalthea saw it. I sure as hell felt it though, as all the exhaustion, aches, and pains were purged right out of my body. That probably wasn’t the whole of it, but I’d talk to Libritas about it later. For now…

      “Hey, are you okay?” I asked as I put a gentle hand on Amalthea’s marked paw, smiling at the electric thrill of the connection between us now. “That process can be, well, it can really throw you for a loop.”

      “I am, thanks to you, William.” A simple smile played across the sphinx’s regal features as she sat up straight on her haunches and fluttered her wings once more. “The words to express the depths of my emotions at this moment would fill a chapter of the great Record in and of itself, so I shall not bore you with them.” Amalthea’s tail began to lash as a purr rumbled in her chest, and she leaned over me suddenly to plant a giant’s kiss upon my head.

      I didn’t try to suppress the thrill that ran through me at the loving gesture, and as the sphinx rose back up, she flashed me a sly wink. “I believe that more than adequately expresses what words would fail to.”
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      “... and that brings us to now,” I said as I leaned back against the tree Petra had summoned up, the cool shade of its branches almost as soothing as her being there beside me. Her arm hugged around my waist, and I felt her head nod from its place snuggled up against my shoulder as I finished my little tale.

      We were gathered outside the western wall of Kaulda, not far from where we had stood our ground against the Weaver’s army, and when I mean we, I mean the entire collected population of Kaulda, Aroch Steeltusk’s entire war party of orcs, and a surprising amount of ettercaps who begged for sanctuary and mercy in the aftermath of the Weaver’s death. Oh, and naturally Reggie, Petra, Shikun, Amalthea, and Libritas, the Brand ever present at my side. With that many people, well, this was the only proper place for what I hoped would be the first of many victory celebrations in the fight against the Black Runes in the years to come.

      “Now, now, my boy,” Sir Thorpe said with a chuckle, seated upon a blue cushion across from Petra and me. “I feel as if you’re leaving out a few things, such as how did you extract Lady Amalthea’s… generous form out from those twisting caves?” He gestured to one side of the field where the lovely sphinx was holding a court of a sort, answering a litany of questions the villagers and tribesmen asked her, the air aglow with green sigils from her magic. “And what precisely did Lady Shikun do to that monster?” He didn’t gesture this time as the dragon-girl wasn’t among the partygoers. I’d find her after I was done here. “And what of Karthas--”

      It was Suli who answered, her and Una having popped up out of the crowd of cheering, singing, and dancing people the moment I had begun my tale. Maybe that was the ferynx-girl’s special magic, the power to tell when an adventure was being recounted no matter where she was.

      “Because that’s all boooooring, mister knight,” she moaned. Una nodded her agreement, even if I could tell that the orc-girl actually wanted to know the answer to at least some of those questions herself. “Nobody cares about the boring stuff, because Mister William whooped all the bad guys and saved all the girls!” She punched the air in front of her. “Just like I will when I become a hero-knight one day!”

      Petra laughed at the kitten-girl’s enthusiasm before running her hand across my chest. “Well, I am simply happy that you and the others are safe and sound.” She pecked me on the cheek. “Not that I had any worries. Shikun and Libritas were not going to let you come to harm, and you were there to keep them safe.”

      Una blinked at the dryad. “Then why did you ask Suli and me to keep you company while they were gone? And why were you crying and asking when they would be back? And--”

      Petra turned a deep green as she began to wave her vines frantically at the little orc-girl to be quiet, and Reggie and I broke down into good-natured laughter as Petra closer to me.

      “So, I guess you were a little worried about us, after all?” I asked.

      “I… well, yes, but…” The dryad covered her face with her hands in embarrassment. “I just didn’t want you to think I didn’t believe in you, so I may have… exaggerated my lack of concern and--”

      I cut her off by kissing that blushing cheek and then, when she pulled her hands away, those luscious lips. After a moment, I pulled away, leaving her with a soft smile.

      “I appreciate it, Petra,” I said softly. “I’m just glad to have brought everyone home, safe and sound.”

      “Indeed!” Sir Thorpe said with a clap of his hands. “Speaking of that, William, we must hold a council with Aroch, Sullah, and whatever representative the ettercaps present, the sooner, the better.” He met my glance with a serious nod. “We do have a world to free, and the sooner started--”

      “The sooner done,” I finished for him. “I know.” With a wistful glance at Petra, one she returned, I slipped out of her grasp and stood up. “Let them know we’ll do it tomorrow, Reg. We can’t keep Aroch away from the rest of his tribe for too long. They’ve got rebuilding to do now that they’ve got their spirit back.”

      The dryad reached up to squeeze my trailing hand with her vines. “And what shall we do with the rest of the day then, William?”

      I squeezed those vines right back and flashed her a smile. “Celebrate, rest, recover, and then tonight… well, we’ll talk about that tonight.” A heated smile played across her lips at those words. “Right now, though, I need to see a girl about a thing.” I winked at everyone as I turned to walk away. “Wish me luck, I’ll be back.”

      Petra caught my eye then and nodded. “Yes, take care of her, William, for the both of us.”

      As I made my way through the throngs of happy ferynx, elves, orcs, ettercaps, and more, I had dozens of people cheer my name, salute me, want to shake my hand, and have a word, and as much as I wanted to find Shikun, I stopped for each of them. If I learned anything from this first week in Etria, it was that the only way to beat the Black Runes was through the hearts and minds of the people. The more broken communities we could restore and scattered people we could reunite, the more likely I’d have the chance to break the last of the chains that bound this world.

      “Indeed, William,” Libritas chimed in my head as I finished a brief talk with Sullah and slipped out of the bulk of the crowd. “We will win because the Runes do not realize the true worth of the people they crush under their heels. Now, as for our draconian, we need but follow the chain.”

      “But don’t I need to see Shikun to, well, lock-on to her chains?” If I could have started with myself, it would have been easy, but I could never see my own chains save for how others linked to me. “Or has something changed because of Karthas?”

      “Astute as always,” the Brand replied as I felt her magic trickle up my spine. “But it is more than that. Karthas has granted us a fraction of his power in his passing to the heavens, yes, but my strength is gradually returning with every act you perform that restores freedom to Etria.”

      As she finished that statement, the magic settled into my eyes, and for a moment, I was practically blinded as my entire vision filled with a crisscrossing network of chains. They were everywhere, of every size, every metal, every condition, and I thought my brain would explode trying to process it all.

      “Focus, William,” Libritas soothed in my ear, and I swore that I felt her presence there, stroking my back in slow circles. “Concentrate on Shikun.”

      I closed my eyes, which didn’t actually help because there were so many chains that some literally ran through my eyeballs, and tried to think only about the dragon-girl. Surprisingly, it was way easier than I thought it would be. All it took was remembering the taste of her lips, then the swell of her curves, the hard planes of her muscle… and then the throbbing ache in my temple disappeared along with most of the chains.

      I mean, I replaced that throbbing with another one much lower, but I could keep that under control for now. As I opened my eyes, the world was thankfully still much more chainless then it had been. All that was left was one woven platinum chain that stretched towards Kaulda.

      “So, next time you unlock some new hyper magic power in me that could possibly cause my brain to explode, Lib, warn me first,” I sent with a chuckle as I took off after the chain.

      “Ah, duly noted, William,” she soothed. “My apologies.”

      With the guidance of the chain, I found Shikun in minutes. She was standing atop the battlements of the west wall, sitting on her knees so that only her head and horns were poking above the wall. Strangely, she didn’t seem to notice me when I walked through the gates, her gaze focused hard into the distance. By the time I had mounted the interior steps and was walking down the walkway towards her, the dragon-girl finally seemed to notice my approach.

      “I’m sorry, William of Upland,” she said without turning my way. “I just… I don’t feel quite comfortable being among them yet.” Her fiery wings twitched a little. “I know they are accepting but… I did hurt them all very badly.”

      I didn’t answer with words. I simply hooked my hand under her nearest armpit and began to tug her up. She got the idea really quickly and stood up. Good, because I doubt I could have hauled her up one-handed if she didn’t want it. As soon as Shikun was standing, I then took her by both shoulders and turned her to face me dead on.

      “Uh, William, what exactly are you doing?” she asked, a quizzical look on her face that cut through her melancholy. Her furrowing brow made her horns rise adorably, her golden eyes shifting from side to side. “Did I… Did I insult anyone by my absence? Was Petra mad…?”

      “Stop.”

      “But I--”

      “Stop,” I repeated. “S, T, O, P.” My straight face resolved into a grin. “You’re still kicking yourself over everything you’ve done, and I get that, but…”

      Suddenly, Shikun’s cheeks flushed as she tried to avoid my direct gaze but not so hard as to slip out of my grip. Wait, she wasn’t worried about the townsfolk, not really.

      “You’re not kicking yourself.” I arched a curious eyebrow. “Are you?” I smiled a bit as realization struck home. “This is about when I kissed you.”

      “Well, I… well…” The draconian Amazon that could throw boulders around like playthings and burn down a forest with a puff of breath was seriously embarrassed by one kiss, and it was absolutely endearing. “I simply didn’t want to create any, well, tension with you and Petra until she had officially invited me to, uh, your, uh…”

      I smiled and squeezed her shoulders warmly. “Well, I don’t know all the rules with how Etrians do things, and the last thing I’d want is for you to be uncomfortable. All I’m going to say is that regardless of anything else, you’re part of our family now, and maybe… if you want it… we can be something more.”

      My eyes passed appreciatively over her body and settled back on her eyes once more. “I know Petra cares about you, and so do I. You’re strong, beautiful, fierce, and you stood side-by-side with me against certain death down in the Weaver’s lair.” I raised a finger. “But that doesn’t mean a hill of beans if you don’t want to take it further, so--”

      I didn’t get a chance to finish because I had a tearful dragon-girl throwing herself at me, arms sweeping me up in a crushing hug as she kissed me deeply. After the initial surprise passed, I was more than happy to pull myself into that kiss, savoring the taste of her for a good long moment before she finally pulled away.

      Shikun sniffled once, happy tears running down her blushing cheeks. “Yes! I want it! I want all of it! I want love and happiness and family and freedom and kisses and…” Her chest heaved delightfully as she tried to catch her breath. “And most of all, I want you.”

      I smiled brightly at that as I pulled her close once more. “Your wish is my command,” I murmured before I went in for another kiss.
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            Khaba va’Khem

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat on my skull-carved obsidian throne, itself mounted atop the ziggurat dedicated to Via and Nethum, the goddesses of life and death, and brooded over my grand work, the Necropolis of Khem. Always expanding, ever under construction, the vast city of marble and sandstone swept out over the blasted valley of Mortanna, endless mausoleums and crypts to house the undead built into every space and crevice. The only safe place for the living, my slaves and beloved harem, was below me in the ziggurat. Meanwhile, my risen workers and soldiers chipped away at the mountains that rose like vultures around Khem every day, and in time, Khem would cover every space of Etria…

      That was assuming that William Tyler died as he was supposed to.

      As did all Brand-wielders, I felt the chain that tied me to sweet Amalthea snap the moment Libritas turned the sphinx. It was… a minor sting, an annoying prick in my side… much like the Uplander whose death I contemplated. I snapped my fingers and summoned the charm of Mada’s All-Seeing Eye and focused on the would-be hero. He was standing now atop the little wooden walls of that pathetic little village. I clenched my linen-wrapped fingers slowly into a fist, commanding the Eye to focus in on the blond-haired boy as he leaned in to kiss the Weaver’s draconian. Only once I began to look closer, a flash of gold and silver severed the enchantment, and the backlash of mystical energy sparked my fingertips ablaze.

      With an arched eyebrow, I held out my hand to watch the shriveled flesh burn ever so slowly.

      “Our sister is growing bold,” the sensual voice of Via, the Avatar of Life, cooed from my side a moment before her delicate elfin face leaned into view to blow out the fire on my fingers. Her silver skin shone as brightly in her Avatar form as it did in her Brand form, her spiky hair scarlet like blood as she pulled her small form up on the arm of my throne. “One could even call it… cheeky.”

      “Her impertinence annoys our love,” Nethum added, her hollow voice worthy of her status as the Avatar of Death. The tall woman’s skin was as black as midnight, eating light as her power fed on life itself, and her hair fell like an oily waterfall down her back. “We should turn all of Solanna into a deathland. Wipe out all life and raise the dead as your minions, great Lord Khaba.”

      With that pronouncement, Nethum slid herself onto the other arm of my throne, and both Avatars, both of my dear, sweet Brands, nuzzled against my wrapped chest. They felt no fear or disgust at my corpse-like state, and if I had any capacity for warmth in my blackened, shriveled remnant of a heart, it would have warmed to have them near. I slid an arm around each of them and pulled them closer.

      Via shimmied against me with delight as she turned her burning red eyes up to me. “Great Khaba, he whose hand spreads across Etria like a dark plague, what is it you would bid us and your mighty harem to do about this little man and his little stick?”

      “Nothing,” was my simple reply, my deep voice resonating with absolute authority.

      The fae-like Avatar blinked in confusion as her sister turned her blank obsidian eyes towards me. “My great king, you cannot mean--”

      My eyes blazed with my eldritch power, silencing Nethum and Via both immediately. “I mean what I say. You may be thought of as goddesses, but to me, you are but my Brands, slaves alongside all you have marked in my name. Know your place.”

      My word was law, and this my lovely Avatars knew. They grew silent, almost petulant, and so, in my infinite mercy, I decided to quench their curiosity. They might be my slaves, but, in my own strange way, I cared for them and, more so, their immense power.

      “Now, now, my loves,” I intoned as I let my hands drift over their bodies, along their sides, between their thighs. “Know that when I say we do nothing, I mean only for the moment. You have seen what this Uplander has done in so short a time. He has taken two of my beloved women from me, stolen another from my,” I snorted a laugh, “‘my favorite apprentice,’ then slain two of our order. They may have been weaklings and fools, but to throw more of my own beloved women at him, women that this upstart ‘hero’ could steal from me, would be foolish.”

      “Oh!” Via chirped as her eyes lit up once more. “So, in your great and infinite wisdom, you will watch, wait, and prepare to crush this bug?”

      “Indeed, my dear.” I let out a dark chuckle. “Why would I waste your power or my women when I have so many more of my colleagues I can send forth? In time, this… William Tyler’s weaknesses will be laid bare, his strength worn down, and when he is ready to be broken, I will be there to snap his neck and raise his corpse to be my puppet.”

      Nethum grimly smiled. “And in the process, the weakness and complacency among the Black Runes will be weeded out like the cancers they are.” She nodded slowly. “Indeed, your genius knows no bounds, my love.”

      That was enough for my two Brands, and as they leaned against my undead form to drink in my coldness, I smiled for their benefit. In truth, worry sat like a worm in the core of my thoughts as I gazed out over my city of the damned.

      My plan should work, should crush William Tyler and his foolish allies like the bugs they were… but there was a chance… a chance that he would not only persevere but grow stronger. If he did…

      Well, if he did, I would have to deal with him… personally.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review.

      The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it. After all, I’m only human, and you have no idea how far a simple “your book was great!” goes to brighten my day.

      Also, if you want to know when the sequel comes out, you absolutely must join my Facebook group and follow me on Amazon. Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they might not do it.

      You might miss out on all my books forever, if you only do one!

      Here’s the link to follow me on Amazon.

      Here’s the link to my Facebook Group.

      Here’s the link to my mailing list.
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