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      “So, to sum up all of our extensive knowledge after a week of searching for answers,” I said to the council, “we know close to jack-diddly squat.”

      I rubbed the bridge of my nose in frustration. All the leaders from the local clans, including the draconians, kobolds, and dwarves, had gathered in one tent, and none of us could even begin to find a solution as to what to do about the giant red wall of evil that surrounded the northern country of Morkanna like the world’s nastiest jar of Tupperware.

      “Well, it’s big,” Thorton, the grey-bearded, barrel-shaped mayor of Hillrock and de facto leader of the dwarves, chimed in with his simple way of speaking. “And it’s red.”

      “Thank you, Thorton, for your insightful commentary.” I sighed as I placed my hands upon the map on the table in the center of all of us. He had been equally helpful throughout the meeting.

      “We know that things can pass through it,” Voe, a tiny lizard-looking woman and the kobold’s elected representative, added in to try to lift the mood with her equally tiny voice. “It’s not some kind of wall protecting them.”

      “That’s especially concerning,” I responded. “If it’s not protecting them from us conventionally, then it’s doing something else entirely. Something deadly.”

      “Perhaps it’s a bluff,” Karkaros, giant scaled beast of a man and Great Dragon of the draconians, pointed out with his thunderous and slow speech. “With his hold on his conquered lands slipping, he may be getting desperate. So, he puts up a shroud and keeps us all too scared to act upon it while he prepares an ambush behind it.”

      “That’s a lot of effort put into an illusion,” I countered. “If objects can pass through it, the wall has to be made of some kind of energy, which needs to be maintained. There are much easier ways to go about tricking us. Khaba wouldn’t go through all the trouble unless it was doing something else besides covering his whole country. Plus, I’m not going to sacrifice anyone I don’t absolutely have to in order to call his bluff. Even if it’s just a wall, he could have an army behind it as we speak.”

      “Unfortunately, the moment I sent one of my drones through, my contact and control of it ceased immediately,” Baroness Solanna LXVII, leader of the bumblebee-like anthophilans, explained. Her species lived in a hierarchical hive mind, from the nearly mindless drones to the magically powerful and intelligent royals. “I sent a second with a stout rope tied about it, and when we pulled it back, there was nothing left, the rope itself cleanly cut.”

      “Then we can’t waste any more lives on that,” I mused before directing everyone’s attention to the map. “We’re positioned at the only viable opening in the stone plateaus that an army could pass through. If Khaba wants to move any of his troops out of Morkanna, it’ll be through this passage, and if they can see out of the wall, we don’t want them to know that we don’t know anything. They could take the opportunity to launch their attack earlier than we’re prepared for, especially since we’re still waiting for the Kauldan reinforcements.”

      “Perhaps your sphinx can help?” Voe said, hope springing up in her voice. “She has that magic library in her head, right?”

      “The Khalati Record, and that’s a dead-end, too,” I reported regretfully. “Amalthea’s been checking all week for some reference to a giant red wall, but it turns out this might be the first time this has happened. Or, if it happened before, no one wrote anything down about it. The closest we got was a force field spell that covered a castle, but that was distinctly blue. Even if it is the same spell, whatever modification turned it red isn’t written down anywhere.”

      “You’re telling me that no one’s mentioned something like this in all the written works in the world?” the Baroness said, hardly believing the thought. “Not even a passage or a poem?”

      “Without a lot to go on besides big red wall, it’s hard to find anything definitive.” I took my hands off the table. “You may be right. We have to get some intel on this fast. It’ll have to be discreet, to avoid tipping our hand and starting a fight we can’t win.”

      “Wait, is somebody going in there?” Thorton said frantically. “It ain’t going to be one of my people, no sir. That wall is evil. It took some convincing to get them here to armor up the soldiers, but a death field trek is a dealbreaker.”

      “If it must be done, I will go,” Karkaros said, already stepping towards the exit to the tent. “I’ll take a group of my Magma Guard with me.”

      “Hold up, there, big guy.” I stepped between Karkaros and the exit. Even at my six-foot height, I’d have to stand at least a young teen on my head to reach the Great Dragon’s height. We had to make the tent twice as tall as normal just to fit him. Even so, he stopped in his tracks. “First off, we need a little subtlety, and that is not your forte. Second, we’re not throwing some of our best soldiers into a place we know nothing about. You could be walking to your death.”

      “It would be better than waiting for death to find us,” he rumbled as he settled back to his original position.

      “We won’t be waiting,” I assured him. “I’ll be going. I have the best chance of making it out of whatever Khaba has behind that wall.”

      “That’s ridiculous!” the Baroness blurted out before quickly regaining her composure. “You’re more important than any soldier. We need you here to organize the war effort.”

      “You’ve saved all of us from the Black Runes, William Tyler,” Voe said as she stepped forward. “If you’re not here, who will save us then?”

      “At the very least, we need a Brandwielder to fight Khaba,” Karkaros said. “If they were to attack without you here, we would have little chance of winning this battle.”

      “But without a shred of information, we have no chance of winning,” I pointed out astutely. “I’m the only one who has protection against whatever dark magic the wall could be.” With a quick breath out, my golden aura flared around me, and strands of bright lights twisted around my arms and legs. I had been practicing using my divine energy most nights after my fight with Officium. Now that I had a better connection to it, I’d found it also made for a good parlor trick. As quickly as the aura swirled to life, it faded as I dropped focus off it. “This needs to be done now. We’ve waited long enough.”

      “Can we still tie a rope around you?” Thorton said. “You know, just in case. You can tug on it if something goes wrong.”

      “Sure, Thorton,” I said. Despite his simple, strange, and frankly unhelpful nature, he did care about this.

      “I will prepare my troops to fortify the forward position,” Karkaros announced, heading out the tent entrance. “We must be prepared for whatever happens to William.”

      “I’ve already begun preparing a contingent of my drones there,” the Baroness added. “You can help them out if you like.”

      “Should you not be in the Marches, locked up in your Solspire?” The giant draconian glared at the yellow-skinned Baroness. Even after agreeing to come together in this time of need, bitter grudges from old wars still lingered.

      “Why would I need to do that?” the Baroness said, “My drones are my eyes, ears, and hands wherever they are. I’ll know if something is happening at the Solspire as soon as it does. Besides, it’d be a waste for me not to be here, focusing on fighting the greater evil.”

      Karkaros grunted as he exited the tent. Thorton and Voe followed shortly afterward, no pun intended, as the tent quickly emptied.

      “Is there a specific reason that the draconians are here, William?” The Baroness caressed my arm. “We don’t need those brutes to fight Khaba. I have more than enough drones to fill the ranks.”

      “They helped me save your life, for starters,” I told her. “You would still be mindlessly biting the end of a cursed Brand if it weren’t for their help. Secondly, we need every soldier we can get. Please, play nice. For me.”

      “Oh, alright.” The Baroness kissed me on the cheek. “Age-old grudges can be put aside for the sake of saving the world, right?”

      “I would certainly hope so, or we’re more screwed than we thought.”

      The Baroness chuckled at my attempt at humor as I led her out the tent into the hot sun.

      Though we weren’t technically in the Morkanna desert, we were certainly close enough for it to be a goddamn scorcher. Wisps of dead grass tickled our shins as we walked through the little tent town the soldiers had made. Our camp was set up on the bordering edge between the Marches of Solanna and Morkanna, blocking off the chasm between the ring-shaped set of plateaus that surrounded the desert. The red wall had covered parts of the plateaus, even reaching towards the northern mountains of the Marches. Behind us, roaming green fields stretched far beyond the horizon.

      “Are you sure about this, William?” Libritas whispered in my mind as she hung on my belt. “Khaba is cruel when he feels safe. He’ll be even more so now that we’ve cornered him. This wall will be a manifestation of that cruelty.”

      “He hasn’t been able to keep me down, yet,” I sent back to the Brand of Freedom. “This wall is the last desperate act of a dying man. The sooner we can strike him down, the better.”

      The Baroness and I walked deeper into camp, where drones stood at almost every tent, standing watch. Above us, red draconian soldiers clad in black armor flew, sparring with one another in aerial combat as the clanking of their weapons filled the air. We walked over to Sir Reginald Thorpe, my British and knightly mentor, in his own sparring session with one of the draconian soldiers, a tall and well-built warrior. In only a moment, Reggie had twirled the draconian’s sword downward with a skillful parry, sticking it into the ground. His own sword, a golden honeysteel blade forged by the dwarves, found its way to the draconian’s throat in what would have been a killing blow had the fight been real.

      “Oh, William!” Reggie said as he pulled his sword back from the draconian’s neck. “What news? Are we storming the wall or not?”

      “Not us, just me,” I said as I patted Reggie’s back in celebration of his victory. The draconian unsheathed his blade from the ground and took off to the sky to find another sparring partner. “It’ll be just a little reconnaissance. I’ll be in and out before anyone notices I’m gone.”

      “Gone where?” Petra, my powerful dryad, walked up from behind me. “Are we going into the wall?”

      “You are not going anywhere,” I corrected as I turned to her. “I am just gathering some intel, so we have something to work with.” I was feeling a serious case of deja vu from having to explain all this again.

      “By yourself?” Petra grabbed me by the shoulders. “Into the scary red wall of doom?”

      “You could turn to jelly!” Reggie exclaimed in the middle of the camp. “Or dust! Or a spongecake, for all we know! Nothing’s come back from inside it, my boy.”

      “Solanna’s drones disappear on the other side, that’s true, but the fact of the matter is that we need to know more,” I explained. “Somebody has got to go in there, and I’ve got the best chance of surviving.”

      “He seems set upon it, my dear,” the Baroness said to Petra. “I wouldn’t waste the energy attempting to deter him.”

      “I will deter however much I feel I need to, Your Ladyship,” Petra said, whipped up by the thought of me turning to jelly, dust, or a spongecake. “We’re going with you, and that’s final.”

      “Be rational about this, Petra,” I said to her, holding her face in my hands. “If the field is dangerous, we need someone who’s protected, and if it isn’t, we need someone who can move quietly and observe. Even if I’m not the only one who fits the bill for the second one, I definitely am for the first. Once I’ve determined that it’s safe, we’ll all go in together, okay?”

      “Where are we going?” Shikun, my draconian warrior woman, swooped down from her sparring victory to join the conversation at just the wrong time. “Are we going beyond the wall now?”

      Jesus, I’d have to explain this at least a couple more times, wouldn’t I?

      “I’m the only one who’s going,” I reiterated for her. “We need info, I’m getting it, I can survive whatever’s inside, end of discussion.”

      “Alone?” Shikun almost scoffed at the idea. “What kind of plan is that? If you get caught or surrounded, no one would be able to find you.”

      “I’ll try to stay connected using the Khalati Record,” I assured her. “And Thorton wants me tied to a rope. I will be more than safe.”

      “You’ll be far from safe, dear champion,” the Baroness pointed out, “but you’ll be as prepared as we deem necessary.”

      “We’re setting a time limit,” Petra added. “No more than fifteen minutes, then we pull you back out. No questions asked.”

      “Capital idea!” Reggie said in approval. “Shan’t be letting those Black Runes getting a scrap of you.”

      “I still don’t like it,” Shikun said, her hands on her scaly hips as she shook her head. “We don’t know enough about it. This could all be a trap.”

      “No one’s saying anything I haven’t already considered,” I said with a shrug. “We need this. It’ll be quick, and we’ll have more information to move forward, and a definitive answer for how we can storm Morkanna.”

      “We’re storming Morkanna now?” Amalthea, my knowledgeable sphinx, stepped into the conversation from one of the tents. “Shouldn’t we learn more about Khaba’s barrier first?”

      If I had to explain this to every person in this camp…

      “William thinks it’s a good idea to jump through the wall himself and find out more,” Petra said with more than a little sarcasm.

      “With the proper precautions, that would be supremely beneficial to our cause,” Amalthea reasoned. Thank God for that wonderful big brain of hers! “The information we gather could give us the guidance we need to move forward.”

      “Malthy, how could you not be worried about this?!” Petra raised her voice indignantly. “William could die!”

      “Oh, I’m absolutely terrified at the prospect,” Amalthea said with a stone-cold expression. “I’ll be spending the entire time he’s inside gnawing on a chunk of wood to calm my nerves. But, regardless, we need the information, so those feelings will have to be pushed to the side while we try to win this war.”

      “I don’t know if I’m impressed or terrified that you can suppress your emotions like that, Malthy.” Shikun looked at her and backed away a couple of steps.

      “It’s a talent developed by expectation, my dear,” the Baroness explained on Amalthea’s behalf. “When your actions are closely observed by others, you learn to hide your true intentions in order to survive.”

      “So, we’re all in agreement?” I said to the group. “I’m going in, alone, with a couple different safety nets and only for a short time.”

      “I wouldn’t say ‘agreement,’” the Baroness clarified, “but we are willing to allow you to proceed with your plan in light of the circumstances.”

      “That’s all I ask.” I pecked each of my girls on the cheek in gratitude for their understanding.

      “I’ll have to pass, dear boy,” Reggie said with a grin. “Not that I don’t like you, but I think we should just stay friends.” I playfully jabbed him in the shoulder as we moved to put our plan into action.
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      The group of us moved to the plateau left of the chasm, out of the line of sight with the wall. The setup for my excursion was elaborate, but not because I wanted it to be. The other leaders had gathered to help out however they could, leading to one of the most prominent examples of ‘too many cooks in the kitchen’ I had ever witnessed. While most of them agreed on the basics of the plan, the particulars were in constant flux and debate.

      For example, the rope. Everyone agreed that I needed to be roped down so I could be pulled out at a moment’s notice. The knot to be used in securing the rope, however, was clearly an important issue with multiple viewpoints as to the most effective one to implement in this specific scenario.

      “A Kauldan slipknot would be most effective in making him secure,” Shikun reasoned as she tied one out of the ropes laid at my feet. “It tightens as you pull it so that we won’t lose him in the event we have to pull him out.”

      “A harness of knots would hold twice as well,” Reggie said as he measured my chest with his hands and compared it to the lengths of rope he had near him. “It would also ensure we don’t rip off a limb in the process of pulling him out.”

      “We don’t have infinite rope, Reggie.” Petra inserted herself into the fray. “I can extend the rope a fair distance with my powers, but we still should conserve what we have. A Treison fist knot provides the least likelihood of coming undone while using the least amount of rope.”

      “Why don’t we just clamp down some iron chains to secure him?” Karkaros added, already holding some. I didn’t even question where he got them from. “You can tie any ropes you need to the chains.”

      “We’re not looking to crush him if he gets stuck anywhere!” the Baroness cried out incredulously. “If he gets pinched between the links, we’d never know!”

      “I can search the Record for any knots or securements that could help us in this instance,” Amalthea said calmly, trying to keep the peace as best she could. “There could be a host of usable knots--”

      “The Kauldan slipknot is perfectly fine!” Shikun interrupted, caught up in the heat of debate.

      “He needs a harness!” Reggie butted in.

      “We’ll use the Treison fist knot!” Petra called out.

      “Chains!” Karkaros shouted.

      “We want him to return alive!” the Baroness rebutted.

      At that point, it was just shouting. Everyone’s voice became indistinguishable, blurring into a cloud of noise. Fists were shaken, gestures were made, a few slurs may have slipped out. Maybe I was disconnected from the emotional side of the whole situation myself, being the test subject in the matter. They were all just worried and lashing out. I almost couldn’t believe how they were acting, though.

      “Tensions are high,” Libritas hummed inside my ear. “If Khaba’s plan for the wall was to make us doubt and fear, it’s working. He’s turned his desperate position into one of false power over us. We would have crushed him in a second had he not hidden behind this shroud.”

      “You’re telling me,” I said, picking up the ropes laid at my feet and fumbling with them to make a knot of my own. “Now he’s got us wasting time debating proper knots. I feel like I’m in the Boy Scouts, but more racially diverse.”

      While the shouting fest continued, Thorton discreetly walked up to me, falling far beneath the notice of the debaters. He gave me a nod, took the ropes from me, and molded them in his hands. Tossing ropes over my shoulders, the stout dwarf pulled more around my waist, under my crotch, and all around me until I had a harness. There were no knots in the harness, however. Each intersection of rope was fused together using the dwarf’s natural crafting magic. Thorton even managed to lace the iron chains that Karkaros was previously holding, though the giant dragon-man failed to spot it, making some strange iron fiber hybrid rope to secure me. When he was done, he stepped away so that the group could behold the handiwork, which they failed to do at first.

      One by one, the debaters turned to see what Thorton had made. Strong, ergonomic, multifunctional, the harness was everything that they wanted. It even had a few loops laid into its design that allowed the ropes to tighten as the main rope pulled, somehow tugging every piece of the harness at the same time and distributing the load evenly. There were more than a few open mouths at the simplicity of the solution. Even I was impressed.

      “I suppose that works.” Reggie was the first to speak up. “I mean, if you insist upon using magic to solve all your problems.”

      “This is one gift horse that I’m completely fine with not looking in the mouth,” I said as I adjusted the various fastenings. “I’ll just head out, then?”

      “We need to still connect you to the Khalati Record,” Petra said, walking over to Amalthea. “And we should come up with some sort of signal that we can use to find out quickly if you’re in danger.”

      “How about, ‘Hey, I’m in danger?’” I suggested. “Or maybe ‘Ow! Augh! Urgh! Death!’” I smirked. “I mean, seriously, I’m going to be communicating telepathically. You’ll know.”

      “No, it should be quicker than that,” Shikun said, completely missing my sarcasm. “Something you can say as soon as danger occurs.”

      “How about ‘danger?’” Amalthea put forward.

      “Kilnberry!” Petra said.

      “Caution!” Shikun suggested.

      “Bad?” Thorton said, unsure in his answer.

      “Maybe a roar,” Karkaros added.

      “A bird call, perhaps!” Reggie shouted.

      This was getting ridiculous.

      While the group decided on a secret code word to use in an untraceable, instantaneous communication line, I made my way up the side of the plateau, walking up the slim path jutting out of the rock. The rope trailed behind me as I climbed up to the wall. There was a small perch next to the red energy of the wall that I could stand on to make my approach, perfect for getting inside as inconspicuous as could be done at the moment.

      Now that I was right next to it, a tinge of fear somersaulted inside my stomach. I had literally no idea what was going to happen to me on the other side of this field. The thought alone inflamed my imagination as I pictured a host of soldiers dressed in black, all carrying corrupted Brands, ready to ambush me as soon as I entered. But we had to figure out what was on the other side at any cost.

      It was go time.

      I put one hand up, hyping myself to stick it into the swirly red before me. With a deep breath, I plunged it inside.

      And nothing really happened. I waited a couple of seconds, just to be sure. When I was satisfied that I couldn’t feel anything bad, I took my hand out. No visible damage or changes. That was good, I guess. It was looking more like a big shroud, like Karkaros said, with every minute.

      “My savior, where are you?” I heard Amalthea call into my head as the floating spectral words of the Khalati Record floated before my eyes. “Are you inside the wall?”

      “Not yet, but so far, I’m unharmed,” I sent back to her. “I even put my hand inside. So far, nothing. And can I just say that it took you guys an uncomfortable amount of time to notice I was gone?”

      “We were,” I could feel Amalthea blush inside the Record, “indisposed with our debate. I hope you weren’t offended.”

      “I’ve got bigger concerns than that right now,” I said as I put my hand back into the wall. “If this wall turns out to just be a shroud, I’ll make a note of enemy positions inside so we can make our push to Khaba.” I put my foot forward to feel inside for solid ground. When I found it, I leaned into the wall, keeping my eyes peeled for whatever danger was inside.

      “Please be--” I heard Amalthea try to get out before my head passed through the wall, and before she could finish, the Khalati Record quickly dissolved from my mind.

      Uh oh.

      As soon as my head was inside, the first breath inside my lungs filled them with the pervasive red mist in the air. It felt like pure ice as it slithered down my throat and filled my chest, churning inside me. I gasped as I reflexively pulled in more of the red mist into me, which froze my insides even more. My hands clawed at my chest in a futile attempt to stall the pain in some way.

      “William, focus!” Libritas said inside my head. “You need to concentrate. Bring forth your divine energy. Protect yourself. It’s your only chance.”

      Ignoring the icy pain, I dug up a memory of how it felt to use the divine energy of my heritage. My mind cleared, and the world seemed to dissolve around me as I closed my eyes. The pain slowly dissipated, and I could feel something inside of me growing, like a light. Somehow, I knew that this was the divine energy I had used before.

      In the previous times that I used this divine energy, I burnt it all up at once in a display of power and fury. I obviously needed it a lot longer than a few moments, so I had to focus on creating a slow burn. Something I could use for a long time. Just enough energy to protect me from the red mist.

      As I opened my eyes, I saw a golden aura swirling around me in streams of light. It was far less vibrant than the other times I’d used this form, which I took to be a good sign. It meant I was using less energy, and I should theoretically be able to maintain this power much longer. Most importantly, the pain in my chest was completely gone, and I could move around again.

      As I looked around, the red mist obscured everything like a fog. The farthest I could see out was about one hundred feet or so. Even so, I could see the plateau walls, mirroring how it was on the other side of the field. Behind me, the blood-colored wall stretched high above me, curling upward and deeper into the Morkannan countryside.

      So, they couldn’t see us on this side of it. The precautions we took were necessary because of the lack of information, but now, we could move with impunity. But, we couldn’t just charge in, as I suspected. It really was some kind of death field or something. We’d just have to prepare what we could until we found a way to shut the wall down.

      Now, it was time to figure out what forces Khaba was collecting in this death mist. I looked down to the chasm floor to see what we were dealing with.

      Rotting corpses and skeletal soldiers covered the ground below like an infestation, twisting between each other like an unliving mosaic. They still wore some of the clothes of their past lives, tattered and shredded with time and neglect. The clacking of bones rubbing and popping together mixed with the squishing and sloshing of deathly flesh squeezing and stretching.

      And the smell.

      The weapons a few of them carried really caught my eye. They were few and far between, but some of the living dead in the sardine pack carried metal implements on them. I looked them over, noticing the more intact skin upon these special few. They also wore armor, much less damaged and definitely in working condition, but each was from vastly different regions. One looked more knight-like in steel, another like a guard in chainmail, a third wore wooden laminate like a samurai. These special undead soldiers must have come from places all over Etria, or at least their armor did.

      My focus shifted to their auras, like a thicker version of the red mist filling the space around all of us. They were definitely connected to this mist in some way. If Khaba made this field specifically for them, they had to be dangerous enough to be useful to him… which meant they were far more dangerous than these shambling zombies.

      That’s when I felt the sting of a metal thwack to the back of my head. I flew forward from the impact and tumbled downward. When I hit the ground, I rolled over, looking back to my previous perch to see one of the red-misted undead wearing a full skin-tight cloth uniform, similar to a ninja’s gi. The damn thing must have snuck up behind me while I was distracted looking at the others. I underestimated them.

      Flipping myself back around, I pulled Libritas from her hook on my belt with one hand and unsheathed my honeysteel sword with the other. I planted Libritas into the first zombie I landed on, unleashing the heat of her Brand into its dead meat. It burst into flames as it writhed upon the ground.

      My honeysteel blade met the heads of several zombies as the swarm took notice of my dramatic entrance. I followed suit with Libritas, thrusting her flaming Brand through the heads of another half-dozen. The zombie rabble was easy enough to keep at bay as my twin weapons tore through them.

      The red mist soldiers, however, were another problem. One of them, a chainmail-adorned soldier carrying a shield and sword, swung at me with blinding speed. Even if I weren’t juggling a dozen zombies, I would have had trouble bringing my blade up to deflect it. I took a jab with Libritas as my follow-through, but the soldier used his shield to parry the blow which knocked the Brand away from me and left my chest wide open. Thankfully, the honeysteel plate armor I still wore saved my heart from being split in half as his blade slid off to the side. And the creature’s overzealous lunge left it open for a quick cleave to the neck.

      I was robbed of my quick victory over the chainmail soldier by a skeleton trying to take a bite out of my swinging arm, gnawing on my armored bracer. Before I had a chance to even attempt to break its hold on me, the chainmail soldier thrust its shoulder into my still-exposed chest, pushing me back into the swarm. Several arms of bone and flesh wrapped around my arms and legs, restraining me. I pulled against them with all the force I could muster, barely moving the small battalion of undead that held me still. Another red-mist soldier, adorned in eagle-themed armor with what appeared to be Celtic runic patterns on it, stepped into the fray with its greatsword, poised to swing down on me in tandem with the chainmail soldier.

      “Well, I guess it’s time to stop kidding around,” I said right before I called forth even more divine energy into myself. One mighty swing was enough to throw all of the zombies and skeletons on my left across the battlefield in an explosion of bone, rotten meat, and assorted bits that rained down upon the two red-mist soldiers.

      As the two soldiers stumbled back, I raised Libritas and heated her up as much as I could. Then I swung it into the swarm, keeping my right arm still tied down. In a powerful cleave, I burned through enough hands to jerk my right arm free of the horde’s grip. The ones holding my legs became quick work, giving way to both my sword and Brand.

      I was free, but I could feel that the surge of power I’d just used had severely burnt up my reserves. I couldn’t spend too much time playing around with these undead if I wanted to have enough juice left over to keep the red mist from killing me. I had to leave… for now.

      I twirled both Brand and sword around me, trying to give myself some breathing room as I planned my escape. There was a pathway between the bodies that was less dense than the rest of it, and it was my ticket out. The two red mist soldiers crawled their way out of the pile of zombie bodies as I stepped upon the chainmail one’s head to escape.

      That’s when I saw that the rope tied to me began to shrink into the other side of the wall. The others were trying to pull me out. My tumble gave the rope a lot of slack, but it looked like they were finally catching up to me. As I kept the zombie soldiers at bay, I bounced from head to head, making my way to the inner line of the barrier.

      My trek through the deathly bodies was halted by an enormous fleshy hand that clamped down on me, crushing my shoulders and chest and completely stopping my forward momentum with a violent jerk. The rope quickly stretched taut as my friends pulled on the other side. I remained where I was despite their best efforts.

      The meaty hand turned me around, revealing the rest of the gargantuan zombie who held me in his grasp. From head to toe, it was covered in the skin of different people from a variety of races, dwarf, elf, ferynx, orc, draconian, and many others. Completely intact, each set of skin was stretched out flat and stitched to the others, creating a patchwork collage of people all throughout its body. Every limb was as misshapen as it was colossal, like someone stuffed meat and rocks inside every last inch of the thing. Its bulbous toes, elephantine feet, bowling ball ankles, tree trunk calves and shins, manhole-sized knees, meat-log thighs, blimped waist and chest, all bloated and squirming with something living inside of it. The only normal extremity, if you could call it normal, was its head, now a miniscule thing comparatively, held on by a veiny neck stretched far beyond mortal limits. It contorted its face into a smile as it brought its other meat-hammer hand upon me, squeezing down upon my entire body.

      “Khaba wants to see you,” it spoke with a voice like a bass subwoofer mixed with ear-sandpaper. “Alone. You should be honored.”

      So not only do we have soldier zombies with some fighting skills, we had ones that were intelligent enough to talk while also being stronger than all of my allies combined. Absolutely perfect.

      “I’ll have to take a raincheck, Incredible Zombie-Hulk.” I wiggled my arms as much as I possibly could, but with no real luck in freeing myself. Realizing that moving was not really happening, I turned Libritas’ heat up to searing, hopefully burning my way through Zombie-Hulk’s hands.

      The tiny-headed abomination squeezed even tighter, to the point I thought my head was going to pop off. Libritas’ iron rod burnt into my flesh, hurting me a lot more than it seemed to be hurting him. His hands alone were dozens of times stronger than me. There was no easy way out of this. I couldn’t move, my divine energy reserves were low, and Libritas couldn’t burn her way out of this hold no matter how much she tried. We were going to die here.

      Or, at least, that was what was supposed to happen.

      “You should count yourself lucky,” I said as I smirked at the giant zombie. “Because I’m going to show you the meaning of real power.” I met his eyes and wondered if Khaba could see me right now through this creature. “You’ll have to watch closely, though, because it’s going to be quick, and then you’ll be dead.”

      Then I let loose all my reserves in one tectonic burst of power.
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      My strength had helped me best Tharnox, the guardian dragon of my volcano village that I now called my oldest friend. I’ve felled many foes with a single swing of one of my blades, blades that were far too heavy for any normal male amongst the races to lift. When a rockslide threatened my hunting party when I was young, I held a boulder at bay to provide shielding for my friends to hide behind until the rocks subsided. In competition, I faced against twenty of the strongest of the Magma Guard, the elite warriors of my home, in a rope-pull match and came out victorious.

      These are not boasts, but facts. I was much stronger than most in Etria. Possibly one of the strongest. In fact, the only two that even tested that strength, Shikun Ghostwing and William Tyler the Brandwielder, now stood by my side. So, as the rope fell from high above us where William entered the wall, I was the first to fly to grab it as was sensible.

      But when I pulled on this rope, I was embarrassed to find myself in need of help from the other heads of the races as well as William’s friends when it became stuck. Even with their help, even Shikun’s, we could not pull William out.

      If he were caught upon a stone, my strength would have been more than sufficient to wrest him loose from it or crumble the stone if necessary. I was inclined to believe that the angle that William found himself caught in limited our ability to pull effectively

      Until the rope pulled back.

      Something, some horde of Khaba’s soldiers, had managed to match my strength and the strength of all these other men and women, but we could not let go, for William’s sake. William was the light of the rebellion against Khaba. He had accomplished more to fight against the Black Runes than the rest of us had done in decades. I had hidden in my village with my charges, the draconian people, believing that we would be safe from any of Khaba’s machinations. He had made a fool of me before. I could not let him take any more of my people.

      But, in our hiding, we had become weak. We shied away from battle like cowards.

      When William came to us, asking for help in his fight, it was a breath of fresh air, and just the excuse I needed to bring myself back into the fight. His victory over Tharnox and me couldn’t be denied, nor his strength. He was exactly what this world needed. A hero unlike any other. A man of divine intervention.

      So, we could not give up on him, but neither could we pull him out of the hell he volunteered to brave.

      I was considering reaching into the wall myself when something flashed on the other side. Like a burst of gold, a light appeared within the field, but only for a second. If you were not looking, you would have missed it, but as my focus was purely upon the red aura that held William captive, it was plain to me.

      As soon as the flash was gone, the rope finally gave way, throwing us on our backs as we pulled the rope with all our might. A split second later, William flew out of the wall, crashing into my chest as I sat up. He was gasping desperately for air and rolled off me onto his hands and knees, his chest heaving with every deep breath. Puffs of red smoke escaped his mouth as he gathered his remaining strength.

      “Are you alright, William?” I said as I put my hand upon him. He was cold, colder than he should be. I could not help but think that maybe he was fighting something dark inside of him, something evil that the shroud surrounding Morkanna hid from us.

      He could not hope to answer me before he was tackled by Shikun, his dryad, his sphinx, and the bug woman, all of whom crushed him between them as the last puff of the red smoke escaped his lungs. They refused to let go of him even as he pleaded through grunts for their mercy.

      I let out a hearty chuckle at the display of affection.

      “Dear God, man!” The older knight, Sir Reginald, ran over to the huddle of William and his girls. “We hadn’t finished preparations for your departure! Never go into a dark abyss of magic again without the proper equipment!”

      “I figured we had prepared as much as we could for what was supposed to be a simple ten-minute stroll.” William squeezed out a breath.

      “A ten-minute stroll through hell!” Sir Reginald said back to William. “Of all the times to exercise caution, this would be it.”

      “I mean, what else could he have done?” the grey-haired dwarf, I believed his name was Thornton, said to the knight. “He had his Brand, his sword, his armor, a rope around him, and a sphinx in his head. Do you have anything he could have added?”

      “Well…” the knight said, rather sheepishly. “A boxed lunch could have helped.”

      “You know, I am rather hungry,” William agreed. “Perhaps you’re right, Reg. A granola bard and a sandwich would definitely helped.” It was an obvious lie, but at the same time, I realized the point of the gesture was to assuage the old knight. Truly, William was a leader I could learn things from.

      “We should have pulled you out as soon as I lost connection to you,” the sphinx said to William as she released her hold on him. “It was foolish of us to wait for you to pull on the rope.”

      “We wouldn’t have learned nearly as much, then,” William said as the other women released him as well. His breathing was still rather shallow. “Now, we have a lot more to work with.”

      “What happened to you, Will?” the dryad said as she checked William’s face with her hands.

      “That’s the first thing I learned inside the wall,” William explained as his cheeks contorted in the dryad’s hands. “There’s a red mist that eats away at your body as soon as you breathe it in. I was only able to withstand it when I had my divine aura around me.”

      “So, only you can enter?” Shikun said to him, her lips curled into a frown. “That’s not reassuring.”

      “Well, not necessarily,” William continued. “I was able to put my arm inside without any issue. It was only when I breathed in the mist that it started to kill me. We’d just have to make some sort of breathing device to keep the mist out.”

      “The trek into Morkanna is long,” the bee-woman said to William. Something about her voice itched at my reflex to breathe fire upon her. “How long could we make such a breathing device last for?”

      “Well, given the concept, maybe an hour,” the knight said, making some sort of calculation upon his fingers. “That’s if we just make a tank of air, which I’m sure we could pressurize using some sort of spell around here. Scuba tanks last just as long, and that’s essentially what we would need.” He frowned a bit. “Assuming we could duplicate such an intricate technology with Etrian science. Something that I admit is unlikely.”

      “Even if we could, we’d also need to outfit an entire army with them.” William scratched his chin. “We wouldn’t be able to take or keep any territory we conquered unless we had a constant supply of these tanks, which would take a while to develop.”

      “I can make portable tanks easy,” the dwarf supplied. “I could make a bunch of them, no problem.”

      “Could you pressurize them with enough air?” William said to him. “We’d have to take a couple hundred or so just to get a group of us deeper into the desert, let alone the army. Plus, we have an army of zombies to worry about.”

      “You mean there’s a horde of the undead behind the wall?” the bee-woman said. “And they’re completely unaffected by the red mist, I assume. Of course, the leader of the Black Runes couldn’t gain the loyalty of living soldiers, so he has to employ forced labor.”

      “This coming from the woman who commands an army of thoughtless drones with her mind?” I said to her, venom in my voice. I could not help myself, the scars of our long wars ran deep. “Still, there must be thousands, William, if there were enough to notice and grab you away from my strength.”

      “Aw, did the big bad dragon perform poorly?” the vile bee woman spoke back to me. “It’s okay. It happens to most men.”

      I was about to say something else to her, but then William shot a look at both of us, silencing me in my tracks. I felt like I was back in my childhood, being reprimanded by my father. At half my height, William commanded a presence unlike any I had seen. I should have known better than to let my temper overcome me.

      “Couldn’t we make some sort of armored carriage or vehicle to deal with the zombies?” the knight said to cut through the silence. “With the dwarves’ powers, we could easily fashion a few spikes to it. And with Karkaros’ strength, he could push it right through the horde like a hot knife through butter.”

      “That’d be great if it weren’t for the soldiers,” William explained. “They’re undead, like the zombies, but they aren’t some shambling thing out of a horror movie. They have speed, they fight like highly trained warriors, and they’re armed and armored to match their skill.” William grabbed at his shoulder, rolling it as he massaged it.

      They must have some talent to give William such trouble.

      “The undead do not have fine motor control,” the sphinx said, her eyes glowing with symbols as she spoke. She must have been accessing that Khalati Record they spoke about. “Every conceptual resurrection spell can’t bestow the semblance of the old life within the body. The spirit is always gone.”

      “These ones fought like they knew what they were doing, believe me.” William rolled his neck. “Especially the big one.”

      “The big one?” the dryad said to William. “That sounds bad.”

      “It very much is,” William said. “It spoke to me, too.”

      “Are you sure it wasn’t Khaba just speaking through it, somehow?” Shikun said to William. “I’m with Malthy on this one. All the zombies the Weaver was allowed to have when I was under him couldn’t do much more than chew on things and shamble over to something else to chew on.”

      “Unless Khaba’s prone to speaking in the third person, I’d say it was speaking of its own will,” William retorted. “Not that I’d put it past the bastard. Even if it’s just a mouthpiece, the big one’s not to be trifled with. It held me back on its own with one hand, and I only broke free by unloading all the divine essence I had left to blow him back.”

      I could not believe it. Of all the humiliating things to hear, to find out that one of the few stronger than me was a cadaver working for the Black Runes was almost heartbreaking. Not only was it stronger than me, but it was also dozens of times stronger. If it was an Uplander, a dwarf, an elf, or even one of the bee people, I could revel in challenging it to battle, but this foe was shrouded from me. I couldn’t even look at it in its eyes.

      “So, we’d have to fight a giant with immense strength and a battalion of skilled warriors, along with a horde of the undead, all while protecting our tanks of air that only protect us from an excruciating death for an hour.” The knight summed up the predicament. “And that’s just at the front gates. Who knows what else Khaba has deeper inside?”

      “To be fair, only you guys would have to protect your tanks.” William pointed out. “I wouldn’t have to worry about one and could spend my energies protecting…” His voice trailed off.

      “Um,” the dryad spoke up, “You were saying something, Will?”

      But he did not respond. Instead, his face seemed to light up for a moment.

      “What is it, my boy?” The knight walked up to William. “Speak up, let us know you’re alright. All of this ridiculousness is bad for the ticker, you know!”

      “Libritas has a better plan,” William finally said. “I’ll have to take some time to prepare it, but we should be able to bring my team inside without much hassle, and we’d wouldn’t have a time limit.”

      “Do you have another miracle for us, William?” I asked.

      William’s victory over Tharnox was a miracle, to be sure, and apparently only one of many that William had managed to bring about in his time in Etria.

      “You could call it that, yes,” William said as he walked towards the war camp. “We should prepare some tanks in the meantime while you guys have to wait for us to deactivate the wall.”

      “Wait, you’re going all the way to the center?” the bee woman said as the rest of us followed William. Even I had to admit a similar concern for the hero and his women. Shikun is a great warrior, to be sure, and the sphinx and dryad should not be taken lightly, but numbers can overwhelm the greatest warrior. We would have no way of knowing their status while they were inside. “I wish to come along as well. You’ll need as many warriors as you can get. I may not look it, but I am quite the fighter. I gave you a run for your money even when I was completely out of my mind.”

      “You can’t come, Baroness.” William grabbed the bee woman by the waist. Shame. I would have enjoyed the peace of her absence. “My connection to the Khalati Record was cut off as soon as I entered the wall, same as what happened to your drones.”

      The bee woman became frantic as her emotions get the better of her. “Surely, there would be some spell in the Solspire’s libraries that could help protect us from this evil magic?”

      “Do you happen to have one ready?” the dryad asked her.

      “No!” The yellow-skinned woman said in defeat. “Can’t we wait until we’ve found one, though?”

      “I’ve thoroughly searched the Khalati Record for just such a ward,” the sphinx submitted, stepping over the ropes of one of the outer tents of the camp, “and found nothing safe. Every ward must be tailored to what it is supposed. We would need time to invent one for this field, and even more to implement for the numbers we seek to cloak in it.”

      “The longer we wait, the more time we give Khaba to come up with a plan if he hasn’t already put one into motion,” William spoke. “If you manage to find something, you can come in after us, but we’ll be heading inside to turn it off. It’ll be the fastest way to deal with it.”

      “Do not fear. We’ll make sure that William is safe.” The Ghostwing walked up to assure the bee woman, weaving around a rope as she did so. “We are going, right? Me, specifically?”

      “Yes, you’re coming,” William told her. “I have just enough energy for my group. We’ll head out as soon as I can drum it up.”

      “Can you do that?” the dryad asked William, perhaps with a little disbelief.

      “Apparently, yes.” William nodded reassuringly. “At least, Libritas thinks so. I just have to unlock the ability, so to speak, as well as rest to regain the energy I expended in there.”

      “Won’t your strength drain at a much faster rate in the act of protecting all of us than just you?” The knight’s words were filled with almost fatherly concern. “You barely lasted half a minute before you were coughing up red mist.”

      “That’s because I had to expend the energy to increase my strength,” William explained. “Calling upon my Divinity Form for just a second can get out of tight jams that my regular strength couldn’t. If I keep flowing the energy into my muscles, or using it to float, or destroy things, or whatever, the energy burns up quickly. The aura I used to protect myself didn’t take up any energy to keep once I summoned it. That big soldier was a tough one, though, and took up the rest of what I had to get away.”

      “You should hurry,” I urged William as I side-stepped a tiny dwarf walking past me. “Khaba’s strength can only grow the longer he remains untouched in his self-made cage.”

      “Yeah, something is bothering me about it,” William mused as we entered further into the camp. “If he had this special ‘screw you, living things’ wall in his back pocket the whole time, why wait until now to use it? Why not have it up all the time?”

      “Maybe it requires too much energy to keep up, like your angelic strength?” the dryad conjectured.

      “Perhaps it is his failsafe against all the odds,” the sphinx added. “His way of making sure that no one, not even his subservient Black Runes in the countryside, would be able to reach him if he ever found himself in a position of weakness, like now.”

      “Maybe,” William said, shaking off their suggestions. He obviously was not satisfied with those answers. “Something still doesn’t sit right with me. This whole conquest thing just seems so… aimless.”

      “You’re questioning a madman’s reasons for taking over the world?” The old knight’s words held an air of sarcasm. “He’s hungry for power, like all crazy dictators, especially ones that don’t have to worry about food or water if he truly is undead.”

      “Do you think he’s up to something more?” Shikun said, grabbing onto William’s arm. “What else could he possibly want besides, well, all of Etria?”

      “I don’t know, but my gut tells me he’s still trying for something,” William said with a fire in his eyes. “Khaba doesn’t strike me as someone who sits in a corner and waits for death. This wall is involved in it somehow. I can feel it.”

      “We’ll keep our eyes open, William,” I pledged. “Any darkness Khaba plans to bring upon us won’t catch us by surprise.”

      Just at that moment, one of my Magma Guard soldiers, as powerfully built as any draconian, came to me from the direction of the dark wall. He bowed on one knee as he called my attention, as is customary.

      “Great Dragon, the scouts have reported ill news,” the guardsman addressed me. “It appears that the barrier’s reach has increased since we first began keeping tabs on it a week ago. As of now, it's four claws’ distance.”

      “Claws?” William asked, our people’s units of measurement a completely foreign entity to him.

      “It is typically described as the length of a fully grown dragon’s claw,” I explained to the Uplander. “It would be a little less than the distance between the plateaus in this chasm.”

      “Oh, shit, that’s like twenty yards,” William said with a tinge of worry.

      “Or eighteen meters, you bloody Yank,” the old knight said with a sense of disgust I didn’t quite understand.

      “So, you say that it’s increased this distance since the wall first appeared?” I asked the Guardsman.

      “Yes, Great Dragon,” he respectfully answered. “What’s more, the rate of its increasing radius also seems to be increasing. Four days ago, it had gained ground by a couple of hands. Last night to this morning, it grew by a tooth.”

      “Dragon’s tooth, I imagine?” William clarified.

      “Indeed, William Tyler,” the Guardsman said to him.

      “So that’s his game,” William said, a look of satisfaction on his face for a moment before it turned to dark realization. “He wants to coat all of Etria in this Miasma. We forced him to start early, so it could only cover his desert.”

      “If we left this alone, everyone would die,” the dryad said, her chestnut brown skin paling at the prospect. “No trees, no birds, no flowers. It’d be a world of death.”

      “More tactically urgent, it’ll force our camp to move, and we’ll lose our chokepoint here,” William pointed out as he headed into the war camp we had just arrived at. “We’ll have to deactivate the wall before the zombie army can move about freely in the plains. I’m not taking the chance that the zombies need the wall to stay animated.”

      “William must meditate, people!” The knight ran in front of William, waving his arms in front of him in a swimming pattern of sorts. “Make way, William’s got some chanting and humming to do to save the world.” He pushed two dwarves, a draconian, and a bug soldier away from William’s path as they walked towards the host of tents. “Move out, step aside, pick a lane, hero coming through.”

      William had none of the urgency that the knight exhibited as he casually walked through the crowd. Then the old knight ran into one of the tents. In only a moment, the knight had a dwarf by the collar of his shirt, forcefully leading him out of his own temporary abode.

      “We’re commandeering this tent for hero business,” the knight told the dwarf who didn’t seem to understand why he was evicted by this tall, elderly man. Before William could object, he was being pushed in by the knight so he could complete his meditation.

      “Does the knight realize that William has his own tent?” I whispered over to Shikun beside me. “A better tent than that one?”

      “He’s very easily excitable,” she whispered back to me. “It’s best to let him finish, as long as he isn’t hurting anyone.”

      “That dwarf would contest the ‘hurting anyone’ clause,” the bug woman pointed out as we witnessed his dejected walk away.

      “Yeah, what the hells?” the grey-haired dwarf leader said, his hands up in defiant bewilderment. “That was his tent!”

      “Perhaps he could be in William’s tent for the time being?” the sphinx offered. “He won’t be using it.”

      The evicted dwarf perked up at the sphinx’s suggestion. He ran over towards the large tent, clicking his heels with glee.
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      “Are you all settled in?” Reggie said as he put his hand on my shoulder. I had a fluffed pillow under my butt, a blanket on my lap, and somehow, by the power of his Britishness alone, a hot cup of tea in my hand. I could only assume that these were all the items from the previous tenant who we just kicked out of his own place. At no point did I ask for these things, by the way. My own tent was much more equipped to relax me as I prepared to meditate, but Reggie seemed insistent upon this one, god knows why.

      “I think I’m good, Reg,” I said as I held the cup of tea in my hand.

      “You sure you’ve got everything?” Reggie continued. “I can get you more blankets and pillows from the other tents. And much more tea. If you don’t like their brew, I can try to whip up some proper English tea to calm your nerves.”

      “I’m not nervous, Reg,” I said as I held the cup of tea in one hand.

      “Speaking of nerves,” Reggie said, ignoring me, “I was quite skilled in the shiatsu techniques of massage back in my Armed Forces days. I could give your back a quick once-over just in case--”

      “I’ll be fine, Reg,” I said as I held the cup.

      “I’ll bring some incense as well, create a little feng shui in here to align those chakras,” Reggie said, completely full of crap. “I’m sure I can get some from another tent, so you have what you need to--”

      “What I need is for you to get out,” I said, finally losing my patience.

      “Oh,” Reggie said, deflating a bit. “I didn’t mean to offend you, Will. I was just trying to help.”

      “I know, Reg.” I put my hand on his arm. “The only thing I need now is some peace and quiet. If this is anything like the last few times, it’ll be an intense experience. And I’ve never done this on purpose before, so I’ll need to concentrate.”

      “Then I’ll just head out then, shall I?” Reggie said as he stood there.

      “Yes, Reg.” I motioned my head towards the tent entrance.

      “Yes, well, I wish you a good meditation, I suppose,” Reggie said awkwardly. “You go do that… enlightenment thing.”

      “Sure thing.” I chuckled as I rolled my eyes a bit.

      Reggie shuffled out, leaving me to my own devices. I thought I’d finally have the peace and quiet I’d need to get down to business, but before I could so much as close my eyes, there was a swish of the curtains behind me.

      “Reg, I love you like an uncle, but--”

      I was cut off by the throaty voice not of my favorite Brit but the Baroness. “My champion, I know you wished not to be disturbed while you sought this inner power, but… I believe I have a way to bring you more in tune with yourself than mere… meditation.”

      That’s when I got up, turning around to get a good look of a very naked Solanna in all her glory. My eyes raked over every nude inch of her, from her hexagonal eyes to her beautifully sculpted breasts, and all the way down to the splendid curve of her ass and slender legs. Her wings shimmered in the dim light of the tent, giving them an almost iridescent look.

      “I’m listening,” I played dumb, inhaling sharply as bit my lip. Solanna was stunning, golden, and the very definition of royal. 

      “You must relax if you are going to get anywhere with your meditation.” Solanna stalked towards me, her hips swaying enticingly as she crossed the space between us. She stopped mere inches from me and dragged a honey-colored digit over my lips. 

      “If you were aiming to relax me, Your Highness, I regret to inform you that your most powerful presence has only served to rile me up,” I countered with a smirk, playing right into her hand. 

      Solanna laughed, and it was a beautiful sound that sent shivers down my spine. “You trust me, yes?”

      Her finger moved from my lips, and her hand trailed down my neck, coming to rest on my shoulder. Black lips danced along the shell of my ear, and I could feel her warm breath against my skin. 

      “Yes,” I answered slowly, already enticed with the gentle touches and alluring ministrations. 

      “Good,” Solanna cooed, then with a sharp, one-syllable command, she whispered. “Strip.” 

      I did, of course. Who was I to say no to a Baroness? I shucked my clothes off and cast them aside. Goosebumps raced up my spine and covered my arms despite the heat of anticipation growing in my loins. The desert was cold at night, but what gave me the chills was the gorgeous woman behind me who had her hands on my body. 

      Solanna hummed and lightly dragged her nails over my shoulder blades before pressing her palms against my spine. Her breath hit my neck as she whispered against the shell of my ear again. 

      “Such an obedient champion. Do you follow other commands just as well?”

      I smirked. Usually, I was the one that was giving the commands, but for her, I would gladly relinquish control. 

      “I can, under the right circumstances,” I replied with a low rumble, and I heard her wings buzz with a trill of excitement. 

      “Then we shall see if I am worthy enough,” Solanna giggled and pressed down on my shoulders. “Kneel, sweet champion.” 

      Again, I followed her orders, and I brought myself to my knees, cushioned by the pillows that Reggie had provided me with. I felt stiff, though, like staying in this position for a long time would later be hell on my spine. I wriggled in place, trying desperately to find a comfortable position in which to situate myself. 

      “You are thinking about it too hard,” Solanna said, and she lightly pushed my shoulders down again, only this time her fingers pressed into my skin, targeting my tense muscles. 

      A soft sigh escaped my lips, and with each passing second, my limbs seemed to relax, my muscles becoming loose under her pointed but gentle touch. Her skin was smooth against mine, I noted, and she carried the faintest scent of something sweet like honey. Eventually, she worked me until I had sunk onto my haunches, and I exhaled as the tension started to leave my body. 

      “Close your eyes,” came the whispered direction. I nodded, letting my eyelids fall shut and closing off the dim light in the tent. My mind entered a state of calm between the scent of amber incense and Solanna’s technique with her skilled fingers. 

      Suddenly her touch was gone, and I peeked an eye open to see where she had gone. 

      “I believe I said eyes closed, my champion,” Solanna cooed, and I smirked as I shut my curious eye again. 

      When I felt her touch again, it was definitely not where I had expected it. Or maybe it was, but I was so relaxed that I had forgotten that we were both very naked in this tent that was meant for meditation. A moan of pleasure slid past my lips as her nails danced lightly over the sensitive flesh of my cock. 

      “Remember, stay relaxed,” Solanna teased, and I wished I could see her. I imagined her leaning over, her supple breasts mere inches from my face, just out of distance of my tongue being able to reach out and lick a pert nipple, and multifaceted eyes staring at me with desire. 

      “It’s hard to stay relaxed when you’re purposely riling me up,” I told her slyly. 

      “Your point is a valid one, darling, but I must insist that, in order for this to work properly, you will have to trust me fully.” Solanna accented her point by allowing one of her fingers to drag over my balls, and I repressed a shiver from the almost ticklish touch. 

      “I do trust you, Solanna,” I impressed quietly, and I tried to focus my mind again. Relax. That was all I had to do. Just let someone else take the reigns and free myself of responsibility for just a little while. Let my mind go quiet. 

      All of this was easier said than done, but I had to try, and Solanna was with me. I knew I could do this. 

      The Baroness curled her fingers around the base of my cock, no longer in a teasing fashion, but with a firm, purposeful grasp, and stroked me from base to tip. Despite the urge to stiffen my spine in response and rock my hips against her palm, I simply let her do what she would. My hands, previously curled into fists at my sides in order to keep some semblance of restraint, came to a rest on top of my thighs. 

      “You’re doing so well for me, my champion,” Solanna praised, and I hummed pleasantly in response. 

      Rather than see or feel her move, I heard her sink to her own knees, then shift until she was on her stomach. At least, that was what I assumed she’d done. How else would she be able to suddenly have her pretty lips wrapped around the tip of my cock? 

      I stifled a moan by trying to swallow it back, and my fingers twitched, desperately wanting to tangle into her black curls and push her further down my length. Refraining, I took a long, staggering breath, and Solanna descended on her own. With each tactical press of her tongue along the underside of my cock and her lips sucking me in long, languid motions, it wasn’t long until I was rock hard and oozing from my slit. 

      The Baroness kept devouring me, tasting every drop and inch I had to offer her like a treat, a delicacy. While I still felt the dominant urge to touch her, to feel her skin under my hands, I remained as she wanted me. 

      “Solanna,” I moaned, but my voice sounded distant to my own ears. It was a surreal feeling, having my cock sucked but not being allowed to touch her. Oh, I could, but that would ruin the experience, and that was half of the fun, even if it was meant to be a relaxation method. 

      “Patience, my champion,” the Baroness teased as she pulled off of my cock with a slick pop. I felt the dribble of saliva along my hardened flesh, and I just knew that my cock was dripping with her. My throat tightened at the thought as I bit back another needy sound, attempting to keep my focus, as promised. 

      The cool desert air hitting my damp erection made me shiver, but what awaited me seconds later was well worth the short wait. Around me, though still sounding far off, I heard the rustle of pillows and felt Solanna’s slender body align itself with mine. Soft breasts were pressed to my chest, and the plush curve of her ass was seated in my lap as she engulfed my cock with the hot, slick holds of her vagina. 

      A pleased hiss rushed out from between my teeth, and I fought against all of my instincts not to touch her. I wanted to. I wanted to feel her honey-colored skin, trace the goosebumps on her thighs, cup her breasts and hold her to me, but I would relax. I would wait. That was the whole point of this, according to Solanna. 

      “Fuck,” I moaned breathlessly, forgetting my manners as I forced my mind to relax. “You’re so tight.”

      The Baroness giggled in my ear, and I could feel her lips form the words against the shell of my ear. “I don’t give myself to just anyone, my champion.” 

      Once she was finally flush in my lap, I shivered. My fingers twitched at my sides, but I made sure that they didn’t move otherwise. I had to trust in Solanna, trust in myself and my own subconscious control. 

      “You must allow yourself to feel,” she murmured as her hands gripped my shoulders. Slowly, she pushed herself up until only the tip of my cock remained inside of her, then sank back down. 

      “To touch is a physical notion. Just because you cannot see it or put it in your hands does not mean that it is not real.” Solanna repeated the motion, this time faster. “This is true for your meditation. You must be able to let go of the physical and trust that your mind will take you where you need to be.” 

      My body trembled as Solanna rode me. Every descent of her hips, every clamp of her tight walls squeezing my cock, every moan that spilled from her lips sent a thrill of pleasure up my spine. At first, it was hard to fight against the desire to grab her, to pull her hips down and slam into her over and over again, but putting myself in her care forced me not to see with my eyes and my hands. 

      Blind to the world, I was able to forget that I was sitting on pillows, and instead, I had the feeling like I was floating on something soft, a cloud, maybe. The incense was strong, but the scent of amber and sandalwood carried me away to another place far away from the inside of a tent on the outskirts of a desert in the middle of the night. 

      And all the while, I felt Solanna taking my cock, giving herself to me as a means of relaxation. She trusted that I could be the champion she needed me to be, and I trusted her to help me succeed. It was an odd give and take, but it was welcome, and I could feel the edges of reality slipping. 

      Her pace quickened still, and soon the soft clap of skin sticking to skin reached my ears as she fucked herself on my cock. The light buzz from her wings became a beautiful hum in the background. Everything seemed far away, even the heat that coiled in the pit of my stomach as my orgasm built up. 

      “Does it feel good?” I asked the Baroness. “Do you feel good riding me like this?”

      Her only response was a sharp moan as she squeezed her thighs against mine. I could tell that she was getting close, and I yearned to feel her lose herself on my cock. 

      What happened next was a blur, but I distinctly recalled Solanna screaming my name as she came. Her orgasm saturated my lap, and she continued to ride me well into my own, milking me for everything I had to offer her. I tried to touch her, to ground myself, but there was a disconnect. I couldn’t move at all, but I didn’t struggle, either. 

      After that, my vision went white, and I basked in the afterglow of our sex as I fell to my back. My head hit another one of those fancy pillows that had been collected for me, and I heard Solanna laugh. 

      “It seems my job here is done, my champion,” she whispered on my lips before she kissed me. “I’ll be waiting for you after you’ve completed your mission.”
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      William had always been asleep when I touched him with a vision such as he needed, one that would expand his knowledge of his powers and increased our bond. While it no doubt seemed random to my dear wielder, they always came when I felt he needed them. At least his time with Solanna had relieved much of the tension that I had felt building inside of me.

      “Don’t worry so much, William,” I cooed in his ear as the Baroness swept out of the room. “I’ll be right beside you every step of the way, helping you like I’ve always done.”

      “Thanks, Lib.” His voice was soft and content. “Once more into the rabbit hole?”

      “Once more,” I echoed as I sensed calm take over his body. He closed his eyes, and as I felt his mind focus inward, I drew upon his memories, his experiences, and my own to craft the right place to discuss what we needed to do. The divine energy was there inside him, faint but growing, but he went deeper. Into his own mind and into his dreams.

      Slowly. Gently. Softly. Quietly. Finally, William fell into the vision I prepared for him.

      When he opened his eyes, he took in the endless desert I had conjured for us. The wind poured sand over our bare toes, tickling them as the dune shifted beneath our feet. The twin suns slowly descended in the distance as the light flowed over his skin. It was beautiful, like a beam of noonday bliss.

      Gods, did I want to touch him then, to run my hands over his chest, to feel the things I wanted to feel not in a dream, but in the flesh... but not now. Not when he needed the power I had to give him.

      William took a long moment to take in the serene beauty of the desert as I lingered close, waiting for his attention… but my patience was short-lived. I couldn’t help myself, so I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him down into the sands. My golden finger ruffled through his hair, and when his eyes snapped to me, the surprise melted into the handsome smile I craved. His eyes roamed up and down my steely form, lingering at all my bare curves, and the heat that roiled off him had little to do with our desert environs.

      “Hello, Libritas,” he said as he put my hand on my cheek. His warmth flooded into my cool metal flesh, and we simply floated in that moment.

      “Hello, dear William,” I whispered at last.

      “So, where do we go from here?” he asked, his hand sliding down my side as he brought himself closer to me.

      “As much as I would love to simply move to the… entertaining portion of this vision,” I began as I leaned my head on one golden hand, “there is an important matter we must attend to first. I must show you how to channel your divine essence through the chains that bind you and your circle, or else we will never make it through the Miasma to find the answers you seek.”

      “Business then pleasure?” William grinned as he stroked my cheek one last time. “Sounds like a plan, Lib.” With that, he hopped to his feet, then offered me a gentlemanly hand up, which I gladly accepted.

      “While we work, though, there is… something else.” I frowned a bit as I considered how to go about this. What I meant to reveal was painful for me, but I had come to terms with that. A millennium had done much in that regard, but at the same time, this was information William needed for the trials ahead. “But let us start with the simple things.”

      William raised a hand. “How about we start with the hard things?” As I blinked at him, he grinned as he shook the sand out of his hair. “What can I say, I’m an overachiever.”

      “If you so desire, my love.” I could never deny William anything, I knew that to be true. “We shall combine both then.” As I turned around, I beckoned for him to follow, my chains clinking as I moved.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll follow you anywhere,” Will said as he fell in step behind me.

      “We shall see.” Though I didn’t need to breathe normally, I felt a sigh was still appropriate. “What I have to tell is about my past, about the history of the Brands that brought us to this low moment. In the end, you are the only one worthy to judge what passed.”

      “Well, if you’re afraid that I’ll think differently of you because of it, you’re wrong,” he said matter-of-factly. “You’re one of the most amazing people I’ve ever met. Nothing you say will change my opinion of that.”

      I stopped. This place was fine, especially as William’s words filled me with joy. “Thank you for your confidence, Will. I hope to retain it for all our years to come together.” I spun to face him, my chains swirling like a dancer’s scarves. “Now, focus, William. Look to your own chains that connect you to the world.”

      “Right, understood.” Will closed his eyes for a moment, breathed in deeply, and then opened them again. There was that familiar wince as the cavalcade of chains almost overwhelmed him, but that was one reason I brought him here for this. In the dream world, there were only his chains and mine… though mine were copious from millenia of battle.

      “Holy shit, Lib,” he gasped. “I knew you had a lot of these, but with so many others in my face, I never know just how many.”

      “And my story has to do with many of them.” That was as good of an opening as any. “Back in the early time of the Brands, we were all wielded by an order of warriors from the Upland, dedicated to keeping the peace in Etria. No matter what dark sorcerer was out there, what vile monster or evil warlord decided to take what they wanted, we always beat them every time.”

      “Sounds like happier times,” he commented.

      “Certainly much more peaceful times.” I strode over to him, running my hands up his arm before snuggling in behind him, draped over his shoulders. “The Brandwielders were powerful, then, and they were good. The Brands were good. Everyone was indeed happy.”

      Will was about to ask a question, but I cut him off.

      “Before you speak, focus. I want you to pick out the chain that ties us together, and then connect that chain to the divine core inside of you,” I instructed him. “To protect your circle, you will need to share that angelic aura you created in the Miasma with them, and there is no surer way to ensure that said aura does not falter despite distance or location is through these chains.”

      “That makes sense,” William said, as much to himself as to me, and almost immediately, the core of power inside him flared up. “Our bonds always unerringly lead to each other, so as a conduit, they’re foolproof.”

      “Even Khaba’s vile wall cannot break the chains of connection,” I noted astutely. As William focused harder, there was a sudden spark of power that ran not just through him, but me as well, and a golden aura suffused us both. “Excellent, William, just as I knew you would be!”

      “This isn’t easy, though,” he admitted through gritted teeth. “I don’t know if I can maintain this for all of us at once, and I don’t know for how long.”

      “Then we will have to practice,” I enthused as I rubbed his shoulders. “Here in this dream space, we have time, more time than we would otherwise have. This power you possess is like your mortal muscles. The more you use it and the more unique ways in which you do so, the stronger it will become.”

      “Good, because I was a little worried about that.” William let the aura drop and took in a deep breath. “We are in a bit of a time crunch.” He turned in my grasp to face me, his hands resting easily on my hips. “While I catch my breath for the next go, let’s keep on with the history lesson. Everything was going fine, and then things went bad. I guess that someone wasn’t as happy as the others with the status quo.”

      “Yes.” Though I had come to terms with the past, my tone still turned dark as my mind drifted back. “One of our own. We all wanted peace, but some of us had our own ideas about attaining it.”

      From the way Will’s grip tightened around my waist, I knew he already knew of who I spoke.

      “Yes, Khaba va’Khem, the Brand of Creation. He was as powerful as he was charismatic, and what was worse, he was wielded then Alexander Tyler, your ancestor.” Will’s eyes opened in surprise then. While he had foreseen Khaba’s part in this, he knew not how far back his family’s history with Etria went. “As the leader of the order of Wielders, he wielded that most powerful of Brands. Unfortunately for us all, we didn’t realize how powerful Khaba had become… or how twisted.”

      William frowned. “What did he do to my family?”

      I could feel the anger bubbling up inside of him, and while righteous fury could be a powerful force, this unmitigated, unfocused rage would not do him any good. Negative emotions ran counter to the power of the celestials, so I placed my hand soothingly on his chest.

      “Stop, William, and breathe a moment,” I cooed. “Focus your power again and shield me as I explain.”

      He seemed to realize himself that he was letting his anger at a crime he didn’t even fully comprehend get the better of him. With a nod, he sucked in a few deep breaths, then unleashed his aura once more. This time, it came just a little easier to him.

      “As for me, I have been, as you know, wielded by your family many times,” I recounted as I observed his flow of energy. “Alexander had even wielded me before being promoted to master of the Brand of Creation until bequeathing me to his son, Nathaniel. So, when Alexander told his son that it was his turn to ascend to head of the order of Brandwielders and take up Khaba, his request to wield me once more did not come as a particular surprise.”

      With a sudden and deep exhale, William’s aura broke. “Damn, not near long enough, but better.” He nodded to me with a frown. “I’m guessing that’s where things went very bad.”

      “Indeed, William. Rest for a moment and try again.” I smiled fondly at him and dabbed the sweat from his brow. “At this rate, you will master this before the night is through in Etria. As for my tale, yes, this is where things fell apart.”

      Gathering my words for a moment, I began again. “The knighting ceremony was so beautiful. To see the glittering chains that linked all of us, Brand and wielder alike in our sacred family, I cannot describe the glory of it to you… but everything changed when Alexander picked me up. This dark sludge poured into me, like a mucus of shadow, and the power he exuded overwhelm me. That’s when he revealed himself. The real Alexander had been dead for over a year, and something was wearing him like a meat suit… or rather, someone. And I knew him.”

      “It was the Brand of Creation. Khaba Va’Khem,” William finished for me. His anger was constrained, not wild and rabid like before, and this time, when he pushed that feeling into his divine power, it sang in response. The golden aura washed over us both once more, and this time, it held strong and steady.

      “He overtook me,” I admitted. This was the part that hurt the worse, that still weighed me down. No doubt, William saw the black iron chain that was still thick around me. “Khaba was obsessed with me like no Brand ever was or should have been for another.” I practically spat out the words now. “He thought that he loved me so much that he could possess me like a trophy. Seeing me parading around with members of your family generation after generation burnt inside him like a smoldering fire. Somehow, he found a way to take over Alexander and fuse with him, replacing him in almost every way, all so he could get the chance to be my Wielder.”

      “Can Brands even do that?” Will asked with a furrowed brow. “Wield another Brand, I mean?”

      “No,” I stated firmly. “Even in our Avatar forms, we can’t tap into the power of other Brands. They become cold steel in our hands, unable to be heated or cooled. Khaba found a way around that, and that sacrilege ruined so many lives.”

      “You were the first corrupted Brand,” I finished for her.

      “Yes.” Despite the pain, I kept my voice even. I would not let Khaba’s crimes against me, the things he made me do, lay me low. “He used me. As much as I fought, I could only keep my mind as my power turned against me. I could only watch as my aspect grew into a thirsting Chaos, unhinged and unpredictable. Khaba was a cruel master. His first act as my forced Wielder was to brand Nathaniel before he could leave the room to warn the other Brandwielders. The Chaos unlocked something within Nathaniel, removing all the social and moral chains that regulated his behavior. He became bloodthirsty, running out to the other Brandwielders to kill them simply because he felt he wanted to.” Libritas shuddered against me in remembrance. “Nathaniel’s strength increased with his malice, and he was already among the most skilled fighters in Etria. Seeing him tear into my brothers’ and sisters’ Brandwielders like wheat in a field while Khaba merely watched tore at me inside.”

      I closed my eyes even as William pulled me close. “The only good to come of this was that, in the ensuing chaos and battle, I was knocked free from Khaba’s grasp. In my addled state, I know not who, but someone ferried me away from the ensuing war.” When I felt the soothing press of Will’s lips on my forehead, I opened my eyes and looked up at him. “Ever since, I have tried to undo his vile treachery. Whenever another Tyler has found their way to Etria, I called to them, the most recent before you being your father on several occasions.”

      “I’ll be the last to fight this war, Lib,” William said firmly, and with the unshakeable confidence in his eyes, I found renewed hope myself. “I can’t tell you how strong you are to have endured all this constant battle for a thousand plus years, to pit yourself against such incalculable evil, but now, you’ll get to rest… and soon.”

      “As long as I am resting by your side,” I said softly as I pulled myself as close as I could to my beloved wielder, my chains wrapping around him. “Promise me that much.”

      “I won’t leave you, Lib, I promise.” William kissed me then, and for a moment, I felt as though my silver and gold would melt from the heat of his love. When we parted, I noticed that his aura had remained unbroken all this time.

      “Thank you, Will,” I said huskily, “and congratulations. You still seem to be… keeping it up, as it were.”

      He blinked at that innuendo for a moment, then laughed when he too noticed the protective energies still swirling around us. “Well, what do you know?” His gaze flitted to me once more. “I couldn’t have done it without you, Libritas.” A perfect smile graced his features. “I love you.”

      “And I you, my most gracious wielder.” With a flex of my mind, my chains tightened around him just a little. “But our training isn’t done yet. Who knows how many days it will take to find the source of the Miasma?”

      Will winced only a hair at the extra pressure, and to be honest, I think he liked it. “Well, yes, ma’am.” He chuckled as he let the aura fade to redouble his efforts. “Let’s get to work!”
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      The next day, we prepared for our trip beyond the wall. This time, we would be ready for anything, and we would find the answers we needed. As we approached the Miasma, I urged the group of us to use the right plateau this time to avoid the bulk of the zombies. Amalthea and Shikun flew us all up to the top, finding a ledge just big enough to stand on. There we stood, at the edge of the wall, and stared into the shimmering red energy.

      We were fully kitted out with all our equipment, having tripled-checked to see if we forgot anything. Reggie had his honeysteel plates over his clothes, his golden Webley revolver at his hip alongside a blade, and a satchel filled with ammunition and wyrm-fire explosives. Shikun was garbed in the black armor of her forefathers, and her giant club rested in a special sling on her back. Amalthea’s golden armor, a mix of conventional plates and barding, was now expanded with a saddle for multiple people and some saddlebags filled with various supplies and food. Petra had replaced her leafy dress with her armor of bark and thorns, ready for any trouble we might run into. Me, I had my own set of armor plates on, with my sword and Libritas sheathed at each of my sides.

      We were ready for anything.

      “Wait!” I heard the Baroness’s voice from behind us. She buzzed up to our perch with her blurred wings and somehow found a little space left to land. Before any of us could so much as greet her, I found my face smothered with her repeated kisses.

      “Alive.” The Baroness pulled my face in, forcing me to look directly into her jet black insect eyes. “Do you hear me? You come back alive. That is an order.”

      “Ten-four, ma’am.” I saluted her, still speaking through smushed cheeks.

      “And the rest of you,” the Baroness still held my face in place as she turned her attention to the group, “you keep him alive. That’s also an order.”

      “Can do, madam.” Reggie bowed. Technically, I couldn’t see him bow, with my face locked, but it sounded like he was bowing.

      “We’ve kept him alive so far, haven’t we?” Petra said with some sass.

      No kidding, I’d be dead a thousand times over without them.

      “We won’t let you down!” Shikun enthusiastically stated, almost like a cheerleader.

      Amalthea’s tone was classically stone cold as she added, “His survival is literally one of my only concerns in this life.” It disturbed me a little bit, to be honest.

      “Also, the rest of you try to stay alive, too, I suppose.” The Baroness took one of her hands off my face to wave off the thought. “If it’s not too much trouble.”

      “Your concern is touching,” Reggie muttered, maybe with a little more sarcasm than was warranted.

      “I apologize,” the Baroness said, her brow furrowing as she realized her faux pas. “I… I’ve just been trapped inside my own head for the past couple of decades. My social skills are rusty. I truly am concerned about your lives, as well.”

      “We appreciate it, Your Highness,” Amalthea said. “William will be as safe as he can be with us, and we will all return alive.”

      “Very good.” The Baroness pulled my face in again for a kiss. “Please be safe.”

      “I will,” I assured her.

      She held my face for what felt like a small eternity as we just looked at each other. Her eyes watered up a bit, though you could tell she was trying to hide it. For her, this might be the last time we’d ever see each other. I was confident we’d make it out alive, but there were no guarantees.

      “I’m sorry.” The Baroness let go of my face. “Go put on your auras, or whatever it is you’re going to do to protect yourself.”

      I closed my eyes, focusing my attention inward as I had during my training with Libritas. As in the dreamworld, I focused on the chains that bound us all together, filtering out all the myriad side connections and on the thick, twined platinum bonds that linked me to my circle. Then, with a deep breath, I imagined those chains threading into the core of divine essence that sat inside my soul.

      As I opened my eyes, I saw the familiar glow of the golden aura enveloping my body. It spread then, slowly as I kept it under careful control, out from me to Petra first. The golden streams of light flooded out from Libritas’s spiraling rune between her breasts, and as it did, she let out a soft breath, like the one you do after a really good stretch. The golden light continued outward then and flowed up and down her body, reaching to every extremity. She looked at her arms as I removed my hand, and her eyes lit up as she admired the new glow she found herself embraced in.

      I did the same to the others, extending the aura one by one to each lady and finally to Reggie. His was slightly more difficult to maintain. Though our lifelong relationship gave us a powerful bond, each member of my harem was linked to me through Libritas’s runes as well. Still, it was only a mild strain at best, and I was confident I wouldn’t have any problems with it.

      With that done, we were all ready to enter the wall now, rocking the heavenly glow like a troop of holy warriors.

      “Amazing,” the Baroness gasped, in pure awe of what she beheld, “That is breathtaking in its beauty.”

      “I try.” I gave her one final kiss. “We’ll be back before you know it.” I waved her goodbye before carefully putting my head through the wall.

      When nothing immediately tried to rip my head off, I gave the air a few test breaths, making sure I was actually right about the auras. No horrible spasms of painful suffocating cold were a great sign. I put my hand back with a thumbs-up before walking into the wall, prepared for anything.

      Once we were all inside, we crouched down and perched ourselves on the continued ledge we stood on, watching the landscape closely. The red mist muddied my vision from a few dozen yards out, but we could still see the mass of zombie bodies undulating with unlife. I spotted a few of the red mist-coated soldiers inside the swarm.

      “See those especially misty ones?” I said as I pointed out the soldiers. “Those are the special zombies I was talking about. Handle them carefully, they’re tougher than they look. Also, someone watch out for a ninja one. Bastard took me by surprise and knocked me over the ledge.”

      “Ah, the fabled ninja,” Reggie said, brandishing the honeysteel sword he brought with him, “My age-old nemesis.”

      “Yeah, and he’ll kill us both if we give him a chance.” I gestured to where my friend had his gun holstered. “So, make sure you put him in the ground as quickly as possible.” I looked over at everyone else. “Did the rest of you hear that?”

      “I heard it,” Petra said as she looked from me to Reggie and back again. “But… what’s a ninja?”

      “Oh,” I laughed and rubbed the back of my neck. “A ninja is sort of like an assassin that uses swords and throwing knives and dresses in black, but they’re super agile and can jump around really fast.”

      “Ah,” Petra nodded. “I can see how that would be difficult to deal with.” She turned her attention to Reggie. “And you have fought these ‘ninjas’ before?”

      “I have.” Reggie nodded solemnly. “One time, when I was backpacking through Japan, we got attacked by a swarm of the buggers.” He patted his revolver. “But in the end, guns beat ninjas every time.”

      “Phew,” Petra said as I looked over to my left side. “That’s a relief then.”

      Petra and Reggie were there, listening intently. I looked over to my right. Shikun was also there, taking in my every word. Amalthea was not next to Shikun.

      “Where’s Amalthea?” I asked the group. Everyone looked as lost and surprised as I was.

      How did we lose an entire sphinx? Of all the times to lose track of one of our own, right now was one of the worst. I looked down at the horde below, scanning for any paws, claws, wings, or other sphinxy body parts. Unfortunately, or maybe fortunately, I couldn’t find any sign of her in there.

      Before I had a chance to panic more severely, a muffled ‘whump!’ heralded the arrival of the sphinx in question. More so, Amalthea was carrying a body in her jaws. As she matter-of-factly lied down with her catch, she began playing with it like it was the world’s bloodiest cat toy. The body had no head and was covered in the remnants of the Etrian equivalent of a ninja’s cloth gi.

      The rest of us looked at Amalthea with a mixture of relief and frustration.

      “What?” Amalthea said nonchalantly. “I saw it spying on us when we entered and didn’t want it to warn the others. So I took action before it could react.”

      “Very good, Malthy,” Reggie congratulated her. “Another victory against the ninja.” Sir Reginald shuffled over to where Amalthea had placed herself and poked the re-dead warrior with his sword.

      “You will address me as ‘Amalthea,’ Sir Reginald.” Amalthea whipped her hair around regally. “Or ‘Good Kitty.’ Whichever you prefer.”

      “Who’s a good kitty?” Shikun scratched under Amalthea’s chin with her scaly knuckles, an excellent scratching surface, to which the sphinx lifted her neck up to receive. “Who’s a very good kitty?”

      Surprisingly silly for her, given our current position in a hellish nightmare of the undead, but I wasn’t about to knock her for not having spirit now that the immediate danger was gone. Morale was important in war, after all.

      “It is me,” Amalthea said with her usual serious tone, but her face betrayed her glee. “I am the good kitty.”

      I chuckled as I returned my attention to the zombies and then came to a horrific realization. The Hulk Zombie I’d fought earlier was doing his damndest to sneak up on our hiding place. He’d failed, mostly because he was a gigantic mass of skin and meat, but I had to give him credit. He’d gotten pretty close, given that the Giant Zombie’s full-grown-man-sized hands were about five feet below me, framing his tiny face.

      “Looks like we’ve got company,” I said as I gestured at the creature.

      “It is not wise to--” The Giant Zombie started to speak.

      “Oh, shit!” Reggie let off a round from his honeysteel Webley revolver, blasting away one of the Giant’s eyes. Great shot, too. Those little things were beady. The giant put his hand to his wounded eye as he staggered backward, his broad palm covering his entire face up to his shoulders.

      “Is that the big zombie you mentioned?” Amalthea asked me, discarding her previous kill to focus on the new danger.

      “If there’s a bigger zombie than that around here, I’m jumping off this ledge.” Petra stepped back from the edge as she spoke to avoid the Giant’s line of sight, limited as it now was.

      “I have an idea.” I readied Libritas and my sword. “Have you girls heard of the game ‘Marco Polo?’”

      “Is that a disease?” Petra asked.

      “No time to explain,” I said, already pointing Libritas at the Giant. I jumped down just as the Giant’s hand began to move away from its face and kept the Brand pointed downward like a jackhammer. Just as the Giant’s hand moved away from its face and revealed its good eye, I plunged Libritas’s searing metal deep, and she blazed hotter as she burrowed into the Giant’s face.

      Unfortunately, I barely had time to celebrate my victory before the Giant grabbed me with his baseball glove of a hand, pulling me off of his face and hurling me into the zombie crowd. As I flew, I could feel the Khalati Record percolating inside of my head.

      “He’s blind now, so keep him moving,” I sent through the mind space. “Keep him angry.”

      “Smart plan, Will,” Shikun sent back, already reading my mind.

      “This brute will be the instrument of his own destruction,” Reggie said, his voice echoing in my head.

      Mindspace talk was surprisingly fast but not fast enough to get another sentence out before I fell into the mosh pit of zombies. I’d anticipated this, however, and came in swinging both weapons. The first two zombies’ heads were slashed to mush, clearing a space for me to stand upon their re-corpses. I cut the throats of a few more with my sword and almost detached their heads in the process.

      “Hey, Corpse Breath!” I called out to the Giant. “If Khaba wants me, you’re gonna have to find me!” A red mist soldier in chainmail, probably the same one from my first trip past the field, met my blade as I kept zombies at bay with Libritas.

      In a single bound, the Giant leapt all the way from his perch on the plateau wall into the air, flying towards me at blinding speeds. By the grace of fortune alone, I managed to cut through enough zombies to back away from the Giant’s landing spot. About a dozen or so zombies were pulverized into a stain in the sand beneath his weight, including the chainmail soldier, while several others were toppled and bowled over. A few were even sent flying, and several more were flung into the air as the Giant swung his arms around him like a toddler feeling around in the dark.

      I had to dance around the meaty pillars of his legs as he swung around himself. As I dodged, I occasionally stuck a zombie with one of my weapons to clear space. For the most part, the Giant was taking care of most of the work of killing zombies for me, and the space was clearing up quite nicely.

      But the Giant wasn’t moving from my position, and I was approaching the plateau wall as I avoided the Giant’s fists. I was pretty sure that the Giant was only focused on me as an order from Khaba.

      “I’m coming to pick you up,” Shikun radioed in the mind space. It’s kind of nice when I don’t have to lay out exactly what I need. We worked so well together that my team just picked up what I wanted to do next.

      Shikun swooped from my left, picking me up under my arms just as a set of zombies and the Giant’s fist were about to crush me in tandem. That massive fist ended up crushing his fellow zombies, instead. Though totally blind, that Giant had some idea of where I was while I was on the ground, but I seemed to be practically untraceable to him in the air.

      I looked around the battlefield and witnessed the carnage that my circle was unleashing on the undead. Petra rode on Amalthea’s back, her arms grown into whip-like vines. At the end of each was some sort of ball cactus, dark brown and laced with sharp nubs like a macehead. She whipped and cracked the cactus maces against the jaws and legs of the zombies, immobilizing and crippling them.

      However, amid the cannon fodder was a red mist soldier, covered head to toe in knives. As she swung out once more, he leapt onto Petra’s right arm and thrust two of his blades down to serve as handholds. As he began to crawl up her vines, Petra cried out with each stab. In a flash decision, Petra retracted her arm, shifting it back to its normal shape, which deprived the knife soldier of his perch.

      As he tumbled back into the horde, Amalthea summoned three glyphs next to her face, stylized with snowflake patterns. As she soared over them, a flurry of snow and frosted air showered the battlefield, chilling the zombies below her. She flew back and forth over the battlefield, coating as much as she could with her freezing breath. The zombies were slowed down a bit, their dead bodies not generating the same heat as our living ones, though they weren’t quite frozen solid.

      That wasn’t the point, though. The ground beneath the zombies was now icy and slick, like a lake in the winter, and the zombies couldn’t walk a single step without falling over themselves. Soon, most of the zombies had fallen over themselves and each other as they gnashed their teeth. Even the red mist soldiers found themselves tripping over the zombies, their speed more than halved by the mass of zombies that found itself on the formerly sandy ground.

      That made them sitting ducks for Reggie. Still positioned on the perch, he loaded up his upgraded revolver with the special rounds the dwarves had made for him. Then, as he fired with pinpoint accuracy at the sprawling undead, pink bullets streamed through the air, deep into piles of fallen zombies. A half-second after impact, the bullets exploded with concentrated wyrm-fire, and the pure concussive waves of the blasts tossed zombie parts into the air like confetti.

      Though we were handling the zombies quite well, far too many of them were still moving around. Like you would expect, the undead are tough to kill… but that was about to change.

      “Over here, big boy!” I shouted over to the Giant, as Shikun flew over to the other side of the bulk of the zombies. If we played this right, the Giant would tear through most of the zombies, cutting the still-moving count by at least half.

      “You shouldn’t charge William!” Shikun shouted towards the Giant as well. “That’d be a stupid plan.” Her grasp on reverse-psychology was basic at best, but I could at least admire the attempt.

      “Good try,” I called over my shoulder to her, “but there’s no way he’s not going to fall for it if--”

      The Giant zombie roared with the voice of five people at once as it flew into a rage. It clawed at the ground with its unnatural fingers as it tunneled through the flailing zombie piles, reducing them to a mist that blended with the dark energy already in the air. Those intact zombie bodies that remained slowly slid down to fill the gap left behind by the Giant’s path. Shikun pulled us both higher with a mighty flap of her fiery wings just as the Giant barreled into the plateau wall, unable to stop himself. Like a drum made of the earth, the collision resounded throughout the chasm in a deafeningly low burst.

      The Giant Zombie unstuck itself from the crater that it had made in the stone. As it regained its composure, I noticed that his head was hanging down and to the side. The Giant’s hands felt around, and the swinging movements of the body jostled his head as it lolled about awkwardly. It was clear that the thing’s neck was completely broken because pieces of bone were sticking out of the skin.

      The teeny-tiny head was no longer controlling the body. Or rather, it may have never been controlling the body. We couldn’t just cut the head off to kill it, which was a real bummer since that’s the go-to for zombie-killing.

      No, it was time for a new plan.
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      Before I could even voice the start of that new plan, Shikun flew me over to Reggie, already anticipating my intentions again. Amalthea and Petra flew around the Giant, and the sphinx unleashed her frosty roar to slow him down even more. The beast’s motions slowed to a lazy slog, then to a slow-motion scene pace, and finally, to practical motionlessness.

      Try as it might, the Giant couldn’t break free of Amalthea’s cold embrace.

      Shikun shifted her grip to hold me with one arm, then flew by Reggie and snatched him with her free arm. Then she zoomed over to the frozen giant and placed us in a clearing beside it. From the Giant’s rampage, Reggie’s explosive rounds, and all of the ice, the zombies were no longer a threat. Reggie walked up to the giant beast, quaking in his boots.

      “You’re sure it’s subdued?” Reggie said with a warble to his voice. “I like all of my organs where they are, thank you very much.”

      “Don’t be such a baby and shoot it.” I slapped Reggie on the back, pushing him forward.

      Reggie pulled the hammer back on his Webley and pointed it at the Giant’s shoulder. With a deep, calming breath, he unloaded a pink round into it, and the explosive impact blasted the arm off its socket. He did the same to the other arm, effectively neutering the Giant’s offensive potential.

      “Do one of the legs, just in case,” I told him. Reggie did as I suggested and blasted the right leg clean off. “How many of those rounds do you have left?”

      “A couple more.” Reggie reached his hand into his satchel to check the actual count. “I think I should save these for something else big. My mass zombie-clearing skills may not be up to the standard of the rest of you.”

      “I wouldn’t worry too much about it,” I said to him. “We’d have to keep freezing this guy or saw his limbs off ourselves if you weren’t here. You’re more of a one-on-one fighter, anyway.” Amalthea and Petra landed next to us as we continued our chat.

      “I couldn’t go toe-to-toe with this fellow,” Reggie commented as he gazed up at the towering slab of frozen beef.

      “Neither could I,” I joked with a grin on my lips, admiring his handiwork. “But that’s why I brought a whole team.”

      “You are a fool, Brandwielder,” the head of the Giant boomed. All of us jumped at the sudden outburst, especially since the head was still hanging limp and partially frozen.

      “You’re a sick bastard, Khaba,” Amalthea hissed under her breath.

      “Khaba is the greatest of all of us,” the head spoke again, completely ignoring the sphinx’s ire. “He will blanket the world in a perfect paradise. You are not fit to clean his feet.”

      “I get it, Mr. Giant Zombie.” I rolled my eyes. “You’ve got a bias because he’s the undead equivalent of your dad, but you’ve got to understand--”

      “He is not my father,” the Giant bellowed as he cut me off. “Our respect for him goes far beyond the familial. He is our savior. He freed us from your enthrallment!”

      “What are you talking about?” Petra scoffed as she wrapped medicinal leaves around her wounded arm. “The only dark sorcerer around here is Khaba. He is the one making zombies and enslaving the people of Etria, not us.”

      And that’s when it all clicked for me.

      “He’s not just undead,” I informed the group, working off a suspicion I’ve had since we started fighting it. “He’s a Brand.”

      The group was taken aback by the revelation.

      “He is quite clearly a deathly monstrosity,” Reggie pointed out. “Are you saying there’s a magical metal rod inside all of that meat?”

      “Not exactly,” I explained. “He has the spirit of a Brand inside of it, bringing it to this false life. That’s why it has a mind of its own.”

      “It is you who are falsely alive.” The head spat a glob of black bile out at us. “You waste your gift of bodily autonomy with frivolous infighting and gluttonous pursuits. Khaba gave us our own bodies so that we might fight against the evil of the living.”

      “What was your aspect?” I asked the head, brushing aside its words to focus on what was important. “Who were you before this?”

      “I was Strength,” it answered. “They called me Viribus. You Uplanders thought that I could help you achieve great things. My wielders would Brand themselves with my mark, hoping to increase their own strength. They used me… but now, I have my own body. My own strength.”

      “Had,” I corrected. “You had your own body. Now, it has no arms and only one leg.”

      “It doesn’t matter!” Viribus shouted at me. “No matter how many times my body is broken, Khaba will fit me with a new one, so long as I prove myself worthy of it.”

      “You and your little army, the one you were put in charge of by Khaba, kind of lost,” I pointed out as I made a show of surveying the battlefield. “To five people. Six, if you count Libritas. Still not a whole lot. That’s really only proving that you aren’t pulling your weight. Which is sad, given that pulling is your main thing, really.”

      “I can still be worthy!” Viribus shouted, its head swinging as it raged against us. “If I get another body, I can beat you! I’ve seen you fight! I know how to defeat you now.”

      “Sure thing,” Petra cooed in the way a mother would to a spoiled child throwing a tantrum. “You go ahead and do that.”

      “You said he saved ‘us,’” I pressed our captive. “Who else do we have to worry about?”

      “Why would I tell you?” Viribus tried to spit again, but nothing came out.

      “Because something tells me that this isn’t quite what Khaba sold you when you signed up to be on his team.” I moved closer to it and gestured up and down the Giant’s broken body. “Is this what you imagined bodily autonomy would be like?”

      “What would you know about that?” The head tried to snap its jaws at me, but it was nowhere near close.

      “I know that I happen to be a big fan of my head being proportional to my body,” I quipped, but then I grew serious. “I know that I like being able to feel things in my extremities. I know what living actually feels like.”

      “Sensations make you weak.” Viribus sounded more like it was reciting something more than its actual feelings. “It’s what corrupted the living, made them the ghastly monsters that enslaved us.”

      And that’s when I decided to call the Brand’s bluff.

      “You don’t believe that. Those are Khaba’s words. Is this really better than being a Brand?”

      “I can move my own body!” Viribus cried out again. “I don’t have to work under any weak living creature ever again. I am my own master.”

      “You report to Khaba,” I countered. “He’s your master. You have no freedom of your own, and more than that, he left you here alone. He abandoned you.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Viribus protested, but its voice was wavering with doubt.

      “Let me ask you something.” I walked right next to it. “Did Khaba ask for your opinion on what body you wanted? Or did he just throw you in one that suited his needs?”

      “This is the best body,” Viribus spoke in a hushed tone now. “It would serve him best. I was the only one he could count on to protect the front.”

      I stretched up as tall as I could so that I could speak into its ear. “He wanted to abuse your strength just like you accused your Brandwielders of doing! He thinks you’re a tool. A weapon to be discarded as soon as it gets dull. And we sure made you dull.”

      “If you hadn’t defeated me, I would be leading the charge into battle with the living.” It was clear that the Brand of Strength’s resolve was breaking, as it was only speaking just above a whisper now. “Maybe, if I proved myself, I would get a better body. One with a normal-sized head.”

      “You’re not the main driving force against the living, my friend,” I told him. “That wall is. No living thing can get through it. That’s the front line. What army are you supposed to fight if you’re stuck on this side of the wall?” I shook my head. “You were put here simply as insurance against me, and you weren’t supposed to win.”

      “I wasn’t?” It sounded like a scared little boy with a deep voice-modulator.

      “Khaba knows that I’m coming for him,” I boasted. It was time to put up a bit of a front with it, so I went for a more blowhard approach. “Nothing he’s put in my way has worked so far. He’s just buying himself time at this point. Just a few more seconds before I put this Brand to his throat.” I pressed Libritas against its forehead. Even though I was making this up on the spot, it made a lot of sense, now that I thought about it.

      “He just threw me away…” Viribus began to whimper.

      Honestly, I almost felt sorry for it.

      “Viribus had one of the biggest hearts of any Brand I knew,” Libritas spoke to my mind. “He was fiercely loyal to his Wielder, even more than most. Almost like a dog.” She sighed. “But he was always easily convinced by a charismatic personality. I wouldn’t be surprised if Khaba merely convinced him to turn on the other Brandwielders by gaining his loyalty before he corrupted him.”

      “Do you want to get some revenge on Khaba?” Petra said to it, turning her head to match Viribus’ orientation.

      Viribus nodded its head as much as it could to confirm.

      “You could start by telling us what other Brand zombies we have to worry about,” Shikun suggested, ever the tactically minded one.

      “Plus, a description of their powers would also be nice,” Amalthea added.

      “Well, there’s a lot of the Lesser Brands around,” the Giant admitted after a few moments of thought. “They’re going to be all over the place. Khaba made a lot of them.”

      “Lesser Brands?” Shikun asked.

      “Some Brands don’t have the power to embody an aspect,” Libritas informed me, which I parroted back to the group. “They were often the footsoldiers of the Order of Brandwielders, while the ones who embodied aspects were officers.”

      “Those misty soldiers…” Reggie connected the dots. “Those must be the Lesser Brands he spoke of.”

      “What Greater Brands do we have to worry about?” I asked Viribus.

      There was a long moment as it considered this. “I think there are two others besides me. I remember Khaba being very angry about that. There were supposed to be more.”

      “Fuck you, Khaba,” I said with a fist pump. “You couldn’t handle us winning all the time, so you had to get hasty with your evil plan. Now, we don’t have to fight as many crazy Brand zombies. Score one for the good guys.”

      “That’s certainly looking at the half-full cup,” Amalthea mused as she padded up next to me. “I personally would have preferred to fight no ‘crazy Brand zombies,’ myself.”

      “Beggars can’t be choosers, Malthy,” I responded. “What matters is that our fight is easier than it could have been, and everything we’ve done up to this moment has been worth it.”

      “Does that mean that if we were faster, we could have stopped this Miasma from ever showing up?” Shikun asked dejectedly.

      “If we zipped through every possible scenario we’ve fought in and took no breaks, we might have saved a day,” Reggie reasoned. “Maybe. So have no fear, Lady Shikun, and take heart in our decisive action.” He stroked his gray mustache and nodded. “Honestly, we tidied up this front of the war fairly quick, wouldn’t you say? Most wars I’ve been a part of have lasted at least a couple of months, and those were civil wars within one country, not international affairs in a magical world.”

      “Exactly,” I added as I looked to my circle. “We’ve done our best, and we’re going to win. We don’t have any other options.”

      “What are you going to do with me?” Viribus asked us.

      “You have upheld your part, Viribus,” Petra soothed. “What would you like us to do?”

      “Well, I think I’m ready to leave this body.” Its face relaxed, and its tone was the closest thing it could get to exhausted. “I’m done.”

      “Should we blow it up?” Reggie said, already reaching into his satchel to pull out something explosive.

      “And leave him in a pile of his own body parts?” I put my hand on Reggie’s, pushing both the hand and the bomb it held back into the satchel. “We have to find a way to release him.”

      “I think your resident Chainbreaker can help with that,” Libritas cooed in my ear. “Let me take a shot.”

      “Sure thing, Greater Brand.” I put Libritas’ runic tip against Viribus’ head. With a lungful of air, I focused all of my thoughts on freedom, to releasing Viribus from its earthly confines. From his earthly confines. Viribus was a person, just like Libritas. No matter what choices he made, he shouldn’t have to live inside this broken shell we gave him. The Brand swelled with heat and light, burning into the head. I felt a click like shackles unlocking, and I looked upon Viribus’ form.

      Spectral steel chains wrapped around the whole sickly body, snaking around his torso, and with another click, those chains fell down from him. A bright red, almost orange, light rose out from the top of the broken flesh and floated upwards for a brief moment before disappearing.

      “Thank you,” I heard a voice speak to me. I didn’t recognize the sound, but I still knew who it was. I let out a sigh of relief as I pulled Libritas off the now-inert corpse’s head. Surprisingly, there was no rune left behind. Maybe it was because there was no soul to bind the rune to, as that soul was freed.

      “So, are we ready to go?” I said to the circle. “We’ve got work to do.”
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      After about a half-hour of walking through the crevice, we were officially inside of the Morkanna desert, though we were still within the confines of the plateau walls.

      Though I had flown over it only a few moons ago, I had almost forgotten that this desert was so massive. The dunes stretched out for days in almost every direction. The sun was tainted red by the Miasma in the air which created a permanent feeling of dusk even in the noon sky. The plateau wall stretched out all the way to the edge of sight on either end before wrapping around, disappearing from view. No matter where you looked ahead, the dunes stretched out into eternity.

      Somewhere in all this sand, Khaba awaited us, but more importantly for our current mission, an answer to the problem of the Miasma. Though I felt as if Shikun especially thought a direct assault by our circle on the Necropolis of Khem was the best approach, I knew William’s wisdom would prevail in the end. Our goal was to lift the Miasma, or at least find a way to fight.

      Unfortunately, there was something else our party neared, and as we crested a rise, I realized that we had found it. While William led the way with purpose, the others following close behind, I simply couldn’t take another step. The weight of the past, the pain of my youth, and the tragedy that took place here eighty cycles before crashed down on me. I fell back on my haunches and stared, trying to suppress the wellspring of tears that threatened to flow as I stared out into the open expanse.

      I barely noticed that William, dear William, had stopped and was looking back at with concern writ in his blue eyes. Trying to compose myself, I simply could not. I closed my mind for just a moment, or so I thought because, in that single eyeblink, I felt William’s gentle hand on my back. As I snapped my eyes open, a tear round down my cheek.

      “What’s wrong, Malthy?” he said softly, now beside me and stroking my back.

      I simply couldn’t muster the words. There was so much I wanted to say, but so much I didn’t. How could I burden my circle, those I swore to protect, at this moment?

      “Malthy?” Ever-motherly Petra came up on my other side. “Malthy? Amalthea? Please, let us know you’re alright.”

      “Is she in some kind of trance?” Shikun, sweet girl that she was, had followed right behind the dryad. “How do we snap her out of it?”

      “Maybe she just needs to be reminded that she’s a good kitty,” Reggie, hot on the dragon-girl’s heels, scoffed, releasing a puff of indignant air out of his nose. When he looked up to see my face, he changed his tone quickly. “You are a good kitty, Amalthea.”

      While we had our moments, the elder and I, it warmed my heart just a little to see him drop the act for my benefit, and it soothed my aches a bit more to know that those that I loved were so ready to lend me their comforts. So, I tried to push the weight of the past off my shoulders.

      “I’m fine,” I declared at last as I rubbed my eyes with my paw. I had meant to disguise my tears, but I only seemed to spread them over my paw pads. “I’ll be fine.”

      William, ever perceptive to our wants and needs, saw right through my words to see into my distressed heart. He glanced at the others. “Can you give us a minute?” he asked of them. “We won’t be long.”

      “You’ll be okay, Malthy,” Petra said softly as she stroked my fur one last time. “No one’s going to hurt you here.” With those words, she walked away, Shikun and Reggie following closely behind.

      My gaze was still focused on the swirling sands before me, but I heard the shuffling behind me. When I took a sidelong glance to my side, I saw that William had sat down next to me and joined me in my vigil over the sands. That is how the next few moments passed, with both of us staring out over the sea of sands. Eventually, he broke that silence.

      “This was your home, wasn’t it?” he asked softly, and when I looked down at him in surprise, he only smiled. “I don’t need Lib’s magic to see that this place has some special meaning for you, and after that, it’s just putting two and two together.” A touch of a frown graced his lips. “I’m guessing that a lot’s changed since you were here last.”

      I didn’t dare hold back the tears now. I don’t even know if it was even possible.

      “There was a city here,” I began, haltingly at first, but continuing with renewed strength. “Right here. Right in front of us. I’d be staring at the front gate from this spot.”

      Unfortunately, there was nothing there anymore. Not even a ruin, or a stone. Just endless grains of sand.

      William followed my gaze and stared for a long moment. “Did you live in this city?”

      “Abdur Sabat.” I had refused to say that name for decades. It hurt too much to even think upon it, but now? With him at my side? The name brought back every delightful memory of my home city’s grandeur. “Music filled the streets. The streets were filled with laughing, loving people. Sweet perfumes wafted through every house. My mother told me that, one day, I would guard it with my life, just as our family always had.”

      “You would have been a great guardian,” William said confidently, even as he stroked my side.

      “I never got the chance.” I had to stop my tale for a moment to gather myself, to keep the slow rain of tears from turning into heaving sobs. “Khaba came to us in our hour of need. Our people had gone through a great drought. He offered to help us. He said he could bring rain to us, and we would survive the year.”

      “I think I’ve heard this story before,” William mused, his own eyes distant for a moment as if he truly was recollecting another’s tale. If it was about Khaba, I knew how it ended: betrayal.

      “He demanded slaves. We were desperate. We only wanted to live… so we gave them to him.” I sighed sadly.

      “Were you one of those slaves?” Will’s hands tightened into fists involuntarily as he asked me that.

      “No,” I answered with a shake of my head. “I was a warrior. A protector in training. My mother was grooming me to protect Abdur Sabat, and I wanted to be the best. When the various kings of the cities finally united against Khaba, I was one of the first to join the fight. My mother didn’t want me to go, but I wanted to protect this city.”

      “And you’ve regretted it ever since.” It was as if William could read my mind and my heart. He turned to me then, pure sympathy in his eyes. “You were one of the first of Khaba’s thralls here.”

      I couldn’t take it, couldn’t hold it back anymore. I collapsed into sobs as I collapsed into the sands next to the man I loved.

      “Yes,” came that painful, terrible admission.

      Through my tears and pain, William stayed with me, leaned against my shoulder with his arm over me, and we just sat in the moment. No doubt, he could guess the rest of my story. Khaba used me against my own people, forced me to be an instrument of their subjugation. And now, decades later, I had come home to nothing but sand and the void. Eventually, despite it all, I pulled myself together, shoved the pain back into its box in my heart, but already, I could tell that it had been lessened in sharing it.

      “They’re all dead,” I said at last as I schooled my face into a mask of emotionless calm. Not that it would fool William, for I was still breaking down inside. “Every last one. Anyone who survived before was engulfed by the Miasma. He even took the stones from the land they lived on. Not even their memory has survived.”

      We sat in silence for another moment before William suddenly hopped to his feet.

      “C’mon,” he said with a smile as he tugged on my shoulder. “I want to show you something.” Begrudgingly, I allowed him to guide me back up onto my paws, then he swung himself up onto my back. “We’re going for a ride.”

      What was this about? “I don’t think that--” I tried to protest, but he shut me down as he pointed forward, out toward the hollow where my home had once been.

      “Just wait and see,” he assured me. “Let’s go.”

      I breathed out a reluctant sigh, but how could I deny my savior anything? I crouched down to prepare to take off then leaped to launch into the air. Even though the sky was thick with that sickly Miasma, I had to admit that the wind felt good in my hair.

      “Here’s good,” he told me with a pat between my wings. “Just glide for a bit.”

      We surfed in the air, looking over the scenery. I could see the plateau even more around the desert, but it was still lost to the curvature of Etria after a while. Morkanna was huge, and now, the varied landscapes of the country were laid bare. Craggy mountain ranges surrounded the center of Morkanna, like an inner circle within the edges of the plateau. Deep inside that circle, I saw several stone buildings, each stretching high into the air, making them visible even from all the way over there. Each one was jagged and rough like they were built rather hastily or sloppily by very unskilled hands.

      “Is this what you wanted to show me?” I spat out as I realized what these new structures were. “Monuments to the conquerors and killers of my people? If you’re trying to cheer me up, it’s not working.”

      “Look down for me,” he told me, patience and kindness in his voice.

      We both looked down on the desert floor. It stretched out for miles and miles, the same as before. If anything, it seemed even more expansive now that we were here.

      “What am I supposed to be seeing?” I asked him impatiently.

      “Well, I’ll tell you what I see,” he mused. “A beautiful city. Music in the streets. People laughing. Perfume wafting through every home. It’s amazing.”

      “Will, you’re just repeating what I told you about it,” I scoffed as I banked into a new set of thermals. I could see what William was trying to do, but if he thought I could be soothed so simply…

      “No, it’s more than that.” As we floated above my ancient home, he spoke on, weaving a tale that began to spark memories in my mind. “I can see the people. Their happy faces. There’s a man selling jewelry made from the next town over. Over there’s a man selling sugar dates. Just down that street, a lady who weaves baskets tells her young daughter that it’s dangerous to hang out with that neighbor boy, but she won’t listen. She’s sick of staying in the house all day, and the boy knows all of the best spots.” With each new strand that he added to it, I could feel a warmth in my heart I hadn’t for many years. “A nook over there where you can slip through to the other street. A secret hideout made from an abandoned house. A guard tower that the guards don’t mind the kids climbing up to see the whole city at once. There’s so much life there.”

      “It’s only a memory now,” I said as I choked back tears that threatened to fall.

      “But that’s the thing, though,” he soothed as he leaned forward. “The memory is alive. You preserved it all these years, and you gave that memory to me. Now I have it, and I can tell it to others. It’ll multiply and spread to every corner of the globe. The beautiful city that refused to be forgotten, and it was beautiful because you saw it was.”

      “It really was a beautiful place, Will,” I mused wistfully as I tried to do as he asked, to remember Abdur Sabat as it was at the height of its glory.

      A comfortable silence settled over us then, and I found the tears fading. After a few moments, William embraced me warmly, and I felt as if I were in the heavens.

      “That’s something that Khaba can never take away,” he said with conviction, and his words filled me with that same strength. “You will always have that memory.”

      “Thank you, Will.” My tears returned, but now, they were filled with joy. Will held onto me, not letting me go for a moment as we glided in the air. Part of me wished that we were on the ground so I could be closer to him, but I knew we had to keep moving. For now, I settled for this.
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      I had spent all my time in Etria fixing the mistakes and evil deeds of a single bastard Brand, undoing centuries of rot and decay. I pushed my body to its limit time and again to keep hope and victory alive for all of the people in this world. I fought creatures that people could only dream up in their nightmares. But this, helping people who had lost their hope, their faith in themselves, the spark in their eyes that kept them fighting? This felt like my most important work sometimes. I could kill every evil wizard in the world for all time, but people’s hearts would still be broken.

      I heard a faint but frantic call from below, disturbing the peace that I felt in that moment. As I opened my eyes, I was able to recognize what it was trying to tell me.

      “Dive!”

      As I looked forward, a flying surge of red, bat-shaped lights fluttered towards us, screeching and wailing wildly. Like drops of water from a sprinkler, they formed out of the Miasma itself, spreading their wings as soon as they fully emerged out of the sanguine energy. They were right on top of us when Amalthea dipped under them and careened straight for the sandy dunes below.

      I turned around, trying to catch a better glimpse of what I’d just witnessed. It wasn’t terribly hard, as the flapping lights were following us as we flew down to the earth. They were spheres of light, glowing the same red as the wall gave off, but with bat wings sticking out the sides. Thousands upon thousands of them were following us, only a couple feet away from catching us.

      As I turned back to our front, I caught a glimpse of Shikun flying to my right, holding both Petra and Reggie in her arms as she also dove straight downward. They must have come up to join us in the sky and seen the swarm of red lights before we did. One of the scarlet imps managed to pull ahead of the back and snapped at the dragon-girl’s trailing feet, and when it struck home, it didn’t seem to tear a wound in her scales, but all the same, she winced in pain and beat her wings faster. In mid-dive, the draconian twirled and breathed her silvery fire on the light swarm, taking measures to keep Petra and Reggie out of the fire’s path. Once the swathe of fire died down, the swarm was just as massive as ever, not even slowed a second by the deadly flames.

      I brought Libritas forward, hoping to keep the lights as far away from us as possible. Even with the glowing heat of her Brand pointed at them, the impish lights kept coming at us.

      And that’s when we ran out of sky. Amalthea crashed into the ground with all four paws, throwing sand into the air as she immediately pushed herself to a sprint. In the midst of all that, she still had the presence of mind to place a glyph in front of her, blocking the wind resistance to pick up her speed while I held on for dear life. From the beating of burning wings, Shikun had to have fallen in behind us.

      Ahead of us, the craggy mountains I’d seen before barreled up to us, rising up from the sand like spiked islands. In those peaks, I tried to find a place for us to hide from these piranha lights. While they might not be trying to eat us, they were definitely trying to kill us, just like everything else in Khaba’s death field, including the air itself. I wasn’t taking chances.

      “There, to your right!” I pointed to one of the caves at the bottom of the mountainside. “We can hide from them there.”

      Amalthea turned sharply, flying straight toward where I pointed. Shikun’s group kept formation behind us, also propelled by one of Amalthea’s glyphs. While we had gained some distance between ourselves and the imp light swarm, they were still coming for us. Maybe we could have made a dash for the center of Morkanna if we could keep outrunning these swarms, but there was no telling if there weren’t thousands deeper inside. The cave was our best bet right now.

      Amalthea rushed into the cave entrance, digging her claws into the stone floor and drifting like a drag racer to a stop. Outside the cave, Shikun sped up to us as Reggie pulled out his revolver. With one more shot laced with pink wyrm-fire, he aimed for just above the cave. There was a momentary burst of light from the explosion, and as the cracking of stone filled the air, Shikun, Petra, and Reggie crashed into Amalthea and me. We all tumbled together into the wall behind us.

      The shockwave had shaken some stones loose above the cave, sending them tumbling down in front of the cave and blocking both the exit and the light source in the cave. We found ourselves in pitch-black darkness.

      Well, not quite pitch black. Our glowing auras kept the darkness from completely destroying our ability to see. We all picked ourselves up from the dogpile we found ourselves in, and as we shook the dust off, Amalthea created some floating, crackling lights with her magic to illuminate the cave more efficiently.

      “What were those things?” Shikun asked the obvious question.

      I put a finger up to the air to pause her inquiry while I grabbed my chest. It’s hard to give your thoughts on a subject with the wind knocked out of you, so I had to wait a minute. Finally, I was able to take in a deep breath of air and answer her.

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “That’s odd,” Amalthea said as she looked through the glyphs in her eyes into the Khalati Record. “How did I not notice this before?”

      “What’s up, Malthy?” I asked her.

      “The wall is blocking my connection to any tomes outside of the Miasma.” The sphinx's eyes darted around as if she was scanning a page. “I’m only finding Morkannan records available to me.”

      “I thought your magic worked off the Record,” Petra inquired for clarity. “You wouldn't be able to use your spells if you were cut off, would you?”

      “I have a few I’ve found useful to store in my memory for quick access,” Amalthea explained as she looked around the cavern. “I don’t have to use the Record for those. However, I won’t be able to use any new ones while we’re inside unless they’re Morkannan in origin.”

      “And I doubt Khaba leaves too many spellbooks lying around,” I guessed. “He’s been rebuilding the country in his image, so any trace records are going to be far and scattered, if not already destroyed. What spells are we working with?”

      “The Wind Shield glyph, the Ice and Lightning spells, and some healing magic,” Amalthea listed. “I can look through the Record to see if there are any useful ones. Ancient Morkannans would often record their histories on the walls of their temples and gravesites, which could still be around.”

      “Didn’t you find anything with a little bit more, I don’t know, pizzazz?” Reggie asked the magical sphinx. “While the elemental powers are useful, is there any sort of summoning, conjuring, or warping spells you could have used?”

      “Most Etrian magic is elemental in nature,” Amalthea told the inquisitive Brit. “Anything more ‘pizzazz-filled’ has been lost for centuries, far before my time. I’m willing to forgive the insolence of the implication that I hadn’t already thought of that since you know nothing about how magic works.”

      “I’m sorry, beautiful young lady,” Reggie backtracked from his hasty assumptions. “I meant no offense, and I would never dream of bringing any sort of shame or dishonor to--”

      I interrupted Reggie before he could still pull his foot out of his mouth. “If you find any other spells, let us know. I’m more than glad that we still have light. For now, do you have anything on those red light swarms?”

      “Nothing so far, but that’s to be expected,” Amalthea said. “This entire situation is unprecedented, and I have far less research material to work with. I can only speculate that it’s some sort of defense mechanism tied to the wall since they share the same color and aura. Khaba will keep the bulk of them closer to the Miasma generator as protection. If we deactivate the wall, they will more than likely no longer be a problem.”

      “We’ll have to travel from cover to cover until we have a better solution, then.” I ran my hand along the wall of the cave. “And we especially can’t go about flying. Let’s see if we can find a back exit to this cave.”

      The group and I trekked onward, traveling into the unknown dangers ahead. Once this was all over, Khaba was dead, and we found peace in Etria again, I was going to take the world’s longest nap. Bears will think I’m a heavy sleeper.

      But, until then, more danger.
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      Fortunately for us, the cave turned into a system of tunnels, spanning for what seemed like miles. It was hard to tell in the dim light how long the tunnels actually were, but we had been walking through them for a while. Hours went by as we wormed through the ups and downs of the tunnels with no end in sight.

      “Are we there yet?” Petra asked, hanging onto Amalthea’s shoulder like a crutch.

      “We don’t even know where ‘there’ is,” Shikun said as she picked up Petra by the arm to hold her up. “We’ll find it, though. Right, Will?”

      “Absolutely,” I lied blatantly. I had no idea if we’d even find another exit to these tunnels. But if we didn’t, we’d have to deal with those imp lights, and Shikun’s fire did nothing to them. That didn’t say much as to whether any of the rest of us could stop them either. Honestly, I was praying for a miracle. If we were lucky, we’d find a pathway straight into Khaba’s throne room, complete with a convenient button to press that instantly kills him.

      Or we’d find more zombies to fight. While hope may spring eternal for the first option, I still had my weapons drawn and ready for the second.

      “What exactly do we expect to find at the end of this?” Reggie asked, walking beside me. “Do we plan to go back outside?”

      “I think we’ll have to. If we stay low, we should be able to avoid most of the swarms,” I answered. “The imps only seem to appear if we go too high, so this will mostly keep us from flying straight to him. We’ll be fine on foot, and we will find a way out.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Sure as I can be,” I grunted as we came upon an incline in the tunnel. “We don’t have a lot of options or information, but we have a way forward. That’s enough for me.”

      At the top of the incline, the rocky path ended, and the natural cavern bled into crafted stone. Sandstone tiles lined the edges of a hallway leading into a wider room up ahead, too far out of Amalthea’s lights to see into.

      “See?” Reggie said to the group. “Never doubt my cave exploration skills. We have a way out.”

      “We don’t know that for sure, yet, Reg,” I reminded him. “It could be an elaborate dead end, for all we know.”

      “You think someone would build an exitless structure this deep into a mountain?” Shikun looked over at me as she traced her talons across the stone. “The place is made of a different stone than the rocks here. How would you bring it all in?”

      “You could do with workers who didn’t need to eat, sleep, or breathe,” I mused. “Still, it seems strange to have something like this so far from an entrance. There has to be a better way inside of here.”

      “Therefore, a better way outside.” Amalthea raised one of her forepaws with one claw tip held up like a lecturing professor. “The Morkannans would often build exits into their mausoleums that had a direct path to the entrance, thus bypassing all of the graves. Graverobbers would pass right through the place without stumbling upon the secret entrances to the belongings of our loved ones.”

      “Is that in the Record, or did you just know that?” I asked.

      “Sphinxes would often guard these places, while they had their own place for burials,” Amalthea explained. “After all of this is over, I’d like to see it again. I can only hope that it wasn’t touched.”

      “It’s good to hold on to that hope.” I smiled at her. “I promise that I will personally escort you there.”

      She smiled at me tenderly. “I will hold you to that, my savior, and cherish the moments until then.”

      Down the sandstone hallway, we came across a T-intersection, with hallways stretching to the right and left. The arch above the left passage was elaborately decorated in hieroglyphics and pictures, signifying some sort of importance or worth. Based on what Amalthea told us, I figured that this was a decoy door to keep robbers wandering inside the tunnels forever. We just had to make sure we didn’t fall for it, too.

      “Can you send your lights out so we can see what we’re dealing with in this hallway?” I asked Amalthea.

      The sphinx obliged, and the lights drifted down each direction in the hallway. After about a couple of dozen paces, each hallway turned to the left, meaning they faced opposite directions of each other.

      “Which way do we go?” Petra asked.

      “Right,” I directed the group. “Two lefts head backward, but a right and a left heads forward. And that’s where we’re heading.”

      “Sounds as good a reason as any,” Reggie said, already heading right.

      As the rest of us followed, a gust of wind blew in from somewhere beyond what we could see. A chill ran up my spine, and my hair stood on end.

      “My zombie senses are tingling,” I whispered aloud, and the rest of my circle dropped into hushed tones as well. “We aren’t alone here.”

      “You do not have a zombie sense,” Petra whispered, her eyes narrowing in disbelief.

      “Call it a hunch, then,” I replied as I looked for any movement in the dark.

      “They’ll be as blind as we are, won’t they?” Reggie whispered. “They’re made of people, and people don’t have the best night vision.”

      I thought about that for a moment, then shook my head. “Considering how Viribus’s zombie body looked, I think Khaba’s prone to mixing and experimenting with body parts. Stay on your guard.”

      Shikun stayed closed behind me, her hand close to the hilt of her club as we moved forward. “Do you think one of those Greater Brands is here?”

      “Statistically speaking, very unlikely,” I tried to reassure her. “Given our luck, though, absolutely.”

      Shikun grabbed onto the collar of my jacket with her free hand and wrung it in her hands.

      “What’s gotten you so shaken up?” Petra asked the draconian Amazon. “This isn’t anything particularly new for us. Monsters and vile villains come for us, we fight them, we end up winning. End of story.”

      “I just don’t like fighting in small, dark spaces,” Shikun admitted. “Ever since we had to fight those latopi, I’ve dreaded fighting in tunnels and hallways, especially since we can’t see anything past these lights. I can’t fly in them, it’s hard to get a good swing with the tight walls… and it reminds me a bit of the Weaver’s tunnels.”

      “Fear not, Shikun, we will stand with you.” Amalthea rubbed up against the dragon-girl soothingly. “Besides, if we can find a way to push a battle outside, we’ll do so,” Amalthea reasoned as we walked around the corner. “It’ll give us the advantage if we can gain mobility on it.”

      “If not, those tactical concerns will work against the enemy as well,” I added. “If the next Greater Brand zombie is anything like Viribus, he’ll be an easy target for your fire breath.”

      “Yeah,” Shikun piped up from behind me. “I’ll light him up like Frostival.”

      “Is that Etria’s version of Christmas?” I asked her.

      “What’s Christmas?” Petra inquired about the holiday.

      This post-Khaba list was getting long. We had to clean up the rest of the Black Runes afterward, and the Brands had to get remade. But before that, I had to learn how to remake Brands in the first place, but more than that, Amalthea’s burial site needs to be visited, I think I had an idea about an Etrian spa that I wanted to start up, and now Reggie and I had to teach Etria the meaning of Christmas.

      I felt like I was in one of those Hallmark movies.

      “I wouldn’t worry about it, William,” Libritas said in my mind. “The two celebrations are very much alike. Frostival lasts the whole week, however.”

      With that explanation, I told Petra, “Christmas is like Frostival, except ours sucks because it’s a lot shorter.”

      Another gust of wind burst through the hallway, chilling the air as it passed through. This time, the chill was accompanied by a quiet bellow, like if a mountain were to yawn.

      “Malthy, can you put us on the Record?” I asked the magical sphinx.

      “It only lasts in bursts.” She explained. “I try to save it for when we’re in fights. If you think we’re getting into a fight, I can throw it up.”

      “Nah, I think we’ll need it for whatever’s making those gusts.” I decided.

      From then on, we decided to keep it as quiet as we could while we continued through the hallways.

      One hallway led to another, and we slowly crept our way through the crypt, if that’s what it was. Amalthea used her knowledge and insight to direct us, keeping us on the most likely path to lead to the entrance, our exit. The labyrinthian crypt was beyond massive, based on the distance we covered in these endless hallways. It was like an ancient doomsday bunker for a small village or an ant colony of stone. As far as we traveled, though, we didn’t come across a single zombie. The gusts continued, growing more prominent along with the lumbering noise.

      Finally, after what seemed like an endless maze of twists and turns, we found something different with this hallway. An opening, leading to a different size hallway than before. This opening didn’t have intricate designs like the one we entered the crypt had, so we weren’t walking in circles like I suspected we might have been at some point.

      “Wait here,” I told the group. I tiptoed closer to the opening, peering around the corner.

      The wind gust kicked up again, and the bellowing sound thrashed in my ears. It pushed me away from the opening as if the hallway it led to was breathing out. Or something inside of it was.

      “There’s definitely something in here.” I mouthed over to the group, accompanied by hand gestures. “Do you guys want to fight it?”

      “Not particularly.” Petra silently said, following my lead. “I’d rather leave.”

      “What if that’s the way out?” Shikun also spoke with no sound and large hand motions. “Shouldn’t we at least check?”

      “We should really see what’s making that noise,” Reggie said in a loud whisper, ignoring all of our subtexts, to which I closed his mouth directly afterward.

      “I’ll throw something in there.” I made a voiceless plan. “You guys hide around the corner. If something comes out, we ambush it. If not, we do a quick scan of whatever’s in there and see if it has an exit. Wait right over there.”

      I walked over to the opening again, feeling the ground for a rock. As soon as I found a chunk of stone, I tossed it into the hallway and watched it disappear from the view of Amalthea’s light. It ticked a couple of times before settling down somewhere in the darkness.

      Not a moment later, something slithered inside the darkness, moving about in heavy steps. The steps became louder and louder as the thing in the darkness moved to investigate the rock I threw. Or, at least, I assumed it was doing that. I couldn’t see anything. Amalthea pulled back her light, leaving me only to my glowing aura for sight. I made sure to stay out of the line of sight of the opening in case whatever was in there had eyes. The steps had a piercing sound, like an axe on a grindstone, tipping off to me that it had claws. Big ones.

      The stepping sounds ceased entirely. I waited for a couple moments. No sound whatsoever. Just the faint breathing of the group around the corner, barely sensible by the deafening silence. Even the normal wind gusts, which had been periodical before, didn’t show up when they were supposed to. My grip on Libritas and my sword tightened as I prepared my next move.

      Like a muzzle flash, a smog of black dust blasted into the hallway, filling every edge and corner with a shroud of darkness. Even my aura disappeared, along with the body within it, as all my sight became nothing. Thankfully, my breathing was uninhibited, which meant the aura was still protecting my people and me. That’s one thing I didn’t have to worry about. I felt the tingling sensation of the Khalati Record as I thought through the options.

      “The beast’ll be waiting for us when we get inside,” I told the group through the Record. “Stick to the walls until we can find out where it is. Be sure about your position and make it known to the rest of us. We have to corner it.”

      “Roger that, my boy,” Reggie called in. “I’m heading through the hall to the opening, on the left side.”

      “We’re following behind.” Amalthea updated.

      “I’m going into the hallway,” I told them. “While I distract it, you come in behind me. Clear the entryway as soon as you possibly can.”

      I clung to the left wall as I hustled into the hallway. These kinds of sightless fights are difficult to adjust to if you keep trying to see. You have to focus on what you hear and feel, letting it paint a picture of your surroundings. You’re still going to run into things now and again, but it gets easier to move around once you get the hang of it. My old Krav Maga teacher was a huge kung fu movie buff and put me through one of those “blindfolded fights” on a weekly basis. He said it was good for practice, but I think he just wanted to feel like a wise old sensei. It did give me a bit of a bat-like talent for sizing up objects and placements using sound, though, so I was grateful for it. I was going to need that skill to survive.

      My teacher couldn’t breathe out blinding smog, however, which was a game-changer. As of right now, I could only feel coarse dust in the air, scratching at all of my exposed skin and hear the crackling of it wisping around me. The only thing I knew was there was the wall beside me.

      As soon as I could feel the corner of the opening, I swung out in front of me with Libritas. The Brand only met empty air, completely missing the beast. I skidded across the side of the room I was in, hoping I wasn’t sliding right into the beast’s mouth.

      “We’ve made it into the hallway,” Reggie said.

      “Good, I’m in the next room.” I signaled back. “I haven’t found it yet. Get through the hallway as quick as you can.”

      I moved along the wall, focusing on the beast. If I could feel the subtle movements in the dust, maybe I could get a general direction of where it was. I closed my eyes, painting a new picture in my mind of what was around me.

      The room was pretty big. I could hear the echoes of my footsteps through the crackling smog. The crackle tuned out as I honed my senses on the new environment. There was something in the middle of the place. It was small and didn’t move. Probably not the beast I was looking for, but it was worth noting for later.

      I felt the smog shift above me. As quiet as it tried to make itself now, it was still far too big to go unnoticed as it settled on the wall above me. It was waiting for a moment, positioning itself to strike me in a flash. I’d have to anticipate the exact moment it would try to eat me, or I’d die. Too soon and it would adjust before it took off, killing me instantly. Too late and, well, it would kill me anyway.

      “We’re in the room, on the right side of the back wall,” Amalthea said. “Where are you?”

      “Left side of the back wall,” I said, calculating when to dodge away. “The beast’s right above me. It’s going to attack me at any moment.”

      “We can come to help you!” Petra shouted into the Record. “We’ll come to you. Just wait right there.”

      “No, you stay there,” I ordered. “Shikun, are you with them?”

      “Yes,” she answered. “What do you need?”

      “On my signal, you’re going to breathe fire straight in front of you,” I told her. “Got it? Straight away from the wall.”

      “You better be out of the way,” Shikun demanded. “If you burn alive, I will kill you.”

      “Please, I’ll be fine.” I’m glad she couldn’t hear my knees wobbling.

      “We can hear your thoughts, dear boy,” Reggie reminded me.

      Oh, right.

      That’s when the moment came. The smog shifted ever so slightly as the beast tensed itself to strike. I bolted to the right, feeling the air rush down my back from the beast’s massive body slamming into the ground. My feet kept me flying forward, probably toward a wall that I was going to just slam my face into. I kept Libritas, and my sword pointed ahead of me just in case I misjudged the distance.

      “Hey!” Libritas objected to being used as a bumper.

      “Sorry!” I apologized. “Trying not to die. I’ll just use the sword.”

      “Thank you.” She relented.

      “Treat the lady well, William,” Reggie told me. “She’s practically royalty.”

      You know, it was really frustrating that the Khalati Record mind spaces accelerated communication allowed for people to chastise me at length in a split second.

      I could feel the jaws of the beast snap behind me, missing my foot by less than an inch. That wall had to be coming up soon. It was now or never.

      “Shikun!” I called out to the firebreather.

      Like a flamethrower, I heard the fire gush out into the smog and the satisfactory wails of a charbroiled beast. I twisted around to Brand it, hoping to end the fight right then and there. My Brand only met stone, the beast having slithered away at the last minute. If I could just get rid of this smog, this would be easy.

      “Perhaps I can help with that,” Amalthea said. I heard the powerful icy flurry of her freezing glyph breeze through the air. She had hoped to freeze the smog, weighing it down enough to fall to the ground and clear the space. I wasn’t sure that would work, but it was always worth a shot. Lo and behold, I could see my hands again. The smog was thinning, bit by bit. It would be completely cleared in no time at all.

      But no time at all was too long for the beast who leapt out at me, biting into Libritas’ handle. This may have been a blessing in disguise, though, since Libritas’ steel was some of the strongest stuff around. She’d be able to take a few bites before the smog cleared, and we could finally end this.

      And then I’d give her a good polishing once all of this was over.

      “That would be appreciated,” Libritas said, wincing at the beast’s bites.

      I stuck my honeysteel sword into the beast’s jaw, locking the beast in place while Amalthea cleared the air. As the smog thinned even more, the beast’s form came into view.

      I don’t know why I was surprised to find out it was a zombie as well since everything animated inside of this place seemed to be. I guess what surprised me most was what it was made of. It had a Crocosaur body, like the prehistoric crocodile creatures we’d fought back in the Marches. A bulbous sac had been stuck to its throat with a mixture of a green adhesive and metal staples and was filled with the same smog that had previously obscured the room. More of the smog cleared, and its feathered wings came into view, sewn into it in the same way Viribus’ skin had been sewn together. Finally, the legs and tail were furred and slim, like a wolf’s but stretched to match the size of the rest of the creature. The claws on its feet were obtusely pointed, probably to help it attach to walls like it did before. All in all, it looked like Khaba was trying to make a dragon.

      I took my sword out of its bottom jaw, dragging it along the edge of the sac below its chin. Whatever was inside spilled out like dry ice, with black puffs of smoke drifting away from it as it piled up below it. Nobody blinds me twice. I’m guessing it was built to be an ambush predator, so I was pretty sure it was done.

      Just another obstacle down on our road to find Khaba and the source of the madness.
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      Amalthea finished cleaning up the smog. It crystallized into more white powder, which sprinkled onto the stone ground below. Shikun then took the liberty of removing the fake dragon zombie’s limbs by way of ripping them off. Without the element of surprise and stealth to rely on, it was a total chump. She hesitated on the wings, though.

      “They’ve already been stolen by Khaba.” Petra reasoned with her. “They don’t belong to this zombie or the creature that it’s been so crudely sewn to. You aren’t making another Wingless.”

      “It still feels wrong,” Shikun said as she held one of the wings in her hands and ruffled the feathers. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

      “Let me.” Amalthea pressed a paw into the leathery hide of the zombie’s back. With her teeth, she tore the opposite wing clean out of its fabricated socket, snapping all of its stitches in one pull. The zombie pseudodragon didn’t so much as flinch in pain. It was still animated, but it just couldn’t feel it.

      “Goodness gracious, woman!” Reggie said as he flinched away from the sudden carnage. It wasn’t so much the display of violence, but who was displaying it that surprised him and the rest of us. “You could warn a fellow!”

      “These wings belonged to a sphinx.” That clearly justified the anger in Amalthea’s actions. “This creature isn’t fit to clean them, let alone use them.”

      “Then we aren’t making a Wingless,” Shikun said, placing her foot on the leathery hide like Amalthea had done. “We’re setting things right.” She pulled the wing out, not nearly as cleanly as Amalthea’s performance. Some of the stitches still clung to the torn joint which Petra snapped with her hands.

      Now that we could all see, I took in the full expanse of the room as Amalthea’s lights reignited with electricity and rose toward the top. The chamber was a perfect cube, each side of the exact length with perfect right angles on the edges. The ceiling reached about five times higher than me.

      Stranger still than a room with a dragon zombie inside of it randomly placed inside a labyrinth is a room just like that, but also with strips of glowing symbols lining the walls from top to bottom.

      I was fairly certain the pedestal in the center of the room had something to do with it.

      The same glowing lines of runes that covered the room formed concentric squares around this centerpiece, even crawling up the pedestal itself. On top of it was a single yellow crystal, like a sliver of broken glass resting inside another circle of glowing symbols.

      “Shot in the dark,” I said to the group aloud now that the Record had left us. “What does the Record say about yellow crystals in rooms filled with magic writing?”

      “Surprisingly, there is a reference.” Amalthea padded towards the crystal. “The manuscript is practically destroyed beyond repair, but there is a passage with a single line that says: ‘The Crystal of Purity.’ Does that mean anything to you?”

      “No, but that sounds important,” I mused. “Let’s see if its guardian can tell us more.” I walked over to the zombie, now just a limbless Crocasaur-wolf chimera. Placing my foot on its back, I leaned on the helpless captive. “What’s this crystal all about?”

      The zombie didn’t say anything, but I could see it in its eyes. It knew something and wasn’t talking.

      “Not talking, eh?” Reggie stepped over to the Crocosaur’s other side. “Perhaps we were a bit hasty in removing its limbs?”

      “Maybe.” I looked at the zombie’s grey eye. “It doesn’t care about that. It can’t feel any pain.”

      “What does a zombie care about?” Petra hopped over to us and leaned on my shoulder. “Do zombies care about things?”

      “It cares about this crystal.” I got down to a knee, looking down at it. “What would happen to you if we took it?”

      The zombie snapped at me, thrashing about in a wild fury. I backed away from it, and before it could do more, Petra cast her vines out, restraining it to the wall. Each strand ended in little adhesive puffballs that stuck to the stone surface, which held the monster securely. Try as the zombie might, the vines kept it from breaking free or even opening his jaw more than a couple of inches.

      “Wait a minute.” Petra walked over to the vines and gave them a tug. Her golden aura illuminated her hand as she stroked the green cables. “These vines don’t have your golden aura, Will. They should be dead.”

      Amalthea blinked in surprise. “There isn’t any red mist in this place.” And sure enough, the air was clear. Not even a red tint.

      “Don’t suppose it’s because we’re so deep inside the mountain, do you?” Reggie proposed.

      “Could be,” I agreed, “or it could be the crystal doing something special. I say we take it out of here and see what it can do.”

      The zombie thrashed about as much as it could while trapped within the web of vines, but it was no use. The white puffballs held the vines in place just as easily as before, stretching only a little despite the zombie’s squirming.

      “Look, you’re not getting out of those anytime in this century,” I said to the zombie. “And you can obviously understand me. I’ll make you a deal: tell me one good reason why I shouldn’t take it out of here, and I might just consider it.”

      “Khaba will eat your heart if you so much as touch it!” The zombie hissed at us. His voice sounded like the beginning of a teapot whistling on a stove.

      “It speaks!” I rejoiced. “So Khaba really wants this thing to stay put? Then answer me this: why not put a door in and lock it? I’m sure he can make something sturdy enough to keep any robbers out.”

      The zombie fell silent again.

      “Huh, interesting,” I said, reading between the lines of his silence. “Why can’t Khaba put a door in this room?”

      “That’s ridiculous.” Reggie interrupted. “What kind of dark wizard can’t install something as simple as a door?”

      “You say that, and yet, we didn’t have to break in here,” I pointed out. “No lock was put on the lockbox for the special gem, and Khaba doesn’t strike me as a deliberate idiot. He instead opted for a guardian and these glowing symbols. Amalthea?”

      “On it.” The sphinx lifted herself up on her wings to look upon the glyphs.

      “While she works on that, let’s find out what Khaba has on you.” I walked over to the zombie’s head. “Why are you willing to stay inside a room far away from the other zombies, all of them ready to war with the living? Why are you left out? Maybe I was wrong about Khaba. Maybe he’s really an idiot.”

      “You wouldn’t understand his greatness!” the zombie spoke out for his master. “His brilliance would overwhelm you.”

      Boom. He had got a soft spot for the boss.

      “Really?” I said to the zombie. “You heard Reggie. What kind of dark wizard can’t do rudimentary construction?”

      “You said yourself that Khaba was wise!” the zombie retorted.

      “No, I said he wasn’t deliberately an idiot,” I corrected. “Big difference. He could be an accidental idiot. I mean, we were able to just waltz right in here, beat you, and now, we’re going to take the crystal. And it’s all thanks to Khaba’s own stupid plan.”

      “His plan was perfect!” the zombie wildly defended the evil sorcerer. “The Crystal of Purity was hidden away from all things so that its power could be contained safely.”

      “Is that right?” I nodded my head.

      Containment? Obviously, Khaba couldn’t use it, or it wouldn’t be so far away from his throne room. He couldn’t destroy it since it still exists, and he couldn’t let anyone else have it since it was hidden so far underground but still in his territory where he could keep track of it. Maybe that’s what the symbols were for. A special containment seal.

      We just had to see what else we could get out of this overly eager employee.

      “You think this is contained?” I asked the zombie. “It’s got an opening big enough for our whole group to walk into! How is that contained?”

      “You are an idiot,” the zombie snarled. “You understand nothing of magical items, of power diffusion. Only Khaba could safely keep the Crystal’s energies from rupturing any containment spells placed upon it.”

      Power diffusion, huh? So the opening must have acted like an exhaust port of some kind, letting the crystal’s energies out. Is that what those gusts of wind were?

      A quiet boom resounded from behind me, and I turned to see the crystal pulsing with green energy, sending it out from itself in omnidirectional waves. As the waves moved past each of the strips of circles, it slowed down, eventually coming to a complete stop as it created a large transparent sphere, about as tall as me, around the pedestal. Each wave morphed into the sphere and thickened the opacity of the sphere. Once the last wave morphed into the bubble, the symbols in the strips outside the bubble activated one at a time, a glow sliding up the walls to the ceiling.

      When the top strip of symbols began to glow, the back of the sphere retreated as the front of it glowed brighter before completely losing its transparency. The glowing green light floated in front of the pedestal, suspended by the magic of the symbols in the room. Like a sprung leak in a water balloon, a gust of green smoke poured out of the glowing ball and billowed onto the ground as it drifted out the exit, dissipating as it left the room. The light dimmed as more smoke left it, eventually disappearing entirely. The glowing symbols flashed in a ripple from the roof to the pedestal, and the green smoke was pushed out of the room, leaving no puff or whiff behind.

      Well, that answered that question.

      This Crystal must be packing some serious heat if Khaba had to go to this much trouble to keep it under wraps. Why not a series of tiny holes for the smoke, then, to avoid a gaping one in the side? I was betting it was maintenance-related. He had to come in and out himself to make sure the cage was holding up. Could he not just teleport in? He was a magical sorcerer, after all. I doubt he would even deign to use doors anymore. Maybe the containment symbols prevented that, forcing him to leave an opening for himself. His own overprotection ended up being his downfall.

      “Maybe I am an idiot, Croco-Zom,” I nicknamed the zombie.

      “That is not my name.”

      “You have yet to introduce yourself,” I reminded him. “I can’t do anything but come up with my own name for you until I hear an acceptable substitute. Croco-Zom. Crom-Zom. Crombie-Zombie.”

      “I am Clypeus, Brand of Protection!” The Croco-Zom squirmed again as it threw its tantrum. “You will give me the proper respect my station deserves!”

      “Wait, wait, wait, you’re a Brand?” I said, already suspecting as such. “And specifically of Protection?” I laughed hard, half faking and half real. “Holy shit, are you bad at your job! This is your whole shtick, and we managed to clock you in two minutes. I can’t believe Khaba was dumb enough to have you guard the crystal. Was your dad Khaba’s old college roommate or something?”

      “I was the best possible choice for the job!” Clypeu-Croco-Zom continued his tantrum. “Only I have the patience and diligence of the summoned Greater Brands to keep the crystal out of enemy hands!”

      “No kidding?”

      Wow, this guy was just a fount of information. Being a Brand, and a Greater Brand at that, he had to be a recent addition. He would have been put here specifically to try to keep us out of here. Man, Khaba really had to scrape the bottom of the barrel to dig these guys out, didn’t he? This just proved how much of an impact we had on his plans if he was resorting to this. Now, we only had to beat one more, according to Viribus, and then it was smooth sailing from there.

      “Must be a pretty sweet gig, being a Greater Brand,” I said to him. “In your humble opinion, which of the Greater Brands Khaba summoned do you think would be the strongest, as to be the greatest asset to him and thwart me?”

      “Viribus has the most physical strength, to be sure,” Croco-Zom said. “He makes for a strong warrior, but Garrula has to be the most power-- Hey! You’re trying to get information out of me!”

      “Guilty as charged. Just now figuring that out, are you? And you already gave me what I needed.” I doubted he knew much about what the crystal actually did, so he was pretty useless now.

      “You insolent wretch!” Clypeu-Zom was really steamed now. “I would have wiped the floor with all of you if I were bathed in the Miasma!” He tried to thrash about again, but he couldn’t quite put out as much energy into it.

      He really couldn’t help himself but be informative, could he? The Brand zombies derived their energy from the red mist, or ‘Miasma’ as he called it. It’s like it charged them by radiation. The ‘patience and diligence’ he mentioned before must have really meant sitting still as to not burn up any energy unnecessarily.

      Pieces were starting to fall into place. The crystal destroys Miasma, and that’s why Khaba needed it so far away. If we took the crystal, it’d be that much easier to get rid of the Miasma.

      “Do you know anything about the crystal, Libs?” I asked the Brand.

      “Possibly,” she answered. “I can feel great power contained inside of it, and the crystal’s relationship to the Miasma is unmistakable. There must be a connection.”

      “Crystal of Purity, you are coming with us,” I said aloud, walking over to the pedestal where the yellow crystal was.

      “We’re taking it?” Shikun asked.

      “It’s clearly very important,” I summarized, “and it might help deal with the Miasma.”

      As I reached out to touch the crystal, and my finger touched the edge of the glass, a jolt of electrical-like energy jumped into my finger. That little nip of pain was enough for my Indiana-Jones-senses to go off.

      “If I were an evil wizard, and I never wanted someone to touch this thing,” I thought out loud, “I’d probably make sure that whoever tried to take it never made it out of this place alive.”

      “A booby trap, you suppose?” Reggie stepped up to the pedestal to inspect it. “As dastardly and brilliant as it is dramatic and over-the-top.”

      “Perhaps we should trace an exit before we remove it, then?” Amalthea suggested. “We’ll have to move quickly to evade the trap.”

      “I can do that,” Shikun volunteered. “I’m small enough to move through the tunnels and be back in no time.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked her. “You just said you don’t like tunnels and tight spaces. You’d be alone.”

      “I’ll be fine.” She hopped from foot to foot to hype herself up. “I won’t be very long, anyway.”

      “Malthy, you got one more Record hookup in you?” I asked her.

      “Just one person shouldn’t be much of a strain,” the sphinx mused. “I’ll make sure she’s in constant contact and warn her when she’s out of range.”

      “Thank you.” I gave her a kiss on the cheek.

      The sphinx’s eyes glowed, and Shikun got on her toes and hands like an Olympic sprinter.

      “In and out, really quick.” I could hear Shikun whispering to herself. “You’ve got this, you’ll be back before you know it.”

      It may be hyperbole to say that the boom she left behind in the wake of her takeoff was supersonic, but it certainly felt that way. If you blinked, you’d have missed her blur out of sight as she went to find an exit out of the maze.

      “While she works on that,” I turned back to the Brand of Protection, “we have a Croco-Zom to deal with.”

      “You cannot do anything to me that will matter,” it spat in defiance. “My spirit will live on, no matter what happens to the body.”

      “Relax, I’m done messing around with you.” I put Libritas’ Brand near the Croco-Zom’s head. “We can just release your spirit. Plain and simple.”

      “You may have cheated information out of me, but you are still an idiot.” It insulted me. “My spirit will remain with this vessel so long as I will it so.”

      “I’ve got this special rod here that may argue otherwise.” I placed the Brand on the Croco-Zom’s scaly forehead.

      “He’s right, Will,” Libritas sent in reply. “I was only able to release Viribus because I could sense that he wanted to leave the body. If Clypeus does not want to leave, I can’t force him.”

      “My special rod has decided not to argue otherwise.” I let my arm and Libritas fall to my side. “The decision to leave is entirely yours, apparently.”

      “I’m not leaving.” Croco-Zom kept his lizard lips shut tight.

      “What is your plan here?” I asked him. “You have no Miasma to fuel yourself. The crystal is going away, you have no limbs, plus you’re stuck to a wall. Is this how you want to spend all of eternity?”

      “My constraints will break eventually,” the Croco-Zom pointed out.

      “After a couple of months, maybe,” I said. “By then, you’ll be out of energy, like an iguana in a snowstorm. How are you going to be useful to anybody, then?”

      “Now that I think about it, tactically speaking,” Reggie put himself between Croco-Zom and me, “maybe it’s not quite in our best interest to release these Big Brand types from their fleshy prisons, eh? What’s stopping Khaba from putting the atrocious apparition in another zombie, perhaps a more frightening one?”

      “We aren’t actually going to leave him here,” I told Reggie. “Could you imagine a worse kind of hell than a motionless, sensationless existence, just lying around waiting for the heat death of the universe? We’re not like Khaba. We can have a little compassion for the poor lizard, let him go back to where he belongs for a while.”

      “… you’d do that for me?” the Croco-Zom muttered. “Even though I might go back to Khaba, with a bigger and stronger body?”

      “Sure,” I told him. “I talk a big game, but at the end of the day, I don’t torture people. If we meet again, we’ll just kick your ass like this last time.”

      “You know, I’d squash you in a better body.” It spoke up a bit, “You wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      “We’ve beaten everything that Khaba’s thrown at us so far,” I said. I was mostly right, too, save for the red imp lights from the field, but we were working on that. “Go ahead and try.”

      The Croco-Zom was silent for a moment.

      “Maybe I’ll wait to come back to a body,” it pondered. “Just until Khaba finally captures you. Then you’ll be sorry.” Even in its lizard-like form with its wolf butt, you could see the fear and confusion in its eyes. The Brand inside couldn’t quite tell how it was supposed to feel.

      “Can’t wait.” I placed Libritas on the Crocosaur head, focusing on freeing the Brand inside. Just like with Viribus, the ghostly steel chains were wrapped around the Croco-Zom body, phasing through the wall and the vines as they wound around it. With a click of a lock, the chains fell, and Clypeus’s spirit rose out of the corpse like a vapor, releasing into nothing.

      “I guess all we have to do now is wait for Shikun to--”

      “Shikun’s in trouble.” Amalthea leapt over to where we were.

      “What happened?” Petra ran for the opening in the cage.

      “She’s come across some mist soldiers, as well as a horde of zombies,” Amalthea said as Reggie and eye hopped onto her back. “She’s being overwhelmed.”

      The mighty sphinx made a sweep by the pedestal, and I grabbed the Crystal as we turned to the opening, picking up our dryad and heading into the labyrinth of paths to help our draconian. We didn’t wait for whatever trap Khaba had placed on this room to activate before we were already zooming towards Shikun’s rescue. It was a race against the clock now, but I was confident we could make it.
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      The stone walls around us rumbled and shook, signaling the decreasing stability of the entire structure we found ourselves rushing through. Each shudder sent more dust and soot raining down on us from the ceiling as we turned corner after corner. While I was thankful Amalthea was running so fast, there were a few corners she cut a little close. I was pretty sure my left leg was going to come clean off on one of the edges she barely cleared. It was worth the risk if it meant getting to Shikun as fast as possible.

      “She’s not too far away now,” Amalthea called out as she turned another corner. “She told me every turn she took.”

      The rumbling and shaking changed to tumbling and cracking when the ceiling behind us caved in like a collapsing coal mine. That collapse seemed to chase after us, and the collapsed sections tossed pebbles our way as the rocks and stones from above smashed into the floor.

      Before long, the hallways ended. We charged into a vast cavern, like a cathedral hall but even more depressing. Four thin pillars held the cavern ceiling up, and the blue torch sconces spiraling down them acted as the only source of light in the room. The blue light looked more purple in the tint of the red mist permeating the atmosphere, a good sign we were close to getting outside.

      Thousands of zombies crawled upon each other, lining the floor like they were grains of sand in the Morkannan desert, with more flooding in from beyond the light of the blue fire. The undead mass crawled upon each other and piled up to become a tower stretching into the sky. At the top of that tower was Shikun, desperately breathing silver fire upon the zombies who had latched onto her legs as she pulled away with her wings. The flames didn’t deter the zombies in the slightest as they gnawed upon the thicks scales of her legs. Every burst of flame was punctuated by a tremendous swing of her giant club, swatting whatever zombies used the tower like a ladder to claw at her.

      Amalthea took flight as soon as she entered the room, sailing over the zombies’ heads. Even now, the zombies made another tower of bodies to try to reach us as well. We rose as fast as Amalthea’s wings could carry her as the sphinx summoned a glyph stylized with lightning bolts. With a mighty roar, she threw thunderbolts out from the glyph into the tower, sparking dancing lights into the insides of it. The zombies shocked by the lightning convulsed, breaking their grip on the ones above them as they curled up.

      With that bit of help, Shikun managed to break away from the tower, taking a dozen zombies with her. With a twirl, she shook off the loose ones and sent them flying towards the sea of undead bodies.

      We approached Shikun in the air, and I hacked away at the zombie’s arms, trimming a few away. Petra peeled off a few others, sticking them with her newly grown spear arms. As Reggie shot the last one limp, sending it falling down, Shikun sighed in relief.

      “Thanks for coming,” Shikun said as she regained her breath. “I accidentally tripped one of the traps. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” I told her. “We’re glad you're safe, but we have to move. Did you find an exit?”

      “No, but I found a breeze.” She pointed toward the far end of the room, shrouded in darkness. “That should lead us outside.”

      “Good work!” I said. “The place is collapsing. Lead the way.”

      With that, Shikun took a dive, rolling in the air in her swoop down towards the darkness at the other side of the room. Amalthea followed as the pillars cracked beside us, the signal that the destruction had caught up with us. Amalthea’s thunder lights floated over Shikun, lighting the way.

      “Shikun mentioned red mist soldiers?” Reggie remembered. “Where--”

      An arrow flew past his face, shaving right past his nose. The trail of the arrow led to a pair of zombies hanging from the ceiling. One had beefed-up arms, and a special pair of thick cables wrapped around them. One cable was attached to the ceiling by a set of spikes on the tip, suspending the two zombies in the air as it swung toward us. The other cable was swinging around below them in tandem with the cable keeping them aloft, ready to latch onto the ceiling so the other cable could let go. Dangling below it was another set of thinner cables from which hung an archer in the air with a bow longer than its body, preparing another shot. Both were garbed in armor made of laminated, lacquered wood that reminded me of an ancient samurai.

      Just then, another arrow sang by my own head, leading me to another pair of zombies with the exact same setup, a beefy cable thrower, and an archer with a really long longbow.

      “--does Khaba come up with these zombie ideas?” Reggie finished his thought.

      “Do you think he just sits in a room and stitches zombies together all day?” Petra jokingly asked. “Is that what he does all day in his lair?”

      “If so, that’s the most messed up doll collection I’ve ever heard of,” I snarked as I blocked an arrow heading straight for my face.

      As Shikun led the way through the mouth of another cavern, the beefy zombies swung their way after us like monkeys in a jungle, shortening their cables around their arms as they approached the wall while their archer passengers notched more arrows.

      This cave was much smaller than this one, lined with grey crystalline stalagmites and stalactites like a lamprey's mouth. Zombies flooded in after us, filling the floor to bursting with bodies as we soared over their heads. Amalthea twisted and turned over the obstacle course of grey gems in the winding cave to keep right on Shikun’s tail. The rope-climber duos were hot on our trail, deftly dodging and weaving while the archers hurled more arrows at us.

      I had hoped the collapsing cave would have taken care of them, but they were much faster and more resilient than I gave them credit for. When he could get a clear shot, Reggie fired off a few rounds. He landed a few shots dead in the barrel-chests of the rope-swingers, but they shrugged them off like bee stings.

      For a second, I thought about getting Petra to suspend me with her stretched arms so I could fight those damn mist soldiers. Realizing that was possibly one of the more absolutely insane and stupid ideas I’d come up with, I opted for a better plan.

      “Amalthea, can you take us just a bit higher?” I asked our lovely air transportation. I had a hunch about the overall stability of a cave set to collapse on a trigger and what I could do with it.

      “I can certainly try.” Amalthea pumped her wings to rise up in the cavern.

      I brought Libritas up above me, focusing her heat into the Brand. Once we were close enough to the ceiling, I shoved Libritas into the stone, the heat melting into the rock, and dragged her along as we squeezed between two stalactites. Another arrow grazed my side, right underneath one of the plates in my armor. I couldn’t quite feel it at the moment, and I probably wouldn’t have noticed if I didn’t see it fly by.

      My hunch was right on the money. The stone quickly gave way to Libritas, spreading the cracks and breaks throughout the roof. Destruction washed over the stalactites and brought them raining them down onto the cavern floor, striking the zombies chasing us from the ground. The ceiling began to collapse just the same behind the cable-swingers and trapped them between the two.

      In a last-ditch effort to stick with us, the swinging zombies launched their spiked cables ropes toward us, hoping to stick the barbed ends into one of us. I managed to swat one away, dooming both its wielder and its archer partner to a burial underneath the crumbling stones.

      Unfortunately, the other managed to stick its barbed cable into Amalthea’s side as she cried out in pain. The mist soldiers were hauled behind us like a sky banner, pulling Amalthea down towards the zombies below.

      Immediately, Petra began to tug against the hooks, wrapping her vines around the cables to slide the fang-like protrusions out of Amalthea’s skin. Try as she might, the weight of the rope-swinging mist soldier kept tugging back against the cable, leaving it in Amalthea’s side. Then the cable-swinger started climbing up towards us, twisting the cable around its arm as it shrank the distance between us.

      With a swift kick, I booted the hook, tearing a tiny chunk of Amalthea’s flesh as the cable came loose. The rope swinger and its archer fell to the floor below, disappearing into the growing cloud of dust and gems behind us. I hated to do that to Amalthea, but I also like all of us living. We’d have to get that checked on later. I just hoped that Amalthea could bend herself enough to heal it with magic. If not, Petra and I could treat it well enough.

      Finally, as if getting rid of those mist soldiers was all we needed to open the way out, I saw the peering light of the outside up ahead of us. Amalthea and Shikun bolted forward, eager as all of us to leave this godforsaken place behind us.

      We rushed through the exit, breaking free into the misty red air I’d grown to appreciate. The suns had almost set on the desert, creating a thicker, redder climate throughout the sands, like it was bathed in infrared.

      The cave behind us closed up behind boulders and rocks, the face of the mountain concaving in above it. Nothing remained of the previous cave except a ruin of pebbles. The dust settled as we landed in front of it. I stepped off of Amalthea and stretched, relishing in the sprawling of the muscles in my arms and legs after a long journey of high tension.

      “Everybody, sound off,” I told the group. “What injuries do we have?”

      “Nothing major,” Shikun said, pulling bits of grey crystal from her armor plates and scarlet scales. “Just some scrapes and scratches.”

      “I’ve got a flesh wound, nothing more,” Amalthea said dismissively. “I’ll attend to the other injuries first.”

      “I’ve got a few scratches.” Petra hopped off of Amalthea on the other side. “It might take me some time to find good nutrients in the desert, but I can heal up by myself.”

      “Does emotional scarring count?” Reggie asked. “If not, I have nothing to report besides the usual pains of age and-- Bloody hell! William, your leg!”

      “What?” I looked down on my legs. “Oh.”

      Sure enough, there was an arrow sticking out on both ends just behind the flesh of my knee. Those archers were better shots than I thought. I guess with all the adrenaline coursing through me dulled the pain, and I didn’t notice. At that moment, my body remembered all of the aches and pains I had been putting off since we passed through the wall. I fell over onto Amalthea, holding myself up on her saddle.

      “You’re going to be fine, Will.” Petra soothed as she ran over to me. She bent down to examine the wound. “We’ll take care of you.”

      “I know.” I lifted my head up and tried to downplay the severity of the moment. “It’s just an arrow.”

      “Through your leg!” Shikun said, bending down to look at the arrow. “I’ll see if I can get it out.”

      “Just break off one of the ends and pull the other out,” Reggie recalled his military medical training. “It pierced all the way through, so it’ll be simple enough to fix.”

      Shikun held the shaft next to the arrowhead and neatly sliced it off with her talons. She then pulled out the feathered end in a quick tug, removing the arrow effectively and efficiently… and very, very painfully. It took all of my willpower not to scream out in pain. The holes left behind trickled blood over my clothes and stained them red.

      Petra took me by the shoulder gently, supporting me so Amalthea could move around and place her paw on my injured leg. A calming blue glow surrounded the wound as she called on her magic. The holes tightened up, eventually smoothing over to fresh skin as if an arrow wasn’t just in there a moment before. You’d have thought it managed to poke a hole in my pants and nothing more.

      “Thanks, Malthy.” I sat down in the sands and looked out into the dusk horizon.

      We had managed to make it into the inside of the cragged mountain range we saw earlier, reaching the heart of Morkanna. The many monuments and mausoleums hobbled together by shoddy zombie workmanship in the far distance were proof enough that we were getting close. Khaba seemed to favor quantity over quality, as the mausoleums and crypts were so packed together and stacked so high made it look like a metropolis. Zombie New York or Tokyo, if you will.

      “We should make camp soon,” I pointed out. “I can already tell that we’re not even halfway done with all of the things we’ll have to do before we can get out of here. We’ll have to keep up our strength.”

      “It’ll have to be fairly hidden,” Reggie suggested. “No doubt Khaba is looking for us with that last general of his. Wouldn’t want to be stabbed in my sleep, thank you very much.”

      “Where could we hide that’d be safe?” Shikun asked. “We’ll have to have a guard keep watch just in case.”

      “We’ll find someplace secluded in the mountains.” I walked along the side of the mountain we just exited. “I’ll take first watch. Reggie will take second, you girls can decide who gets third. We’ll leave early in the morning. Don’t want to spend any longer here than we have to.”

      “I can take the whole watch after Will,” Amalthea offered. “Sphinxes are not required to sleep as long as others. It’s part of why we’re such great guardians.”

      “That settles that,” I stated. “By the way, now that we know the red mist is called Miasma, I was thinking about those Brand zombies and what to call them: Miasmadons. You know, like Myrmidons, but with Miasma.”

      “What do pirates have to do with zombies?” Petra asked.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked for clarification. “They weren’t pirates. They were soldiers that Achilles was in charge of.”

      “Who’s Achilles?” Shikun chimed in, equally as confused as the rest of us were becoming.

      “I’m sensing a bit of miscommunication here.” I stepped back from the conversation. “Tell me what you’re thinking of, first.”

      “Do you mean the mermaid criminal pirate syndicate who terrorized the Vatrian Sea for decades?” Amalthea asked. “They called themselves a crime family and pilfered more than a thousand ships in their careers as pirates.”

      “Have you not heard about them?” Petra said. “The Merma-Dons were legendary, even to my people in the Treison woods. Evil, but still legendary.”

      “Merma-Do--” The realization struck me like a flick to the forehead. I couldn’t even get angry at them for the bad pun since they didn’t even know they were making one. It was a common cultural reference to them. “I see. No, I was not referencing mermaid pirates. I was referring to mythical warriors.”

      “Oh, that makes more sense,” Petra said. “I guess it’s a good name.”

      “I think it’s a good name, William.” Reggie supported me. “Rolls off the tongue a bit better than ‘Brand zombie,’ certainly.”

      “Especially since we already have regular zombies,” Shikun added. “It’s a good change, even if it sounds like the undead decided to join a pirate crew.”

      “How was I supposed to know about the Merma-Dons?” I defended myself. “I haven’t even been here half a year.”

      “I guess you have a lot to catch up on while you’re here.” Petra nudged me. “I’m glad to help you with that.”

      “I’m the living library, here.” Amalthea enlightened us. “If anyone is going to be teaching him about the world, it’s me.”

      “Don’t forget about me.” Shikun butted in. “I may not have as much knowledge as you two about the world, but there’s plenty he could learn from me.”

      “I’m sure I’m going to be learning plenty from all of you,” I promised all of them. “I can’t wait for the next opportunity.”

      “Neither can we,” Petra said, wrapping herself around my right arm like she was trying to get me to wear her.

      “It would be our pleasure.” Shikun did the same to my left.

      “I’m going to have to stop you there,” Reggie said, pushing me out from Shikun and Petra’s grasps. “I would be more than happy to let you indulge yourselves in each other in most given scenarios. After all, you need to relax, unwind, and enjoy yourselves every once in a while. However, I am fairly certain that whatever space we find for our shelter will not be the most spacious in the way of sleeping arrangements. You don’t have the room for it.”

      “We weren’t going to--” I started.

      “You don’t have the room.” Reggie looked me dead in the eye. I couldn’t tell if he actually believed we were going to try anything here, of all places, or not.

      “Alright, we don’t have the room.” I relented.

      This desert full of zombies, deathly mist, and constant fear for our safety doesn’t make for the most romantic and sexy of scenarios. We have far too much to worry about to even be thinking about that right now. Any thoughts to self-indulgence could wait right now until Khaba was dead, or at least until we were out of the Miasma.

      After that, though, there’s no stopping us. I planned to celebrate the victory and peace as often as I could. It saddened me that I couldn’t include Amalthea in all of this, but the biological limitations were… extensive. She’s absolutely beautiful, just like Shikun and Petra are in their own ways, and it shouldn’t matter that we can’t have that physical connection. I can be just as intimate with her emotionally and spiritually.

      “You’re such a spoil-sport,” Petra said, slinking back to my arm.

      “We’d be quiet,” Shikun tried to reason with Reggie, wrapping back onto my other arm.

      “You know, ladies,” Amalthea said, popping her head beside mine, “theoretically, it should be much easier for me to maintain a Khalati Record connection with all of us while we’re asleep. It’d be like sharing a mind space but with a dream. In a dream space, we wouldn’t make any noise, and bodily limitations are far less… impeding.” She kissed my cheek.

      “I thought you were taking watch after William?” Reggie reminded her. “You two wouldn’t be asleep at the same time.”

      “You’d be taking the first watch instead.” Amalthea looked at Reggie with a glare with enough poison to kill a bull elephant. “That won’t be a problem, will it?”

      “No, not at all!” Reggie raised his hands as if he was being arrested. “Absolutely, I’ll guard the fort while you… take care of things. Just be sure to wake up when there’s danger afoot.”

      “We’ll be ready for anything,” I swore to him.

      “We’re sorry, Reginald.” Shikun appealed to the knight. “This may be the last time we’ve got before we head into the worst of it, you know?”

      “You know he deserves it, after all that he’s done.” Petra continued the argument. “Spearheading the resistance and saving all of Etria should have some sort of tangible reward, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Alright, alright.” Reggie yielded. “We should cherish the time we have in relative safety while we have it. I’ll make sure you’re not disturbed.”

      “Are you girls sure we shouldn’t wait until after we’re finished here?” I said, probing if they were really committed to this. It’s not that I didn’t want it, far from it. I was well aware of the situation.

      “This may be our last moment of peace before the end,” Amalthea said with finality, “and I just found a way to get what I’ve wanted since you’ve freed me from Khaba. I’m taking the chance now.”

      Talk about a game-changer. Here I was, writing the possibility off without trying to get as creative as Amalthea was. I honestly couldn’t believe the girls were all up for it now. Who was I to question it, though? I in no way prompted or coerced this in any way. And we needed the sleep, anyway.

      Why not multitask?
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      The mind space of the Khalati Record was ours to manipulate and manipulate it we did. We were no longer bound by physical limitations here, and we could create any scenario we wanted. 

      As to which one of us dreamt up the elaborate tavern common room, well, I knew it wasn’t me, but I wasn’t complaining either. I wasn’t sure where any of the girls had gotten the idea from, maybe from one of the books that Amalthea had read, because it didn’t match anything I had seen in Solanna, even in the Baroness’s Solspire. No, this resembled some exotic den from the Arabian Nights.

      Definitely Malthy’s idea, the more I considered. 

      “Your eyes keep drifting, William," Petra purred against the shell of my ear and followed my gaze. I hadn’t realized that the woman I was staring at across the room was Amalthea. She was stunning in her near-human form. Though much more… manageable in size, her upper torso retained all the same gorgeous qualities of her sphinx’s humanoid parts, while the rest had turned into something almost human. All that gave her away was the golden lioness’s tail and her feathery wings. "She does clean up nicely." 

      "She certainly does," I agreed readily.

      Petra’s eyes grew dark. "I bet she'd look pretty taking your cock."

      “Petra!” I mock scolded and pulled her closer.

      She shrugged and nuzzled my cheek. "Shikun looks pretty good herself. I'd let her put her mouth on me." 

      I nearly dropped my drink at the suggestion, but I couldn’t deny that the mental image of that very thing intrigued me. I placed a kiss beneath the lobe of Petra’s ear and hummed 

      "She'd make a lovely mess of you."

      "I'm always a lovely mess, thank you very much," Petra teased back. “We dryads are… primal creatures, after all.”

      "That you are, and an absolutely stunning mess at that," I rebutted, this time dragging his lips along her neck. "I quite like you that way." 

      "Even if it isn't you making me a mess?" Petra questioned, and by now Amalthea and Shikun had figured out that we have been watching them from across the room.  

      "I admit that seeing one of the others turn you into such a wreck would be difficult, but such a beautiful sight should be shared, at least with good company," I smirked. “If nothing else, it would be well worth the show.”

      "You speak of me as though I'm some piece of art," Petra mocked as she slipped her fingers around my drink sipped. When I had gotten a drink, I didn’t know, but it was green and fruity, and I felt fancy holding the delicate glass in my hand.  

      "Because you are, Petra," I replied, and there was a more serious bite in my tone now. 

      Amalthea and Shikun’s conversation looked to have entirely tapered off as they finally approached, sultry smirks in place. As Amalthea stepped up to the other side of me, she giggled in my ear. 

      "What shenanigans are the two of you getting into now?”

      “I assure you that it’s nothing to worry about,” I replied smoothly and played along with the scene we had set for ourselves during this dream rendezvous, “Though I believe that Petra here has an interesting proposition for you both." 

      "Oooh,” Shikun cooed and leaned closer to us. “What is it, first sister?"

      Petra flushed, partly out of embarrassment for being put on the spot, but she gathered the gumption and leaned over me, beckoning Amalthea to come closer with the crook of her finger. She obeyed, of course, and the two of them kissed passionately, tongues clashing as they both moan into one another’s mouths. 

      They were a sight to behold, finally. For so long, I suspected that they had yearned for something like this, and now it was happening. I rested my hands on both of their backs as I pressed encouraging kisses to their temples. 

      “We should take this somewhere more private,” I suggested, and suddenly the floor fell away, the exotic tavern was left behind, and my drink disappeared. Shame. It was a good drink, too. 

      Where slick black tiles had been before was now replaced with a plush carpet, like something out of a cheesy romance novel. There was a huge, circular bed that was big enough to not only fit the four of us, but at least another two people, and a fireplace that crackled with fresh cut wood. The windows outside overlooked a snowy mountain, definitely not anywhere near the arid desert inn that we had been in before. 

      Another difference that I noted almost immediately is that we were all naked. Somewhere between the transition of settings, our clothes were lost, and the three beautiful women who had become my lovers all beckoned me over with their bodies. 

      I faltered at the edge of the bed. I’d had my fun with Shikun and Petra before, but this whole idea was so that we could include Amalthea in our escapades. I didn’t want to make this about me when it should have been all about her. I could have my fun outside of the dream land that we’d created within the library. 

      “What’s troubling you, my savior?” Amalthea questioned as her long nails raked gently over my torso and teasingly down the length of my cock. I could see the hunger in her eyes, her need to take advantage of as much time as she could. 

      “Nothing at all,” I assured her with a kiss, “but I do think that we should refocus our attention.”

      Shikun and Petra smirked, but Amalthea didn’t seem to catch my drift, as smart as she was. 

      “I’m not sure I understand, William,” she replied hesitantly. 

      “What he means is that he wants to make you the center of attention.” Petra giggled and kissed her neck. 

      “I am okay with this turn in events,” Shikun added, her scaled fingers dancing over her skin, eliciting goosebumps in her wake. 

      “O-Oh,” Amalthea stammered, and I couldn’t help but laugh at her shocked expression. 

      “That’s right,” I hummed as I leaned closer and kissed her slowly. “Tonight it’s all about you.” 

      Without warning, I gently pushed her onto her back and settled between her legs as she willingly parted them for me. I was in no rush to finish her off, at least not before I let the girls have some fun of their own. Still, Amalthea clung to me and arched into my touch, her body shivering with all the new stimulation of touch and affection. 

      “You look good like this,” I murmured in her ear. “All splayed out, like a treat.”

      Amalthea shivered, and Shikun shushed her quiet moan with a finger to her lip. 

      “We’ll take good care of you, won’t we, Petra?” the dragon-girl purred.

      Petra giggled in response again. “Of course we will. The question is, who wants to go first?”

      I sat back and watched as Shikun and Petra leaned over Amalthea’s body and engaged in a hot, searing kiss that fought for dominance over her new body first. Enthralled, I had to take part, and I slid a finger over both of their clits, eliciting a harsh sound from both of them as they rocked against the digit. 

      “That wasn’t very fair, William,” Shikun pouted at me as she leaned into Petra, who clung to her in kind. 

      “Yeah, you should make it up to us,” she chided with a smirk, “by deciding who gets to be the first one to ravage this beauty.” 

      Amalthea flushed with such praise as she looked between the three of us. “Do I get a say in this?”

      “No.” We all smirked and answered her immediately. 

      “I think she needs a taste of what we have to offer her,” I added as I looked her flush body up and down. “Go on, Shikun, let her taste you.” 

      Amalthea keened in response as her eyes fell on the dragon-girl. “Please.”

      “Do not worry, I will make sure we both enjoy this.” Shikun laughed as she crawled up the length of Amalthea’s body. She stopped only briefly to roll her tongue over the pert buds of her nipples before she continued up to her lips, kissing her slowly. 

      As they kissed, I sat back on my haunches and watched, stroking my own cock in gradual motions. It was going to be a treat to see my harem interact finally, and I was ecstatic that I got to be a part of it. 

      “May I?” Petra hummed in my ear as her fingers danced along the fingers gripping my cock. 

      “Sure,” I replied easily, and Petra’s hand replaced my own. Her chin came to rest on my shoulder as she curled up next to me to watch the show, which was just about to get good. 

      Shikun moved on from the kiss, leaving Amalthea breathless as she finished her ascent and straddled her thighs on either side of the sphinx’s face. Given that Amalthea had a tongue like a cat, I could only imagine that Shikun would enjoy herself.

      As soon as she had settled her pussy over her mouth, Amalthea wasted no time in diving her tongue into her, and Shikun nearly buckled over from the intense wave of pleasure that struck her. Quickly, I reached a hand out to stabilize her, and she clung to it as she rocked back and forth on Amalthea’s tongue.

      “Is she good for you?” I asked huskily. If the bright flush that had already taken ahold of her cheeks was any indication, then it was safe to say that yes, she was more than enjoying herself already. 

      “So good,” Shikun moaned and she sank further into Amalthea, and I watched as her pussy convulsed on the tongue invading her entrance. Amalthea ate her like a meal, as though she was starving and didn’t know she had been until she had gotten a taste. 

      “Ooh, she keeps that up, and Amalthea will make her cum so soon,” Petra teased, her hand still firmly playing with my cock. “Do you want to watch that, William?”

      “I do,” I groaned, unable to take my eyes away from the way Amalthea’s tongue spread Shikun open. The lewd sounds of slurping and moaning filled the room, and a shudder ran through my body. “You’ll come for us, won’t you Shikun?”

      “N-Now?” she asked, gasping as her free hand tangled in the mane of blond hair on Amalthea’s head. Her hips gyrated as Amalthea hummed against her clit, and she bit her lip to keep from being too loud. 

      “Who are you hiding that pretty voice from?” I teased. “Let us hear you.”

      With a great amount of willpower, Shikun tore her hand away from her mouth and cried out. She was so close, I could see it in the way her pussy constricted, and she tried to take Amalthea’s tongue into her, fucking her face like her very life depended on it. 

      “Whenever you’re ready,” I answered her finally, but by then she was already coming undone. Shikun’s thighs shook furiously as she squirted and emptied her juices into Amalthea’s waiting tongue. 

      That time, she nearly collapsed even with me holding her up, and I scooped her into my arms before she fell onto the bed. The intensity of her orgasm was still wracking her body when I cradled her in my lap, and she rolled her hips with need, her body still craving more. 

      “Easy, Shikun,” I soothed and kissed her forehead. “You did so well for us.” 

      As Shikun rode out her high, Petra was quick to take her place, kissing Amalthea fiercely and hungrily lapping up the excess juices that had dribbled down her chin. 

      “You made quite a mess of her,” Petra trilled as she slinked down Amalthea’s body. “Now, it’s my turn.” 

      The sound on anticipation Amalthea made sent a chill straight to my boner, and I was thankful that I had Shikun in my lap, because I needed to be touched. I slid into her sensitive pussy slowly. I had no intentions of keeping a rhythm. Instead, I wanted to fuck her nice and slow while I watched Petra have her way with Amalthea. 

      I expected Petra to simply give her the same treatment that Shikun had delivered and eat her out. I was mistaken and instead was granted the sight of Petra sliding onto her back and spreading her legs. She entwined them with Amalthea’s legs and scooted herself closer until their pussies were flush together. 

      The roll of their hips was slow at first, and I kept the same pace while I gingerly pumped myself into Shikun. Then it picked up, and the wet slap of their pussies colliding as they scissored echoed off the walls of the made-up room. 

      “By the Scarlet Wing, that’s so hot,” Shikun whispered hotly, silvery flames spurting out of her nose with every huff. 

      “It really is,” I moaned in her ear. My hands gripped her hips tightly as not to ruin the torturously slow pace I was setting for myself. The slide of their slick folds rubbing together, the loud sweet noises that fell from both of their lips as they rode against one another had me wanting to be in the middle of them. If only I had more than one penis. But alas, I would suffice with watching, but just for now, just until Petra had gotten what she wanted. 

      “Is she not the best?” Shikun moaned, and she reached out to tweak one of Petra’s sensitive nipples. 

      “Yes,” Petra’s moan was broken as she gripped one of Amalthea’s thighs, riding her harder. 

      “And what about you?” Shikun moved to Amalthea as she still allowed me to use her pussy, and they kissed. 

      “P-Petra... s’good,” she managed through hot gasps from air, and she purred as Petra rubbed her clit directly over hers. “I think… I am…”

      “I don’t think so,” I growled with a smirk. “You’re all mine when it comes to that.” 

      Petra laughed into the moan that escaped her lips. “I guess he wants me to be done with you so he can claim your orgasm for himself.” With reluctance, she peeled herself off Amalthea and climbed back up her body. “That’s okay, I’d rather you drink me, too.” 

      Before Amalthea could protest, not that she would, Petra was straddled atop her face in the same fashion as Shikun had been, only Petra didn’t allow Amalthea to put her face between her legs. Rather she positioned herself in just the right way that she was able give Amalthea a mouthful as she rubbed herself to orgasm, making a mess of the bed, Amalthea, and herself as she did. 

      Shikun moaned from both the sight and my cock still fucking her unbearably slowly. “Impressive, Petra.”

      Petra smirked as she scampered off Amalthea and turned to kiss her deeply, tasting herself on the sphinx’s tongue. Now that the girls had their fun though, it was my turn, and I was more than looking forward to it. 

      Carefully, I eased myself out of Shikun, who kissed me as I moved around her to settle back between Amalthea’s legs. I leaned over her, pressing my hands above her head and kissed her sweetly, savoring the lingering tastes of my other girls on her lips.

      “Are you ready, Amalthea?” I questioned sweetly, and she answered with a short nod. 

      “I’ve been waiting for this for a long time, William. I’m more than ready.” 

      A laughed softly and kissed her again. “Then I won’t keep you waiting anymore.”

      With one hand, I gripped her hip and eased her onto my cock. The slide was easy thanks to Petra getting her nice and lubed up for me, and I pushed until I bottomed out inside of her. Even with her vagina slicked up, she was still tight as hell, and she felt amazing around my cock. 

      “Fuck,” I swore breathlessly as I adjusted to how hot and cramped Amalthea was. 

      “Isn’t she amazing?” Shikun and Petra asked in unison, and I glanced at them to find that they had taken to cuddling naked to watch the show, which was more than fine by me. I liked to put on a show as much as I loved to watch one. 

      “Definitely,” I answered with a smile and kissed Amalthea again. With a shuddering breath, I drew my hips back slowly. Then, without warning, I slammed myself back in all the way, sending a thrill of pleasure through the both of us. 

      “William!” Amalthea cried out, and it occured to me that she was already sensitive from her round with Petra, so this was going to be even more fun. 

      “Oh, do you like that?” I teased and repeated the same action, pulling my cock out almost all the way and driving back in hard. 

      “Y-Yes…” she purred. “More.”

      “More?” I mimicked with a smirk and sat back on my haunches once again. “You mean, like this?”

      I gripped both of her hips then and pulled her into each powerful thrust, our skin slapping together as our bodies collided. Amalthea’s moans became broken, needy as she writhed under me. Everything about her at that moment was absolutely perfect. 

      “I-I…” she trailed off, words beyond her, but I knew what she was trying to say. 

      “Go on, Amalthea, let go,” I urged. “Give yourself to me.” 

      It was all the goading that she needed, and she came hard around my cock, squeezing me as I continued to thrust into her, being close to the precipice of cumming myself. 

      “So good for me,” I praised, and Amalthea whined appreciatively. 

      “Now it’s your turn, William,” Petra cooed, and I realized that she and Shikun had moved to either side of me, clung to me as I kept fucking Amalthea’s pussy. 

      “Cum for us, William,” Shikun added. “Let Amalthea see you come undone.” 

      “Please,” Amalthea added through an orgasm-heavy lilt. 

      My hips stuttered, and my jaw fell open in a silent scream as I spilled myself inside of her. Having all of my girls there had been so much better than I could have dreamed it, which was ironic, seeing as this was taking place within a dream-like state. 

      I had wanted our first time together to be special, and while it wasn’t what I had in mind, I wouldn’t have had it any other way.
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      We fell asleep together in the dream world of the Record, and then I descended into the most pleasant dreams of my own. We were all absolutely worn out, but with Sir Reginald standing guard, I could rest peacefully. My dreams were indistinct and felt pleasant enough, and I had a strong sense of… pink?

      Yes, an overwhelming flood of pink and the cloying scent of some flower filled my dreams. In the back of my head, there was a high-pitched, penetrating voice that cut through to my soul, indistinct and strangely commanding. Still, something felt odd, and I tried to rouse myself from my sleep.

      For a moment, I thought perhaps I was awake. I swore that I opened my eyes, but there was still pink everywhere, though I caught what looked to be Reggie collapsing over to the ground of the cave we took shelter in. But it had to be a dream, because instead of jolting to my feet, I only smiled in contentment. After all, we had a party to go to, a very nice dance party…

      When I woke again, my head was spinning. It was like the worst hangover I’ve ever had. Either that or someone actually managed to put a railroad spike in my head without killing me. I peeled my eyes open, trying to get my bearings on exactly where I ended up. This definitely wasn’t a dream. I had too much experience with those to be fooled into thinking this was some kind of vision.

      No, something happened to me… to us.

      That’s when the strange pinkness rushed back in, and I remembered the distant voice that seemed to command me in my dream… if that was a dream. I’d never heard it before. That’s when I caught the rotting scent in front of me, and I snapped my focus to what was in front of me.

      I was met with a half-eaten human face, dried unnaturally with exposed bone and flesh. The eye in the skin-covered part of the face was gone, leaving the eyelids to flap about. The other eye rolled from side to side inside the socket of the bare skull. The veins inside of it were thick and red while the fungal rot growing on it was green and slimy. Half the teeth were missing sporadically in its mouth, and the other half were black with tar. The lower half-lip swung from side to side, stretched by the jawbone still attached to it like a pendulum.

      And it was wearing a pink, floral bonnet.

      Now that I was more alert to what was happening, I took a good look at the zombie. Its entire getup was a bright pink affair, reminiscent of Victorian styles with its many buttons and frills, though the cut and trim matched some of the styles I saw in the Solspire of Solanna. The dress even poofed out in the back, making the zombie’s ass look ten times larger. It was gaudy to witness and much more unpleasant to smell. But that wasn’t the weirdest part.

      The weirdest part was that I was holding it around the waist.

      We were shifting from side to side, taking steps in a waltz that had no music. Looking to my sides, other zombie couples waltzed beside us, also dressed up in the same pink clothes, all Etrian chic. Pink gentlemen zombies held onto pink noble lady zombies, spinning around and around in an endless dance. There were bodies from every race I’d encountered before, from orcs and ferynxes to draconians and dwarves, throughout the courtyard circle. I looked at my own clothes to find that they matched everyone else’s.

      Someone had undressed and redressed me. That was just sick and wrong.

      I was about to break my hands away from the zombie noble I found myself dancing with, then break its neck so I could leave to find the others. Then I noticed that there were no weights at my waist, no weapons or bags or sheathes at my belt.

      Libritas was gone, too. I immediately reached out mentally to her, and while the link was still there, she didn’t really respond. Instead, it felt like prodding a sleeping person. I swear I could even hear her snore cutely in my head. This was just going from bad to worse. I let my guard down for one second, and this happened. Typical. I guess. I mean, who would have predicted hypnotic pink zombies, anyway?

      I needed more information before I made my next move. Or at least an opening where I could break away without getting torn to shreds. Not that I wasn’t confident in my own skills in hand-to-hand combat, but that’s one of the least effective methods of dealing with the undead. I also had to find out what happened to my friends before something happened to them. If they kept me alive, it’s safe to say they kept them alive as well.

      The suns had set all the way down, bringing the freezing breeze of night. Two steps over, and I was standing on stone. Two more steps over, sand. Another step, stone again. Our Breast-Cancer-Awareness Ball of the Dead was encased by an abandoned circular courtyard of sandstone, with several houses rising out of the streets. The walls of the houses were stylized with ancient Egyptian-like paintings, faded and chipped by time and neglect. Further out, towering mausoleums and crypts towered over the houses and surrounded the miniature town.

      So, I must be further into the ‘city of the dead’ we saw earlier. At least we were still making progress towards where we needed to go. Now, where was the…?

      As my dance partner and I twirled to the left, I peered between two tall and deathly buildings to see a giant ziggurat-style pyramid. Out of the top, a faint hue of the red mist funneled out of it. In fact, it was so faint that if you weren’t focusing on it, you would miss it, but now that I saw it, I couldn’t get it out of my vision.

      Nice. Mr. Sandman put me right where I needed to be. Of course, that meant nothing if I couldn’t find my girls and Reggie. I could only hope they were also in this waltz, or somewhere else nearby.

      As if to answer my thoughts, more zombie couples came in from one of the streets leading into the courtyard. On the arms of one of the noble ladies was Reggie, dressed in similar attire to mine. His eyes were wide, his pupils dilated to being almost completely black as a bit of drool came out of the side of his mouth. He was completely out of it.

      Whether it was my mother’s angelic constitution, Libritas’s blessing, or my own cussed stubbornness, I was thankful for whatever let me break free of this hypnosis.

      But Reggie and his dance partner weren’t alone. Soon, the dance floor was crowded with dancers in dresses and tailcoats. One by one, I spotted Shikun, Petra, and finally Amalthea, all in pink dresses to match the zombie girls. The dryad’s was the most normal, though the ensemble made her look like a giant carnation. Shikun’s dress was more of a wrap-style to accommodate her tail and scaly limbs, as well as an open back for her wings. Amalthea was garbed distinctly different, though. Her attire was perfectly designed for a sphinx outside of the garish color, a two-piece design that carried a similarity to ancient Egyptian garb that matched the Morkannan architecture. It didn’t even so much have a skirt as it did a bejeweled belt around her leonine waist, still in the same eye-searing pink. Oddest of all, she was standing upright, and her orcish zombie partner might as well have been a dwarf by comparison.

      None of this could have just been pulled out of someone’s ass. Whoever had us trapped was waiting for us, and that meant it could only be Garrula, the last zombie general on our list.

      Someone who wasn’t me would have thought this was one coincidence after another today, but I wasn’t that naïve. This was a line of guardians strewn in our path, anything to delay us from reaching Khaba va’Khem. As I put this all together, a great stomping pervaded the whole courtyard, rhythmically growing louder as the source came closer. My dance partner froze in place, jerking me to the side abruptly. I quickly fell into line. For now, I had to keep up the illusion that I was still ensnared in this hypnosis.

      With one final stomp, a great green and brown form loomed over me from behind, its shadow blocking out the night sky. Then it turned into a blur as it zoomed over my head to land heavily atop one of the houses nearby. The huge shape turned around to face the crowd of zombies, who faced it in turn.

      The great form was, in fact, a giant toad. At first blush, nothing was particularly odd about the toad besides its enormous size. Warted and brown, the toad stood at what must have been seven feet from head to floor, with its green eyes darting around from sight to sight independently of the other. Its skin was as slimy as it was shiny, glistening in the moonlight with mucus, nothing that would tip you off that this was a general in an army of well-dressed zombies.

      No, it was the human torso sewn to the top of the toad’s head that tipped you off. To add to the effect, that torso was draped with five different layers of pink and purple frills, jackets, petticoats, and other such fancy dressings, matched by purple formal gloves and a stovepipe hat.

      The frogtaur spread his arms wide, a gesture that showed off the long purple cuffs that stretched to his elbows and his golden cufflinks. He tipped his hat to the crowd, revealing a wig of orange, wavy hair that fell down to his chin. Despite his colorful and unique clothing choices, the humanoid torso’s skin was the same dried grey that all the zombies shared. He contorted his cheeks to smile at his audience, who groaned and clapped at his entrance.

      Call me crazy, but this creature seemed weird enough to be Garrula.

      I looked out of the corner of my eye to see what the rest of my circle was doing. They simply clapped like metronomes, all in time with each other, as they stared at the amphibious master of ceremonies. I timed my claps to match theirs, hoping that I looked authentic.

      “Thank you all so much for coming out tonight!” the frogtaur announced to his audience as their clapping died down. I quickly followed suit. His voice warbled all over his vocal range, from high to low, as he spoke from the back of his throat. Still, something about the pattern and cadence connected to the voice I had heard before. I must have been barely awake when he did… whatever he did to us. “Are we enjoying ourselves? That’s good! That’s so good.” He didn’t wait for responses from any of us while he continued his speech. “As you well know, today is a very special day. We have some very special guests. Wave hello to my followers, guests!”

      My hypnotized friends waved, and I tried my best to copy the static motion. It helped to imagine my body was attached to theirs by poles, forcing me to move as they did. Garrula seemed to buy it as he moved on with his speech.

      “Aren’t they adorable? They are. I mean, look at those dresses. Very beautiful. Can you imagine that these dearies were dressed around in clunky old armor when they got here? Well, we fixed that up, didn’t we?”

      This whole thing was surreal. I felt like I just stepped into Alice in Wonderland, except even more bizarre. Khaba’s choice of generals was intriguing and eclectic. Though others might think he really was scraping the bottom of the barrel for recruits, I thought otherwise. The direct approach, the obvious answer, had gotten him nowhere so far, and to give the devil his due, this newest opponent had gotten the drop on us.

      But why aren’t we dead? Or better yet, why haven’t we been turned over to Khaba?

      “They also had these neat toys!” The zombie general squished his hand into what I could only describe as a fleshy pocket inside the top of the toad’s skull and pulled free with Reggie’s revolver in his hands. Garrula played with it in a way that would make any trained shooter cringe. “Look at this thing! It’s got levers and spinny bits! I wonder what this does?”

      The fabulous man-thing held the gun sideways in his hands as he pulled the trigger. With a boom, the bullet shot out of the gun, and the recoil sent the weapon spinning widely into the air. Garrula tried to catch it in his hands, barely hanging on to the grip by two fingers. As everything settled, the only thing to break the silence was the thump of the zombie bystander who had fallen victim to the gunshot.

      “Sorry!” Garrula said as he put the gun back in the pocket. “Let’s see what else we have.” Garrula shoved his hand into the pocket again, the disgusting ooze revealing the unmistakable gleaming shaft of Libritas. He fondled her in his hands, stroking it up and down.

      I’d be lying if I said my blood didn’t boil a little, but to act now with only my anger and what celestial power I could bring to bear would just get us all killed. So I bit the inside of my mouth and used the taste of copper to focus.

      “Now, this one’s a fun one!” He sniffed Lib’s runic tip. “This is our dear sister Libritas, ladies and gentlemen. She came all this way to visit us way out here. You should have sent a letter ahead, Libby. I’d have tidied up a bit. I’m sure it looks like a mess around here. But what’s a little mess when family’s around, right?” He twirled Libritas in his hand like a baton. “You know, I was thinking, now that I have a body, I could try to make you my personal Brand. Wouldn’t that be fun?”

      Garrula pointed Lib’s tip straight to the sky, as his eyes focused intently on her. I couldn’t let that half-toad bastard try to corrupt Libritas. Scanning through the crowd, I looked for a good way to get to the toad quickly. I couldn’t just spread my literal wings. We were still in the red mists, and if I whipped out my Divinity Form now, we wouldn’t have the juice to get the job done. Maybe if I pushed the one I was dancing with into the crowd, it could provide me enough of a distraction to climb atop two of the others in front of me. That would give me just enough height to grab the roof’s ledge on the stone house.

      If I lost a few chunks out of me in the process, it’d be worth it, because I felt certain that if I could lay hands on Lib, our combined strength would wake her up, and from there we could wake the others.

      “On second thought,” Garrula lowered the Brand, holding her in both hands as he stared at her, “I’m fairly certain I’m not strong enough to overpower you, Libby. You’ve gotten quite powerful since the last time I saw you, didn’t you? It’s a miracle I’ve even been able to cloud you and your agents for as long as I have. Of course, that was almost a thousand years ago, now. Good times. Remember when Khaba did his betrayal thing? We all tried to fight him and failed because he was using you? Good times.”

      Was he blaming her for the fall of the Brands? He’s joined up with the asshat who started it! Where did he get the gall to talk to her like that?

      But as much as I wanted to smack the shit out of him, I was in no position to just stomp the zom-frog. At the same time, I couldn’t keep up this charade forever, either. I let out a long breath through my nose to center myself, and that’s when I realized what I had to do.

      This guy was a real talker, and he also hadn’t killed us immediately. He had an agenda, and he wanted people to know about it. So the best thing I could do to get us all out of this was to engage with him.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Master of Ceremonies,” I called out above the crowd as I waved my hands above my head in a very un-zombie-like fashion. “I might have a few words to say about this whole thing.

      “Why, hello there, Brandwielder,” Garrula cooed as he leaned over to get a better look at me. “Wow, you broke out of my hypnosis pretty quickly. Color me a little impressed! And a little pink!”

      “Yeah, I noticed that was a theme here.” Considering the frogtaur didn’t immediately call for my death, I figured I was on the right track. “So, how about you tell me what’s really going on here?”

      “Oh! You cheeky devil!” Garrula lifted Libritas and twirled it like a majorette’s baton. “You’ve got a will like iron, and you really just get to the meat of things.” He smiled with a bit of honest admiration. “No wonder you’ve been giving Khaba so much trouble.”

      “Why did you even join up with him, anyway?” I said, not backing down. It was now crystal clear that he was the chatty type. If I could keep him talking, not only could I figure out how to get us out of this situation, but I might learn some critical information about Khaba and his armies.

      “That’s as interesting and complicated as it is none of your business.” Garrula chuckled with amusement. “Know your place, Brandwielder. You’re in my court now.”

      “It just doesn’t make sense to me, though.” I started to walk forward as I pressed my case. “Khaba’s got that whole ‘death and evil necromancer’ vibe going for him. Your style screams beauty and… pink. Are you one of the corrupted Brands?”

      “How dare you!” He put a hand on its chest. “You would compare me to one of those dirty foul Brands? You can’t even put a corrupted Brand into a body, you know?”

      “I just figured that--”

      “Shushushush!” Garrula put a finger to his lips. “We can talk more at dinner. Oh, Scaliepoo!” He gestured with a twirl of his free hand toward Shikun.

      My draconian rose up on her wings and flew towards us. Her dress fluttered in the wind as approached, her dragon feet poking out from beneath them. Her eyelids stretched as wide as they possibly could, never blinking once, and she landed next to me.

      “Please take our friend here to the tea party,” Garrula commanded. “We’re going to have a grand feast!”

      “What a lovely tea party we will have,” Shikun droned in a cutesy voice. As if today wasn’t unsettling enough. Despite the sway Garrula had on her, she moved with all her usual speed and power, twisting my arms under and behind my back before lifting me into the air by my wrists. The pain was almost unbearable as my tendons stretched to the point of snapping. I didn’t know how my shoulders didn’t get dislocated from that, but they held up as we flew away. A blur of toadish stink flashed past us as Garrula hopped his way over, leaping from rooftop to rooftop on his journey to the feast.

      The party of zombie dancers followed as well, walking hand-in-hand as they strode over to the feast. Amalthea, Petra, and Reggie were caught up in the same synchronized walk, tiptoeing just as daintily as the rest. Throughout the city, more and more posh zombies moved out in the streets to join the procession.

      Well, one thing was certain: This was going to be one hell of a tea party.
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      Before long, we arrived at what looked like the Roman Colosseum but made of giant slabs of sandstone, stacked in a fashion similar to a house of cards. Garrula hopped from one level of the colosseum to the next, climbing over the top to jump deep into it. Shikun flew us between two slabs halfway up the colosseum, entering into the feasting area.

      An elaborate dining set awaited us, based around five long tables, each fit for fifty or so people. Or zombies, as they had already sat themselves down to dinner on the purple chairs, waiting motionlessly. Garrula had already ‘sat’ himself at the head of the longest table as he was attended by zombies dressed as pink maids. Shikun floated us down to a set of empty seats beside him as Garrula’s human torso was fitted with a frilly purple bib.

      As we landed, Shikun released me from my exceedingly painful hold, still holding me by the wrists. She sat me down in the chair closest to Garrula’s right, pushing my shoulders back against the backrest. As I sank into the chair, I felt it squish underneath me while Shikun forced my hands onto the armrests. Rib-like teeth sprung out from the armrests, wrapping around my arms as restraints. More rib-teeth wrapped around my shins, legs, and torso, keeping me almost perfectly in place. I heard a grumbling groan from underneath me while the teeth tightened their grip.

      The chair itself was also a zombie. How do you even make a zombie chair?

      Shikun sat in the chair next to mine, fully submitting to the restraining teeth. I looked down the table to see all of the zombies I’d have to fight to get out of this mess. At this long table, we had seven or eight dwarf zombies, about a dozen elves, a half-dozen ferynxes, and even a few orcs and ettercaps.

      “Well, I’m a captive audience now, so… how about you tell me about yourself?” I asked. Part of me was genuinely curious, because the past might hold the key to beating Khaba, and part of me saw it as a way to keep the frog-zombie-man distracted as I wiggled my arms inside my restraints as subtly as I could. “You must have been a part of the Order of Brandwielders before. If you weren’t corrupted, what changed for you?”

      “Oh, I don’t think I know you well enough to get into that, honey,” Garrula refused. “We’re not quite friends yet.”

      “How will we ever become friends if you don’t open up for me?” I argued as I tried to pull my hand free. This stupid chair wouldn’t budge an inch.

      “Hmmmmmmmm, fine.” He leaned forward on his toad head, elbows anchored to hold his humanish head in his hands. “But only if you tell me something about yourself first.”

      “Well, I like long walks on the beach,” I started. “I’m a Capricorn, I’m more of a cat person than a dog--”

      “Nonononono!” Garrula threw its hands into the air wildly. “Not just anything! Tell me something deep. Something juicy.”

      “I don’t know if I can trust you with that kind of thing,” I countered, throwing his own argument against him. “I mean, we’ve only just met.”

      “One of us has to give in eventually, babe.” Garrula put his hands on what was left of his waist. “We’ve got an immovable object and an unstoppable force sitting down for tea here, but need I remind you that this is my party?”

      “Oh!” I retorted. “But am I not one of the guests of honor? Don’t I have a right to know at least something about who my host is?”

      “Speaking of honored guests,” Garrula suddenly snapped his fingers three times and gestured off to one side, “look at these gems of Morkanna!”

      Petra, Amalthea, and Reggie walked up to the remaining chairs on the opposite side of the table. In tandem, they moved the chairs out, stood in front, and sat themselves down, letting the chair teeth restrain them as well. I guess Garrula wasn’t taking any chances, which meant he wasn’t as confident in his mind control powers as he let on.

      “We are honored by the invitation for this gathering, Garrula,” they all said in unison, including Shikun beside me. Their wide eyes were just as dead as before, showing no signs of the persons behind them. “It will be a most joyous occasion.”

      “You have such polite friends, Brandwielder,” Garrula said pleasantly. “They’ve been an absolute pleasure to host for.”

      “Color me curious, but why do you have all of us dressed up?” I asked the toad-bodied general. “How does all of this serve Khaba?”

      “It doesn’t,” Garrula answered bluntly. “I’ve done this for my own purposes.”

      “What possible purpose could all of this serve?” I continued to pry.

      “Entertainment!” He threw its arms up again in delight. “Isn’t all of this just so fun? The dancing, the merriment, all of the pink! Oh, it just makes me all fuzzy inside just thinking about it.”

      “You’ve mind-controlled everyone here.” I kept my features calm and casual despite the anger roiling in my gut at this form of slavery.  “They aren’t having fun. They’re being manipulated, including my people. Let them go.”

      “Or what, blondie?” Garrula pulled Libritas out of his gooey pocket again. “You’re gonna Brand me?” He laughed at his own joke.

      I didn’t give him the satisfaction of laughing. Instead, I focused on business. “If you’re not going to kill us or turn us over to Khaba, why keep us here? Is your entertainment really all you have in store for us.”

      “First off, you have no idea how much free time you have when you don’t eat, drink, sleep, poop, get laid, or even breathe.” He sighed as he explained his plight. “I can’t even develop a drug addiction without blood to pump it through my system. Secondly, what makes you think Khaba isn’t going to be coming here any second?”

      This shit just kept getting better and better. I had hypnotized friends, no weapon, no Libritas, no Divinity Form, no movement, and possibly no time before Khaba comes down and kills all of us.

      “How long until Khaba comes here?” I had to get a time frame to come up with a decent plan.

      A sly smirk crept over Garrula’s zombified lips. “Never. He doesn’t even know you’re here.”

      I could not get a solid read on this toad-man. He seemed to do everything it did just for the hell of it. Was he lying? I wasn’t quite sure. Garrula had nothing it actually wanted except to talk and be entertained. There had to be a way to use that. I was going to keep him talking until I figured out how to get myself out.

      “Guess you aren’t going to tell him I’m here, are you?”

      “Nah, I don’t think so.” Garrula buffed his nails on his coat. “There’s so much more I can do with you than he can. His plan is boring.”

      “Why is it boring?” I tried to get him to slip about anything.

      “Oh, he’s just doing a ‘perfect world for Brands’ thing that I just can’t really get into, you know?” He slouched over to rest his head in his hands, each word dripping with utter boredom.

      “So, if you don’t like his plan, why are you on his side?” I asked again, hoping this time it’d actually answer.

      “At first, it seemed like fun.” Garrula turned his head up and stared off into the distance as if he recalled a distant memory. “The whole ‘tool of the Brandwielder’ gig was getting old. The Order had fought monsters and blackguards for hundreds of years, some of the veteran Brands for thousands, but there’s always just more villains, right?” He shrugged. “I guess I was just looking for a change of pace. Something different. Khaba had his coup going on, and I thought it’d be fun to switch things up.”

      This monster was willing to participate in genocides, mass enslavements, and all of the pain and suffering on a whim? Because he was bored? That might be even more messed up than Khaba’s reasons. Almost. Khaba was still the fucked-up maniac that broke the world because he wasn’t getting any attention.

      “You were just looking for a new view on life.” I had to choke down some bile as I pretended to sympathize with him. Still, despite my anger, I could understand his motivations as much as I didn’t agree with them. Eternity could be a bitch. On top of that, I sensed that he didn’t actually like Khaba, and that was something I could exploit the hell out of. “You wanted to try something new and exciting.”

      “It’s not like we had much of a choice,” the frog-zombie said defensively as he waved his hands in the air. “Khaba went down the line with us, telling us we were all serving him. It was up to us whether we went along with him, or he corrupted us into his servants. By the twin suns, the Lesser Brands didn’t even get that choice. Khaba was more than strong enough to corrupt them without a fight. The eleven of us had to choose a side, though.”

      “And you chose servitude to a madman,” I accused. “Do you think that’s any better than serving as a Brand? Do you feel free now that you’re in this body you didn’t even choose?”

      “You don’t quite understand, Brandwielder.” Garrula’s eyes were haunted as he looked down at me. “I saw what happened to my sisters. He killed the Council of Eleven, the leaders of the Order who held the Great Brands, and then took us all captive, to try to make us slaves to him. He already had two, between him and Libritas, the tool he used to defeat all of us. The first two to resist, Sapienta of Wisdom and Virtuti of Valor, fought Khaba as hard as they possibly could, but Khaba… He was too powerful. Now, they’re…” There was real pain as his voice trailed off.

      “Khaba destroyed them,” I finished for him. My hand was getting close to being free, but Garrula was too enamored with his own story to notice.

      He nodded his zombie head. “With the example made, he kept going down the line, giving each of us the option.” As he continued, I slipped my arm part of the way out of the bones restraining it. “Karthas of Discipline also tried to resist but became corrupted, losing his free will and growing cruel. Via and Nethum gave in next, obsessed with the corruptor’s strength and falling madly in love with Khaba.”

      Garrula sighed. “The rest of us saw what was to become of those who opposed Khaba. Clypeus and Viribus joined of their own free will, thinking that Khaba was the strongest Brand around. Officium managed to escape in the chaos of the earlier Brands becoming corrupted, and that left me alone. I didn’t want to be destroyed. I didn’t want to lose my mind. So I did what I had to do.”

      “You thought that you needed to keep your personality, that it was better to keep making your own decisions than to lose that to someone else.” My hand finally slipped out of the first restraint, and Garrula was still invested in telling his story. “But in doing so, you lost everything that made you who you were. You changed beyond recognition of your old self. You thought you weren’t risking your life, but the truth is that the old you just died a coward, and someone new is living in your skin.”

      I could do this. I could get free, grab Lib, and end this. I just had to be patient. He loved to talk, which meant he was more than willing to argue and be distracted in the process.

      The frog-zombie pointed a critical finger at my nose. “I would have been just as evil as you think I am now if I let Khaba have his way with my mind. What right do you have to accuse me of losing myself? Do you think that a slave could have built all of this?” He spread his arms wide as his immense frog body spun around madly. “These zombies are unique, special in the horde! They won’t be like the zombies the other generals' control! And that’s because of me!”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of Petra and Amalthea. The dryad’s head began to lull forward, the shine of reason starting to come back into her gorgeous eyes, while the sphinx’s brows began to knit together, her expression shifting to that of someone in a nightmare. All in all, the two were returning to a semblance of normalcy. Maybe Garrula was getting so emotional that the control of his powers was fluctuating, or maybe they just needed more time than I did to marshal their willpower. Either way, it was perfect timing.

      “You think Khaba couldn’t program you to do that?” I pointed out, one eyebrow slightly arched as I kept a calm, cynical expression. “You don’t think Khaba has the power to tweak your personality when he gave you that body so that you’d just love the color pink? I don’t think it would be that hard.”

      “I’ve always loved pink!” Garrula shouted back. “That’s a part of who I am. I wouldn’t let Khaba take that away from me.”

      “Is that really so important to you? More important than all your history before you turned?” As I kept up the pressure of my carefully chosen questions, I kept working on slipping my other arm out of its restraints. “The world you swore to protect has been in constant chaos since you failed to stand up to Khaba. Every hour, every minute you spend as a Black Rune, as a general, more of your legacy, your past life as a part of the peacekeeping force of Etria, is destroyed. You think you’re in control of yourself because you still love pink? Instead, for that one small bit of yourself, you’ve given up all that was you before. You’re just culpable as Khaba is for Etria’s destruction.”

      “What did Etria ever do for me?” Garrula snapped back as he whipped his hands about wildly.

      To the frog-monster’s left, Reggie’s head sagged a bit as his eyes drooped shut. Amalthea’s wings began to flex as she shifted in her chair, and Petra’s wrist vines began to grow and slowly worm into her restraints. Though my focus was on Garrula, I could hear Shikun moan softly beside me, the bones of her chair starting to crack as she flexed her powerful muscles. Not that Garrula noticed as he ranted on.

      “Centuries of service, and what do I have to show for it? A world just as dangerous as it ever was. At least now, I have my own body! At least now I can move how I want to. That’s something I could never do as a Brand!”

      Garrula looked down at Libritas, still seemingly inert in his hands. Even on his decaying face, the rage and untamed jealousy, was palpable, coming off of it in waves. For all its talk about getting a body, about keeping its own personality, the only Brand in Etria that was true to itself was in its hands. And it knew that. It hated that.

      “None of you generals even got to pick your bodies,” I told it, slipping my hand all the way out of its restraint. “I’ve talked with the others. Living inside of a circus freakshow gimmick wasn’t all it was cracked up to be, was it?”

      “This toad body has its benefits, okay?” Garrula deflated as he spoke. Khaba’s greatest folly in dealing with his minions so far had been forcing bodies on his subjects without asking them what they wanted. A little kindness went a long way in both the effectiveness of your forces and their morale. “I can jump higher than anything else.” His heart certainly wasn’t in his claim, and his arms hung by his side, Libritas dangling by the toad’s eye, so close and yet so far.

      But that’s when a faint light glimmered in my thoughts. My eyes flashed sideways towards Amalthea to see a faint trickle of sweat down her brow and runes flashing in her eyes. With that, a very weak and erratic spark of connection to the Khalati Record opened between me and my harem. I didn’t even try to push words, something that would be lost in the stuttering connection. I only pushed the image of freedom, the idea of regaining Lib into their still-addled minds.

      Maybe it was my imagination, but I swore I saw a spark from the rune of Freedom branded on each woman. They understood, of that I was sure, so I just needed to keep Frog-Boy distracted.

      “Do you want to know how I know you hate that body?” I asked to keep said frog-zombie focused on me. “You’ve dressed everyone up in fancy pink clothes. They all look perfectly fitted, and I can tell my own suit is bespoke. You even took the time to whip up something that Shikun and Amalthea could wear. Your upper body has the most extravagant outfit of all because that’s part of how you imagined you would want to look. You know what doesn’t have a suit?” I looked down at the naked toad pointedly, and Garrula’s eyes followed. “You’re ashamed of it.”

      “What do you know?”  he shouted back, using Libritas as a pointer as he thrust it towards my face. With his reach and the exaggerated lean of his frog body, she was so close. “You think you know anything? You think you know me? I am the Brand of Inspiration! You will learn your place!”

      “Now!” I shouted. There wouldn’t be a better chance to free Libritas, and I only hoped that my gut feeling was right, that my ladies would be able to act. Not that I waited for that. I planted my palms on the armrests of the bone chair and pushed up in an effort to pry myself out of the remaining ribs. Using what angelic power I could spare to fuel my strength, I managed to break free of the ribs around my chest.

      Until the chair beside me shattered apart as Shikun surged to her feet, the bones unable to contain her draconian might. Garrula’s eyes widened as she rushed to my side and tore the weakened ribs away from me, and that let me push up and across the table.

      Garrula recovered quickly, I’d give him that much, and shot its tongue out at me. I was loose enough to throw my chest and head flat against the table, the tongue missing me by inches before sticking to the back of the chair instead. The chair got stuck upright on his amphibious lips, and me, my legs still bound to the chair, I was right next to Garrula’s man-torso and, more importantly, Libritas. A quick yoink, and Libritas was back in my hands. The moment we touched again, power flowed up and down our connection, and the Brand flared to brilliant life in my grip.

      Oh, God, I’d felt so naked without her in my hand.

      “I’m glad to be back, too, William,” Libritas cooed in my head in her familiar husky tones. “Being inside that toad’s flesh-pocket was possibly more than I could stomach, well, if I had one.”

      And as it turned out, my hunch had been right, for from around the table, my loves burst into action as well. Amalthea’s eyes glowed, and several small freezing glyphs appeared over the teeth on her chair, making them brittle enough for her to bust out. Petra’s plant body was far more malleable, and she simply slithered out of her restraints with little difficulty in reforming on top of the table. Shikun, stronger than any piece of furniture, broke free of her restraints simply by standing up.

      “You ready to fight our way out of a horde of fancily dressed zombies?” I called out as I swept Libritas to both sides of what remained of my chair.

      “Always when I’m with you.” Libritas already heated herself up, proving she was indeed ready to fuck some shit up. Her burning hot shaft turned bone to ash in her wake. Freed from my restraints, at last, I fell onto the table and rolled to my feet in the momentum. With so much of the structure gone, the chair corkscrewed into the toad’s mouth, jamming halfway through to the jaw.

      “We’re with you, Will,” Petra cried out as she leapt off the table. The moment she touched down, she slammed her palms into the stone, and trees, grasses, and vines burst forth from the ravaged earth.

      Shikun roared herself as she turned towards the posh zombie army, which was now stirring not to dance or fawn over Garrula, but kill us. “Tear that monster apart! We’ll hold the line!” With that, her burning wings flared, and she launched herself into the masses, while Amalthea snatched a stirring Sir Reginald up by the scruff as if he were a sleeping kitten.

      Good. I could concentrate on the task at hand, knowing he was safe. As I refocused on the frog-zombie, Garrula recovered from his shock and clawed at the air in a vain attempt to reclaim Libritas from me. As I slipped away from his reach, his toad tongue tugged on the chair, shattering the last bits to pieces and freeing up that dangerous weapon.

      That wasn’t what I had to fear the most, something I discovered as I spun to thrust Libritas right into Garrula’s pink-clad heart.

      “Sleep!” the Brand of Inspiration cried as he held his arm out. A burst of salmon pink mist burst from his hands and flooded over me. Even as I tried to twist away from it, the cloud swerved like a heat-seeking missile.

      As the mist filled my vision and flooded into my lungs, my eyelids grew heavy, as did my body. Libritas felt like a sack of bricks in my arm and dragged it down. My brain’s thoughts turned to white noise and fuzz. All I wanted to do was rest for just five minutes. Nothing else mattered.

      “Wake up, Will!” Libritas snapped me out of my stupor. “You’re too strong to fall for that again, and if you are worn from your struggles, you can borrow some of my strength.”

      Just as my touch had roused Lib from her slumber, a surge of power shot back through our link and into me. Vigor rose up in my muscles, revitalizing me and lifting the weight off my shoulders. My grip tightened around Libritas as my focus renewed. I looked into Garulla’s eyes, my own blazing with intense determination. If zombies could perspire, it would have been sweating bullets.

      “You cannot resist me!” The toad-man exclaimed with no confidence. “There is no escape for--”

      I drove through Garrula’s cheekbone with the Brand of Freedom like a baseball batter, snapping the man’s neck to face backward. Another swing the other way and lower, Libritas flaring with scorching heat, and the straps and thick strings connecting Garrula’s man-torso to its toad body snapped. The torso fell backward on the toad, face planting with its backward head, and the toad body fell limp, no longer connected to Garrula’s mind.

      “Kill him!” Garrula called out to the zombie minions, its voice muffled as it pressed against the toad’s skin. Though my circle had managed to keep the space around me clear so far between their might and magic, this was an army and not an insignificant one. A straight-up brawl was not in our best interests.

      As if she’d read my mind, Amalthea swooped down and set a now-roused-but-still-restrained British explorer down in front of me. Though he looked a bit wide-eyed, probably because he awoke to the middle of a pitched battle with pink zombies while being flown around by the scruff of his neck, he still managed to flash a smile upward at Amalthea.

      “Have I told you today that you are a very good kitty, Lady Amalthea?” Before the sphinx could reply to the compliment, I jumped down from the table next to Reggie’s still intact chair.

      “No time for a love fest at the moment. We’ve gotta move!” With that, I jabbed Lib’s white-hot tip through each of the rib-like restraints. In just a moment, Sir Reginald was free.

      “Much appreciated, old sport!” Reggie shook the pieces of teeth leftover on himself. He looked down at his new pink attire. “What in the pink blazes happened to us?”

      “No time, we’ve got company.”

      That was all he needed to know, and as he hopped to his feet, I rushed over to Garrula’s inert frog body. He had pulled Lib out of that gooey pocket and hinted he had at least some of our other gear in there. Part of me didn’t want to stick my hand in there, but then again, I’d stuck my hand in worse.

      Don’t ask.

      There was a sick squelch as I drove my hand in as the sounds of roaring flames and splintering wood echoed in my ears from the battle. That made me rush, rummaging around in the cold slime and tissue until my hands gripped the slightly warm smoothness of honeysteel. What I pulled out was Reggie’s slightly slimy Webley revolver, which I immediately tossed over to him. As he caught it with a grimace, I dove back in. Thankfully, it only took a few moments to find some bare essentials: Reggie’s haversack, filled with ammo and supplies, and both our swords. I couldn’t find the Crystal of Purity or any of our armor, and we were running out of time before we were overrun. By the time I tossed Reggie his gear and strapped on my sword, Petra and Shikun had been pushed back to a defensive huddle near the table we were around, Garrula’s half-body still flailing impotently on the ground.

      I could have skewered him dead, but he was just so pathetic. Also, he hadn’t dragged us before Khaba va’Khem, so in a strange sense, we owed him our lives… to a point. This was a small courtesy.

      “Perhaps, my savior,” Amalthea began urgently, “an aerial approach to our problem would be best?”

      “My thoughts exactly.” I put words into action, giving Reggie a leg up onto the sphinx’s back as she knelt low. Though deprived of her golden armor with the built-in saddle, the elaborate Morkannan dress provided enough straps and collars to hold on to. “Petra, stick with Shikun.”

      “Yes, sister, I will keep you safe,” the dragon-girl intoned solemnly as she opened her arms to the dryad. In turn, Petra reached out, putting her arms around the taller woman’s waist as vines snaked out from her wrists to lock the two in a tight embrace.

      “I know you will,” the dryad said softly, and I couldn’t help but smile despite the dangerous situation. Pushing that warmth aside, I took Sir Reginald’s proffered hand up and mounted Amalthea myself.

      “Let’s fly!”

      At that command, both flyers took off with a powerful beat of their wings. We rose up to the top of the colosseum walls, and it looked like we would make our escape all too easy.

      Just as I cursed myself for jinxing us, something big, black, and hairy blindsided us, hitting me hard in the side. The sheer weight of the thing took me clear off Amalthea’s back to hurtle towards the top of the colosseum’s craggy wall. Biting down the ache in my ribs, I twisted to get a good look at my assailant as we toppled to our potential dooms.

      It had once been an ettercap zombie, that much was certain from its spidery body and trailing streamers of pink clothing, but the red mist rolling off of it and its tremendous size and strength made it clear that this was a Miasmadon. Maybe one of Garrula’s minions or maybe an agent of Khaba keeping an eye on the wayward Brand of Inspiration. I didn’t know, and I didn’t care.

      No, I focused on saving my ass. With a grunt of effort, I managed to flip us over in the air just in time, forcing the spider Miasmadon to take the brunt of the fall as we landed on the remains of the colosseum’s roof. Shoulder-checking the giant man spider with the help of gravity, I rolled off its back to my feet with my sword in hand. It turned itself over to its spidery feet like a marionette doll, placing its feet randomly below itself.

      I parried the Miasmadon’s first two blows with my sword, keeping its body at a safe distance from me. It swayed from side to side, constantly having to rebalance itself like it was drunk. It threw two more clawed arms at me as it spun around chaotically.

      I dug my sword into its abdomen as it faced away from me, using it as a vantage point to pull myself over it. Placing my foot to its neck, I slammed Libritas into the spider’s head, crushing it into oblivion. The spider’s legs curled up underneath it, losing all ability to control itself as it died again.

      By the time I had dispatched the thing, Amalthea had already flown in, hovering next to me as I jumped back onto her. She took us back into flight, catching us up with Shikun and Petra. The whole of us reconvened in the air as we planned our next move. Already, the zombies were clambering atop each other, swarming like ants over the colosseum walls in their single-minded determination to kill us. I could see the urge in the eyes of my friends to take this shot to fly off and regroup, but before anyone could start away, I looked to everyone and raised my voice.

      “Hate to say it, folks, but we aren’t going anywhere without Garrula.”
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      As disbelief shot across my friends’ faces, Petra was the first to speak. She tore away her pink dress with thorny vines. Her own armor of bark, leaf, and vine had already regrown underneath it.

      “Will, I love you, I truly do, but why in the name of the Seed Mother would we go back for the creature that tried to enslave us again?” The venom in her voice was almost alien compared to her usual warmth, but I couldn’t blame her, not one bit.

      “I must concur,” Amalthea added, her eyes focused on the growing swarm of hot pink death below us. “While I would admit having my armor and saddle would be ideal, not to mention being out of this disaster of an outfit,” she tossed her hair at that in feline pride, “there’s no need to go back for it. We can recoup our losses.”

      Shikun’s brow, however, began to knit in thought, and Sir Reginald raised a finger. “I think, dear ladies, that you are too swift to put a desire to get away from this tormentor into action. First off, if my hazy recollections are clear, is this Garrula chap not the last general? Must we not free the essence of the Brand from him for the greater good?” He clucked his tongue. “Besides, it’s basic strategy to not let an enemy commander loose and leave an enemy at our backs.”

      That was one of my thoughts in rescuing the wayward Brand of Inspiration, but that wasn’t all. But I didn’t make that clear, not right away, because I could see Shikun working up the courage to countermand Petra, her first sister, and I wanted her to do it, to show that she could take that final step to object when it was most important.

      To my joy, she did so.

      “First sister, I have to agree with Sir Reginald,” the dragon-girl began hesitantly before her voice grew in confidence. “More so, we all seem to be forgetting the Crystal of Purity. We risked much to save it from the enemy, and if it is as William thinks, that it may be critical to destroying the Miasma and defeating Khaba va’Khem, we must do all we can to retrieve it.” She clenched her talons, and a puff of silvery flames escaped her lips. “Besides, if we group the zombies together, Malthy and I can clear a path! Then we can get what we need from that general.”

      “Perhaps we will discover why he dressed us in these ridiculous getups in the first place.” Reggie shuddered as he tugged on his oversized cuffs.

      “I already asked about that,” I told the disturbed Brit. “The answer does not satisfy.” I shifted atop Amalthea to address her and Petra then. “Shikun and Reg are totally correct. We need to release Garrula from his zombie form, and we need at least to retrieve the Crystal of Purity, if not more of our gear.”

      The two women took in our words. Petra nodded slowly and let out a small sigh.

      “You’re right, of course. All of you.” Her perfect lips frowned a bit as she looked down over the hellscape below us. “Well, if we must do this, we must.”

      “Indeed,” Amalthea agreed as she glanced towards Shikun. “I shall follow your lead, Ghostwing.”

      The Amazonian dragon-girl puffed her chest up proudly and nodded, flaring her silvery wings of flame before throwing herself into a dive towards the growing pillar of zombies. Apparently, that was the go-to tactic for these undead to reach higher targets, which also led them to concentrate their numbers.

      Great idea against most normal foes, but not so good when you had a fire-spewing draconian and a mystical sphinx opposing you.

      Shikun slid down the side of the column of bodies, spewing fire as she spun around it. As the zombies, especially their flashy clothes, went up like kindling, Amalthea summoned up a cascade of emerald runes and sigils from the Khalati Record, each one bursting into explosive bolts that blew the center out of the zombie pillar. In mere moments, the center of the mass had gone up in a bonfire of silvery flames before exploding out into a rain of gore and flesh.

      Now that the immediate horde was thrown into chaos, I had an opening to search for the zombie of the hour, Garrula himself. Lo and behold, there he was, crawling away at a speed that impressed me, given that he only had his arms for locomotion. He was almost at the walls of the colosseum, far from the chaos of the battle.

      “Let us off, Amalthea!” I called above the roar of the flames. “We’ll get Garrula and the crystal, while you and Shikun keep up the bombardment.”

      “Indeed, I shall signal our readiness for departure with a resounding gunshot,” Reg offered. “Such an alien sound should catch your attention despite the fireworks.”

      “Wise, good sir knight,” the sphinx acknowledged right before she dove abruptly toward the colosseum floor. Reg only let out a brief chirp of shock at that, and then Amalthea arced down through one of the many holes in the ruined rough before pulling up tightly to land. “Be swift and safe, the both of you.”

      I was off her back in a moment, and Reggie wasn’t far behind. He drew steel, both blade and pistol, and I had both Brand and sword in hand before Amalthea touched off again. Though most of the horde was occupied with my lethally lovely harem, we had a thin screen to beat through to get to Garrula. Side-by-side, my mentor and I went to work.

      Behind us, Petra was conjuring up fields of stranglevines, wrapping several zombies together by the feet before squeezing them together, over and over again.  Meanwhile, Amalthea and Shikun danced with ice and fire respectively, decimating the horde as they flew over it in fly-by bombings. Despite this, the swell of the undead seemed never-ending, and fatigue would set in before too long. Good thing we didn’t need long.

      At a brisk pace, Reggie and I slashed and burned our way through the posh monsters that threw themselves in the way of their master. It didn’t take us more than a minute to cut our way through and catch up with the crawling zombie torso at the heart of it all. Slinging gore and blood from my golden sword, I walked over to the zombie general and stabbed Libritas into the stone right in front of his head.

      “We didn’t get a chance to finish our tea party, Garrula,” I said politely. “I mean, we were just getting to know each other.”

      “Get away from me!” He clawed at the ground viciously, turning up dust as he tried to turn away from the burning Brand to crawl on. As he tried to go right, Sir Reginald stepped into his path, blade pointed at the zombie’s head.

      “Ah-ah, old boy,” the explorer warned. “Can’t have a traitorous Brand like you escaping to report to your master and cause the end of this world that I’ve come to adore, eh?”

      Garrula flipped onto his back and raised his hands in the air defensively. “No, no! Remember, Brandwielder, I didn’t turn you over to Khaba. I could have, but I didn’t!”

      “And that’s the only reason I haven’t immediately eviscerated you,” I said with surprising calm. “However messed up your motivations, there’s something in you that isn’t corrupted.”

      Lib chimed in my head then, and I had the distinct impression she was talking to Garrula, as well. “Yes, Garrula, and this is your chance to do one last bit of good before your essence is freed. Turn aside your army now, return the Crystal of Purity. With your help, we and the free people of Etria can see an end to Khaba’s reign of terror.”

      “A reign you helped start, Libby,” the zombie said with a sniff, but his facade of pride fell apart a moment later. “You think you stand a chance, William? You have no idea what Khaba is capable of. He’ll wipe this whole world clean of life, and this will be the fate of all creation. You can’t possibly hope to defeat that.”

      “Khaba hasn’t been able to beat us so far,” I told him. “With Libritas and me igniting the spark of hope to lead the way, we’ve beaten him back at every turn. Do you honestly think that this final battle will be any different?”

      “All I know is Khaba wasn’t that concerned with your imminent arrival when he stationed the generals.” Garrula’s resolve was cracking, and real information was letting slip. “Whatever you plan to do here, it doesn’t affect him in the slightest.”

      “Just like how defeating his Black Runes and freeing the land left and right has done nothing to him, right?” Reggie cut in.

      “Do you think he cares at all for the living?” Garrula rebutted. “The Master of All sees the Black Runes as pawns, tools to be discarded once Khaba’s perfect world comes into effect. You and your ilk will bear witness as it blankets your precious lives and chokes it.” A strange, pathetic flicker of emotion entered his voice then. “How can you hope to do anything against that, even with all your victories? You’d need to be…”

      “Inspired?” I asked with a faint smile. Some of the anger that had been pushing me on during our trip through Morkanna faded and that let me think a little more clearly. “Maybe you could help with that, I mean, if you really are still the Brand of Inspiration.”

      “Yes, my brother.” Lib’s glow was soft, and her voice tinged with both hope and regret. “I know what it is like to be used by Khaba, to think one is free but yet still be in chains, but as I broke free, so you can too.”

      “There’s always a second chance.” Sir Reginald moved the tip of his sword away from the zombie’s face. “You need but take it, old boy.”

      “And please, make up your mind fast,” I added for good measure, sparing a backward glance at the growing carnage. While the joint power of Petra’s trees, Shikun’s fire, and Amalthea’s runes were holding the army back, slowly but surely, my harem was giving up ground to the onrush of utterly relentless zombies. “It’s only a matter of time before this battle catches Khaba’s eye if that Miasmadon in the midst hadn’t already warned him.”

      Garrula’s eyes widened as I mentioned the creature. He didn’t know the term, as we had made it up, but he could put two and two together. “But… but I was supposed to be free. He said that he wouldn’t…” His voice only trailed off for a moment before he shook his head. “All right. I’ll help… and there’s only one way I can do that.”

      He locked eyes with me. “You have to release me from this body. After you do that, the zombies under my command will fall silent, and you can recover your gear from the frog. It’s in the stomach.” Garrula let out a ragged sigh. “Gods, I hated that thing.”

      I raised Libritas up and carefully positioned her glowing tip over Garrula’s chest. “Just know, we’re going to find a way to bring you all back. This world needs the Brands of Virtue to keep it on the straight and narrow.”

      A faint smile crossed the zombie general’s lips. “Just make sure that whatever you make for my new body, add some pink to it, won’t you?”

      “I promise.” And with that, I thrust Libritas through his chest, and with a flare of rose-gold light, we released Garrula from his zombie shell. His essence erupted from the core of the thing, a swirling pink mist that burst upward and dispersed into the air.

      As it did so, it was as if the strings were cut from the marionettes that were the zombie army surrounding us. The now-inert corpses collapsed into heaps of fetid, rotting, and in some cases, burning matter, and a hush fell over the colosseum. When the mists swirled past my ears, a whisper of a voice echoed in my ears.

      “I grant you my gift of inspiration,” Garrula said, and then a moment later, a spark of something, a eureka-like flash, exploded in my head. As I tried to process the ideas dancing through my head, I felt a deep sadness come off of Libritas, like a deep sigh.

      “What’s wrong, Lib?”

      “It just saddens me that my brothers would fall to such depths,” she replied. “These were not corrupted like the others. They followed Khaba willingly. It’s disheartening to know that they would cow down to power.”

      “That’s people for you,” I sent back to her. “Even the best of us can be made complacent by a good show of force, but we’re standing up to that bastard, even if it takes every last fiber of strength I have. If it helps to know, while Garrula did fall under Khaba’s influence, he left me a gift as he passed.”

      “You don’t know how happy that makes me, William.” I could feel the sensation of her bowing gratefully before me. “Thank you. I hope that we can undo all of the damage done by the Brands one day, and I hope my brother’s inspiration will help make up for his sins.”

      I nodded slowly as the other ladies joined us. Reggie had moved right into pragmatic explorer mode himself, jogging over to the rotting frog body a few dozen paces away with a steely look on his face and sword in hand. The dancing thoughts in my head sparked by the departing Brand’s power started to coagulate into something real, something concrete. Ideas and plans and observations I’d already made started to come into alignment, and I barely noticed when Amalthea joined Reggie in performing an autopsy on the frog corpse to recover our gear. Even when Petra threw her arms around me in relief, I could only give her a brief hug as my mind raced.

      “William?” she asked carefully, worry in her voice. “Are you alright? Are you injured or--”

      “I’m fine,” I replied as I looked up to meet her gaze. A smile was forming on my lips as things came together, and I nodded with growing conviction. “Yeah, better than that. I think I’ve got an idea about how we have to end this.”

      Petra beamed back at me, content with my answer, but Shikun blinked slowly as she pointed at the not-so-distant-anymore ziggurat, the heart of Khaba va’Khem’s kingdom of the undead.

      “Didn’t we always?” the dragon-girl asked. “I mean no offense, but is not the strategy still to fight the rest of the way to Khaba and end him? We are so close.”

      “If this were a normal war, you’d be right, Shikun.” I hugged Petra a little closer as I reached out an open arm to Shikun. She slipped easily into my open arm. “This isn’t a normal one, though… or it won’t be until we field an army of our own.”

      I kissed them each on the top of the head. “This may seem crazy, but we’re going back. The only way we’ll stop Khaba once and for all is to do it together.”
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      I glanced over my shoulder, unable to take my eyes off William fully, even as Shikun and I helped Malthy with her armor and saddle. He was sorting the rest of our supplies salvaged from the frog-beast’s stomach. Though Garrula had not lied about where our gear was, the fact of the matter was that not all of it survived inside the undead abomination’s gut.

      That wasn’t my concern, though. The Crystal had survived, as had the dwarven-made armor and weapons, the tools my sisters and friends needed to press on. As for the food and sundries, it was well within my power to make even this dead land give up her gifts to sustain us if we pressed on. No, my worry was William himself.

      Whatever revelations the Brand of Inspiration had granted him, it was clear they weighed on his mind even as they gave him new hope. But, for whatever reason, he was keeping them inside. Maybe he feared the eyes of Khaba va’Khem, something I could understand with that bastard’s far reach, but perhaps it was something else.

      “Ah!” Amalthea gasped out. “Petra! Too tight!”

      My head snapped back around to see that, while I had been worrying about William, my vines had continued working on their own accord to pull and pull at the main belt of the sphinx’s back plate and saddle. So much so that I was clearly starting to compress her gut and ribs far too much. I immediately let go with my vines, and Amalthea took in a deep, heaving breath. However, that led to the problem of the strap being far too slack, and the entire armor-saddle combination threatened to slip off entirely, if not for Shikun’s swift reactions and great strength. She managed to catch hold of it and keep it upright.

      “First sister,” she began slowly as she gazed over Malthy’s back at me, “I don’t mean to be untoward, but… something is clearly distracting you.” A faint blush dusted her cheeks. “And not in the good way that Will usually distracts us.”

      Now Amalthea tried her best to crane her head back to look at me. “What’s this, dear Petra?” Fortunately for her, she had a feline’s flexibility, so she too could give me an arched eyebrow. “You’re usually the grounded and pragmatic one of our harem. It’s not like you to have your head among the stars.”

      Ducking down low to both secure the dangling straps and avoid the looks of my harem sisters, I tried not to look too embarrassed. “It’s foolish, it truly is.” This time, I didn’t overtighten anything. “I just… I can feel the weight of all this on him, and I want to lift some of that burden.” I sighed slightly as I stood. “But I am not sure how.”

      “Other than how we already have?” Shikun’s blush intensified as she busied herself with Amalthea’s saddlebags. “Our time together in the Record certainly… relieved some tension.”

      “I think Petra refers to more recent developments,” Amalthea noted as she shrugged her shoulders, adjusting the weight of her armor across her back and shoulders. “I would concur. While William certainly seems sure of purpose, surer than before, something seems to be eating at him.”

      The statuesque draconian planted her hands on her hips then. “Well, the solution is clear, sisters.” Malthy and I both looked at her curiously, for it didn’t seem quite so obvious to me, at least. “You should talk to Sir Reginald, Petra, and suggest that you ride with William on our flight back across the Miasma line. That way, you can talk with him, try to assuage his worries, and find out what is wrong.” She favored me with a small smile. “You are his first, after all. If he will open up to anyone, it is you.”

      “Indeed, a brilliant idea!” Amalthea was looking at me now too, a wry grin on her lips. “You and your considerable dryad charms should easily pry the concerns from our savior’s troubled heart. Then, once we arrive safely behind friendly lines, you can tell Shikun. Me as well, assuming I don’t overhear it during the flight.”

      And they were right. Shikun’s idea was perfect, and I was certain he would open up. The thing that endeared me the most to my love was the trust he so easily and surely placed on those around him. I nodded eagerly as I bounced on the balls of my feet.

      “Perfect.” I beamed at Shikun most specifically. “Thank you for your insightful idea. I will talk to the good sir knight right now!”

      As it turned out, it was as simple as asking Reginald to exchange places. I would have thought that, with his general nervousness about flight, he would have preferred the secure saddle on Amalthea’s back over being held in Shikun’s arms, and yet, it only took an earnest request on my part.

      “Are you sure?” I pressed as I put a hand on the elder Uplander’s shoulder. “If it would put you out--”

      “Oh, not at all, milady,” Reginald graciously offered before leaning a bit closer. “To be truthful, Petra, Master Tyler seems intensely preoccupied with something, no doubt sparked by our most recent predicament, and he seems loathe to open up to me about it. Perhaps having you and your considerable…” He paused for a moment as if searching for a word. “... assets riding behind him might take his mind off the matter?”

      “I think you’re not as old in spirit as you are in body.” I gave Reginald a sly wink and a grin. “Thank you for your understanding. I swear on my mother’s seed that I will work the worry from him before we arrive back beyond the lines.”

      He patted the hand I had on his shoulder gently, in the fashion of a kindly old grandfather. “You do that, child. As for myself, I must steel myself for a very different sort of flight.”

      With that, Reginald took in a deep breath, shouldered his pack, and walked over to where Shikun was holstering her immense club. I turned back to where Amalthea was and joined both her and William as we prepared to leave the desert colosseum and its piles of now-inert fertilizer.

      My one hope was that their decay might bring some small measure of life back to these blasted lands.

      “Weren’t you flying with Shikun?” William noted from his perch atop the sphinx. “Or more exactly, that Reg wouldn’t want to fly being dangled from her arms for a few hours straight?”

      I held a hand up towards him with a bright smile on my lips. “I think our brave knight is looking to overcome his fears. Besides, we are going to be flying low to the dunes, yes? To avoid the red demon bats?”

      He smiled a bit at that, nodding as he reached down to take my hand. “Then I’m happy to have you with me. I bet Amalthea is too, aren’t you?”

      “Indeed,” she noted with a bit of a purr. “Our esteemed first sister knows that I am quite the good kitty.”

      We all got a laugh out of that, even if Will’s was a bit subdued, and once I was settled into place snugly behind our savior, Amalthea spread her wings wide and took off. As we rose into the air, just high enough to skim the walls of the ruins, Shikun fell into formation on our left. While Garrula had moved us some way from our previous camp, between Amalthea’s knowledge of Morkanna and the path woven by the twin suns above, finding our bearings towards the edge of the Miasma field was sprout’s play.

      For the first few moments of our flight, we stayed in silence. Amalthea focused on the terrain to steer us straight and clear of any more contingents of Khaba’s undead army, William still seemed wrapped up in his own thoughts, even Libritas’s glow seemed muted and quiet. I simply leaned against Will’s back, arms and vines lightly wrapped around his waist, and took this time both to enjoy our closeness and gather my thoughts.

      But I couldn’t wait forever, and so, as the twin suns hang heavy in the horizon, I took in a deep breath before hugging William tighter to me.

      “What is it, Petra?” As always, even when wrapped in his own thoughts, Will was extremely perceptive.

      “Something is weighing on you,” I began, and as I felt him tense up for a denial, I kept going, “and before you try to deny it, let me just say that it’s obvious to all of us.”

      That made Will laugh a little, a sound that brought a smile to my lips.

      “Guess it would be pretty stupid to try to put anything over you or any of the others.” He patted Amalthea affectionately between her wings, something that sent a purr through her and us as well. “It’s just… Garrula opened my eyes to a lot of things. Not just his parting gift of inspiration, but what he said, it brought a lot of things in perspective.”

      “And those things would be?” I pressed with my words even as I pressed myself closer to him to share my warmth with him. “Remember, Shikun, Malthy, and I were a bit busy when you had your chat with that garish zombie.”

      “Oh, a lot of things.” William smiled a bit more at my closeness, and a different kind of warmth came off him. “But the important thing to me was that Khaba didn’t seem to care about where he placed his generals, that he didn’t seem to think our efforts would do anything to stop him.” He glanced over his shoulder at me. “But while his observations were correct, that the generals weren’t placed in obviously important ways, his conclusion about it was wrong. Something I realized when he gave me a flash of inspiration while he left.”

      I wasn’t sure I knew what all he meant, but there was something in my roots that made me agree with his assessment. “Right… if Khaba truly didn’t care for where his generals were, why was the Crystal of Purity so strongly protected? That’s a very conscious act, is it not?”

      “Precisely!” William’s voice rose not just from excitement, but from Amalthea’s sudden swoop to keep us behind a rise of dunes and away from a zombie patrol. “We were never meant to find that Crystal, but the rest? Notice how every general and engagement has led us deeper into Morkanna?”

      “But isn’t that a logical line of defense?” Even as I said the words aloud, I knew I was wrong. “Wait, you think we were herded this way?”

      “More than that. We were fed victories, obstacles to overcome to make us overconfident. Not that those zombies weren’t trying to kill us, but see all the masses, the sheer numbers?” With that, William used Libritas as a pointer, out across the sands that swarmed with the undead. “Not to mention the fact that the very Miasma can be turned into demon bats and who knows what else. This was just supposed to be a scouting mission, remember?”

      “And yet, we found ourselves fighting, winning, pushing forward, so close that we almost drove forward right into Khaba’s ziggurat.” My eyes widened as I tightened my embrace around my love. “It was all an elaborate trap… but why?”

      “Libritas… and maybe more,” he said matter-of-factly. The Brand of Freedom pulsed brightly in his grip, and her rune surged with light on my chest. “I don’t know if you remember from being in that trance, but Garrula made it clear that Lib’s power was what turned the tide, let Khaba subjugate and corrupt the other Brands. He wants her back… bad… and I’m her Brandwielder.”

      “So… he would likely need you in some way, either to kill or dominate.” Righteous fury bubbled up from my roots through to my vines. “This will not happen, I swear it. We swear it.” I knew I took no liberty in speaking for Amalthea, Shikun… or even Libritas. It felt odd to think it, but yes, she too was part of our harem now.

      “Damn straight.” William seemed to relax some. “Which means if Khaba wants us to charge in blindly, we’re regrouping with our allies. If that Purity thing can affect the Miasma, maybe if we put our best minds on it, we can use it to protect our armies. We’ll have numbers, and I will also be able to use these angelic powers I have fully because I won’t have to use energy shielding us from the Miasma. Then we’ll face Khaba on a more equal footing.”

      That’s when he turned his head again to flash a brilliant smile at me. “Thanks, by the way.”

      “Eh?” I was so wrapped up in my anger that I was caught off-guard. “For what?”

      “For this,” he said simply. “For making me talk about it. It helps to put it out there, to put thoughts to words.” William leaned back a bit in the saddle, an endearing closeness as he nodded. “Most of all, for being, well, you.”

      I took this chance to crane my head forward just enough to kiss him on the cheek. “And thank you for the same. I love you, William. We love you.”

      “I love all of you too.” His words were solemn like an oath as he turned back to view our rapid approach to the wall of the Miasma. “And that’s how we’re going to kick Khaba’s ass from here to the twin suns.”
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            Baroness Solanna

          

        

      

    

    
      I was told once that, for most of the folk of Etria, waiting was a form of hell. When most have only one set of hands, one pair of feet, it would be, for there must be so much to do yet so little means to do so. To have that small amount of labor wasted by being forced to be idle, it sounded maddening. Still, I, the queen anthrophilian of my hive, the Baroness of the Marches, had no real conception of this.

      I had thousands upon thousands of pairs of hands, buzzing wings, always at my command. Some of those could be idle, and yet I would never feel that keen pang of waiting, not with so many other hands working to forward the needs of my people and my barony. Now, though? As I stood atop the largest dune and looked out over the war camp, I felt the hell of waiting all too keenly.

      Yes, I still had a multitude of drones working diligently, both to rebuild the ravaged Marches and here, along the frontline of Khaba va’Khem’s wall of death, raising fortifications with dwarven and draconian help. For all that activity, though, I was powerless to do the one thing I wished above all else: to be with our chosen champion, the man who had saved my people and me as he risked his life in the red mists.

      Though we had only spent one moment of passion together, I knew in the culmination of that moment that I adored William Tyler of Earth. He had already proved his commitment to our world, his mercy for our people, and then, he most assuredly proved the depth and power of his passion. Heat and desire pooled inside of me, my antennae twitching as naked want filled me, a want that I could not sate.

      A sending from one of my perimeter drones broke through my self-inflicted torture… but not the perimeter of the wall. No, this signal came from the trails leading southward, toward the lands of Solanna. While this news did little to sate my wants, a small note of hope chimed in my heart, for in war, there was always a need for more allies. I let my wings spread wide, and in a flutter, I took off toward the southern end of the war camp.

      My bee’s-eye view of the sprawling tents, campfires, and dwarven forges showed me the cause of my drone’s message. On the trail was what I could best describe as a motley array of people. Humble farmers of every type, ferynx, elf, and the like with their pitchforks and spades walked beside rough-dressed orc tribesmen. Woodland hunters in hides with their bows and slings chatted with former ettercap bandits as easily as they would their best friends. Huge six-legged karushes hauled wagons of produce, supplies, cut wood, tanned leather, as well as whole families.

      It was as if all the able-bodied men and women of Solanna, from the village of Kaulda through the woods that lay on all sides and the Whitesword mountains beside, had gathered to come here. Come to fight this great war for our freedom.

      I wished that my strong and steady leadership were the cause of this, but it was not. I had been weak, corrupted by Khaba and my own Brand of Civilization. Instead, this was the work of William Tyler, and yet another reason I loved him. Swallowing down my own personal pity, I took in a deep breath and smoothed my battle gown. While I might not have lived up to what I wanted to be in the past, I would live up to that in the future. The first step in that was to be a leader for these people of my barony and gird them for war.

      Now put together, I fluttered down to land a few cart-lengths ahead of the procession, joined by an honor guard of my warrior drones. At the caravan’s head were a pair of men, each with what had to be their daughter with them. One man was a tall, barrel-chested ferynx, his colorful farmer’s garb concealed behind rustic armor made of polished and lacquered bronzewood, with his daughter swinging a short, sharpened length of the same wood. The other clearly hailed from the northern orc tribes though he dressed as a Kauldan. He hobbled on a crutch, one leg and one eye gone and scarred. His daughter, taller and stocker as the pig-men were wont to be, trailed behind the smaller girl, a bow in hand and quiver at her back.

      As my guard and I landed, the entire procession before us stopped. Eyes widened, gasps rippled through the crowd, and no fair few of the village folk fell to a knee, head bowed in respect before their baroness. The two leaders did not take a knee, the crippled orc for obvious reasons, but they each bowed, as did their daughters.

      “Please, good people of Solanna,” I began, choosing my words with care to emulate not my old, imperious self, but the way I noted that William spoke to others. “Do not kneel on ceremony. Rise and let us speak as equals.”

      A murmur ran through the crowd, and most, if not all, of those kneeling rose. All eyes locked on me as the ferynx man nodded respectfully.

      “Thank you, good baroness,” he said heartily, his voice powerful and deep. “I am Sullah Sona, headman of Kaulda village. The moment we learned that you were free and the Marches restored, we prepared for what was to come.”

      “And when the drums of war began to beat,” the orc beside him added, “we would not stand by idly when freedom is there to be wrested.” When Sullah nudged him, the orc coughed. “Ah, my apologies, baroness. I am Wodag.”

      “We brought the Wyrmtooth tribes!” the kitten chimed in, swinging her ‘sword’ to punctuate the point. “The ettercaps and hunters of the woods as well!”

      Sullah laughed at his daughter’s enthusiasm. “Indeed, Suli. You and Una should go find Aroch.” He looked to me then and nodded. “We are at your service.”

      “You do me and our barony proud, Sullah Sona,” I said warmly as joy and warmth burned in my heart. Despite my mistakes, despite Khaba’s worst attempts, my people were still strong, ready to fight. “As we speak, William Tyler and his circle scout beyond the red death, but they will return soon. Let us get you and yours settled in and prepare for the final war council to come.”

      As a round of assents and nods ran through the people, I stood proudly before them, projecting the strength they would need, the strength William would wish me to show.

      Thanks to him, I had a second chance to lead my people, and I would not fail him.
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      A football field. That was how far, as near as I could tell, that the Miasma wall had extended toward Solanna. While the shifting dunes had done their best to obscure that fact, what they couldn’t hide, not in just a few days, was the line of field fortifications my allies had thrown up before we left. Those, now looking haggard and eroded, we passed over alongside the scattered masses of undead that roamed the perimeter of the field.

      That distance might not have seemed like much, but when you stopped to consider that was at least one hundred yards in all directions, the amount of land Morkanna had swallowed up was… staggering. Who knew how many died in the other directions that I didn’t know about? How many more soldiers had Khaba added to his legions?

      I didn’t know, but if he thought this bit of a power play would make me and mine turn back from our mission, he had another thing coming. We just had to collect the rest of the party guests and all the favors.

      When we broke through the edge of the field, it was a literal breath of fresh air. The constant undercurrent of decay was gone, as well as the faint reddish tint. More than that, there was a tremendous pressure that lifted the moment we were safe. A combination of anxiety over the next danger and the continual fatigue of maintaining the protective aura around all of us continually fell away at the same time, and I felt a million times better.

      Which was good, because the clarity that came with it allowed me to hear the echoing twang of multiple bows firing at once.

      “Dive, Malthy!”

      Petra clutched on tighter as the sphinx dove abruptly, just in time for the volley to go wide. For a brief moment, I feared that our frontline was already overrun, and undead archers had been waiting for hours to ambush us, but then the astonished and worried gasps erupted from below. As Amalthea evened out, she let out a growl as I looked over her flank.

      “Yes, it’s us!” she scolded. “Now, stand down… and apologize while you’re at it!”

      Below us was a group of alarmed and contrite looking guards. Living, breathing ones. Our guards. A grizzled Magma Guard draconian cuffed a rather young elven archer as Shikun and Reggie came to hover beside us.

      “Wings give me grace!” he growled before turning his eyes up towards me. “My apologies, Brandwielder, Ghostwing.” He nodded toward Shikun. “More volunteers from Kaulda and the woods came in, and some of them aren’t quite used to the death wall yet. A bit skittish.”

      I could have given the kid hell myself, but the Magma Guard had things covered. Besides, I was too happy to hear that we had more reinforcements. If they were from Kaulda, that must have meant that Sonna was here, and most likely the Wyrmtooth tribes. We would need every hand on deck for what was to come.

      “It’s okay!” I called back down. “Trust me, it’s a lot worse inside. I understand.” I patted Amalthea’s side as I glanced towards Shikun. “Come on. Let’s go to the war tent. It’s time to share what we know, and plan our next move.”

      “Ah,” Reggie sighed, “and here I was hoping that we’d rest a spell in environs more comfortable than the sandy desert floor or rocky tunnels. I suppose a knight’s work is never done, is it?”

      “Indeed,” Shikun said as we moved on, flying towards the new center of the war camp. It had clearly grown by a few hundred warm bodies, if not more. “There is no rest for the righteous.”

      “Though I can’t say I have ever heard it worded quite thusly, Lady Shikun,” the Brit noted, “I also cannot disagree.”

      “Don’t worry, Reg,” I called over as we descended toward the central clearing. “Once we get this plan hashed out, we are going to take a rest. Armies can’t march on empty stomachs or weak legs, after all.”

      As with the rest of the camp, it seemed as if the pavilion erected as our war room had gotten larger as well. I recognized quite a few Kauldan villagers, decked out in the wooden armor and weapons we had crafted to fight the Weaver’s bandit army, orcish tribesmen in their barbaric regalia, and many more new faces I didn’t recognize mixed into the growing forces. It looked as if the word of our rebellion was spreading, attracting more and more to the battle for freedom.

      Good. That’s what I both hoped for and expected.

      What I didn’t quite expect was the cheer that ran through the camp as we landed. It started out low, with murmurs and pointing, but it grew fast until it seemed like the tents themselves were shaking from the force of the army’s cry.

      “They have been waiting for you, Will,” Lib pulsed in my head. “You are the flame to light the way through the darkness, the hope they have wanted these past centuries of enslavement.”

      And as if she could read Libritas’s mind, Petra leaned forward in my ear to echo the Brand’s sentiment. “I know you try to stay humble, my love, but this praise? You deserve it, so drink it in like groundwater through your roots.” When I glanced over my shoulder to question her, she quickly added, “Don’t worry. It’s our job as your harem to not only lift you up but keep your gaze towards the ground.”

      “I’ll hold you to that,” I said with a grin before dismounting. Shikun and Reggie were close behind us, and as I helped Petra down, I drank in the cheers and flashed a few smiles around. Army morale was important, and you know what? Lib and Petra were right. This praise was earned, and false humility was perhaps worse than needless pride.

      Not that we were left free for long. Not even a minute after we landed and shook off the trail dust, the cloth flap draped over the pavilion’s entrance burst aside, and what I could only call a cavalcade of familiar figures rushed out to greet us. Some I knew were already here, Karkaros, Thornton, and the ever beautiful Baroness Solanna, for instance, and others, well, I hadn’t seen them in some time. Chieftain Aroch Steeltusk, Wodag, and his daughter Una, Suli Sona, all friends from Kaulda and the mountain tribes.

      But it was the ever bombastic Sullah Sona that got ahead of them all, and the huge ferynx man eagerly scooped me up in a bear hug.

      “Ah, William Tyler, hero of Kaulda!” he boomed as he let me go, thumping me hard on the shoulder in emphasis. “My friend! Seeing you again and safe, I have no words to describe my joy!”

      I had to take a second to catch my breath from Sullah’s enthusiastic embrace. “It’s great to see you too, Sullah!” I glanced around at the growing crowd. “And it looks like you brought, well, everyone… and then some.”

      The two young girls had rushed over to Reggie and Shikun, begging for tales of our adventures, Petra was pulled into quite talk with Aroch about the health of the mountain orcs’ rock wyrms, and Amalthea had to intercept an extremely bombastic Silver before our ever-growing pet bowled over everyone. The Baroness took that opening to slip up to me, her hands clasped in front of her and wings folded behind her back.

      “Indeed, the good headman brought all the able-bodied people of the plains and the forests,” she told me, and the smile that graced her face told me the joy and pride in her heart. “It would seem that while I may have failed my people, they have not failed me.”

      “Fail us?” Sullah laughed at that. “From what I hear said, you fought the terrible influence of a corrupted Brand with every ounce of your strength, keeping it contained to the Marches for seasons.”

      “He’s not wrong, Solanna,” I reassured her as I closed the last distance between us. Putting my arms around her, I pulled the anthrophilian royal close, and how we fit together this close felt absolutely perfect. “In the end, we’ll all drive a blade through the heart of Morkanna together.”

      “Well said, my champion,” she whispered, her breath hot, and we both decided to do the natural thing at that moment. We kissed softly, and as I pulled back, a renewed cheer rippled across the camp.

      “Now, let’s not waste any time,” I announced, raising my voice so that I could be heard above the din. “We have a war to plan and an artifact to unlock.” That led to more than a few arched eyebrows and eager glances, but I raised my hand to ward off the questions as I walked toward the tent’s entrance. “It’s a long story, so why don’t we get in there, and we’ll tell it in one go?”

      Not only did all the leaders of the barony join us, including Sir Reginald and all my harem,  as many rank-and-file as possible crammed into the now-double-sized pavilion. I was especially pleased that someone, the Baroness, I suspected, had ensured that there was a large rug piled with pillows added especially for Amalthea. The sphinx appreciated the thought, and so did I.

      What followed next was story night on steroids. Every member of our circle took turns, telling parts of our journey into the Miasma. We each picked up naturally from one to the other, the sort of seamless tale that only a group very close together could manage. Those gathered around us listened with a mixture of rapt attention and concern as we laid out the full extent of the armies arrayed against us. However, with each victory we recounted, that concern started to fall away as the flames of hope were fanned in their hearts.

      As I finished, ending with our encounter with Garrula and the gift of inspiration he gave me before he passed, I set the Crystal of Purity down on the large map table before me.

      “So, to sum up, it’s clear to me that Khaba was trying to lure us in once we broached his borders,” I explained. “No doubt, his eyes were on us every step of the way, and it’s only because we were smart in how we got back that we got out at all.”

      “Sometimes it’s best to walk into a trap,” Karkaros rumbled as he flexed his powerful wings. “Then, you smash the trap with an immensely large rock and tear your would-be captors limb from limb.”

      “But what if your captor doesn’t have limbs?” Thornton asked curiously as he ran his hands through his beard. “Doesn’t seem very practical, to be honest.”

      “Regardless of the limbs or lack thereof,” Petra raised her hands to call for order, her voice taking on the tone of a stern mother, “going into said trap would endanger William, that much is certain, and if Khaba were to manage to get his mummified hands on Libritas…” She let her voice trail off for effect, and the murmurs in the crowd turned to thoughtful silence.

      “Then we march on Morkanna,” Solanna said matter-of-factly. “You have gained a lay of the land, and these various tunnels and systems of ruins might present us an opportunity to travel deep towards the ziggurat while minimizing the numbers advantage.”

      “Force the legions of the damned into tight spaces, eh?” Sullah rubbed his whiskers. “If we use the right tactics, mixed with orcish wyrm-fire and dwarven honeysteel, we might have a chance to punch through.”

      I tapped the Crystal, and it seemed to chime with each touch. “All this assumes that my hunch is right and that this magical MacGuffin can do something about the Miasma.”

      “The only references in the Khalati Record only note the name of the thing,” Amalthea confirmed as she sat up on her bed of pillows. “The fact that its existence has been so thoroughly expunged, by Khaba, no doubt, only reinforces its importance. If only it also didn’t leave is in a cloud of ignorance.”

      “Why did you call it a MacGuffin?” Thornton’s voice punched through the murmurs of conjecture. “Because it’s not.”

      I sighed and ran my hand down my face. Dwarves and their literal speaking.

      “I know, Thornton. It’s the Crystal of Purity, but--”

      “That’s not what it is either,” he quickly pointed out. “At least that’s not what we call ‘em.”

      The room fell dead silent at that. Amalthea especially was wide-eyed, almost sputtering in confusion. Before she could get a word out through her shock, Shikun got straight to the point, striding around the table to clap a taloned hand on the dwarf’s shoulder.

      “Are you implying that you might have known a way to deal with this haze of death this whole time, and you never mentioned it?” she growled, a puff of silvery flame escaping through her nose.

      “Of course not, missy.” Despite the possibility of burnination by dragon-girl, Thornton seemed nonplussed. “The Great Stones of the Elements have been lost for generations upon generations. If I knew where to get the Air Stone, I would have mentioned it. I’m not daft, you know?”

      Her grip relaxed… a little.

      “But I checked the Record,” the sphinx finally sputtered out. “Your dwarven histories are there. I’ve seen them… though I do find it odd all your memoirs are named My Memoir, no matter who the actual author is.”

      Thornton merely shrugged. “That’s the first rule of the Great Stones. You don’t write about the Great Stones.”

      “That makes absolutely no sense,” I rightly pointed out, but the dwarven leader didn’t seem to care.

      “But as we aren’t writing but talking, I can tell you that the Great Stones were made a long, long, long, long, looooong time ago by the progenitors of the dwarven people,” he recounted. “If you believe the stories, they were the crude prototypes for the Brands of Virtue. Instead of concentrating the best qualities of people, the Stones concentrated the purest elemental forces.”

      Though I was still a bit annoyed at the obtuseness of the dwarven mindset, I was more happy to hear that he had some idea of what it was. Even more so, that was another clue to put the puzzle together with.

      “It’s all making sense now,” I mused. “I’m guessing, like the Brands, this Stone or Crystal or whatnot can affect the element it’s tied to. Air in this case?”

      “Sure,” Thornton answered. “I mean, that’s obviously the function of concentrated, purified elemental essence.”

      The Baroness steepled her fingers, elbows resting on the table, and gave me a brief nod as if she could sense my frustration. “Allow me, William.” She turned her glittering eyes toward the dwarf. “Mayor Thornton, could you please detail for us how said Stone may be used to combat the deadening effects of the Miasma? Then, once you have, could you then prepare a precise listing of the materials and resources we would need to put that Stone to use shielding our armies from harm?”

      Of course, Solanna would have experience dealing with dwarven idiosyncrasies. She did rule over them for decades before Officium was corrupted.

      “I would be honored, Baroness.” Thornton nodded. “So, it’s really all quite simple… for a dwarf.”

      And as it turned out, it actually was simple, and not just for a dwarf.
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      “It is hard for me to believe, even after all we’ve been through, that this could be over within a turn of the moon,” I murmured softly at the top of the jutting hill of sandstone that overlooked the blood-red field.

      The amazing magic of the dwarves allowed them to shape the materials they needed for the great device to house the Crystal, so there wasn’t much I could do to help in that regard. Here, at least I could keep watch on the slowly rolling Miasma. While the legions of the dead had not emerged and likely would never do so, any lapse in diligence would be an invitation for Khaba va’Khem to overrun our position.

      I wasn’t alone in that thought because William, our savior, our champion, our love, had joined me not moments after I flew off to take my time at watch.

      “That’s the plan.” He had a hand settled on Libritas’s grip, the other hooked in the waistband of his pants. “Unless we hit a major blockade, I think we can punch through to striking distance of the ziggurat within a week.” I’d heard him use that Uplander word before, so I could guess what he meant by it. “But that’s when all the hard parts go down. That’s when we take down Khaba and end this.”

      Something lingered in William’s voice, some want there, but not the usual kind of desire that set the fires in my heart and made my core clench with need. Willing myself not to blush at the thought of that, I glanced over at him and worked up the courage to ask. Fortunately, I found it before he pressed on.

      “William…?”

      He blinked as he turned to face me. “What’s up, Shikun?”

      “I don’t mean to pry…” I caught myself, took a deep breath, and turned as well, meeting his curious gaze. “No, no. My apologies if I am speaking out of my place, my savior, but I do mean to pry. Well, perhaps not so much as pry as…”

      I caught the amusement playing across his face now as he arched an eyebrow, and a hot flush rose up my neck and to my cheeks, no doubt matching the color of my scales.

      “It’s just… there’s not anything wrong, but I can feel that there’s something off about you, and…” I tapped my talons together with nerves I shouldn’t have had. So strange, it was one thing to share his bed, to let this wonderful man have his way with me, but to ask so simply a question was so… hard. “What is it that you are thinking about, Will?”

      “You’re absolutely adorable when you’re flustered.” He smiled brightly at me as he reached out to cup my cheek. Even though I did want to know what his hidden desire was, I couldn’t help myself. I leaned into his touch, and my eyes fluttered closed as I nuzzled his hand. “And while I am pretty sure I could use this moment to totally ditch your question--”

      That’s when my eyes snapped open, and with a little huff of dragon-fire from my nose, I grabbed his wrist in my hand. Not hard… well, not too hard, but hard enough.

      “You will do no such thing, William Tyler, no matter how much I love you!”

      He didn’t struggle at all. He only smiled at me and looped his free arm around my waist. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      That’s when he pulled me in, something I was all too eager to allow as I pulled him in by the wrist as well. Our lips met, and that all-so-sweet heat rushed from my head to my toes, something made clear as my toes curled and sliced my talons through the soft stone. We stayed that way for a long moment, one I wished would last forever, until he finally broke the kiss.

      “It’s my mother,” he said softly. “I’ve been thinking about her lately, with this being so near to done. While I’ve learned a lot about Laurelin, what I don’t know is what Khaba did to her. We all think she’s dead, but… I’m not so certain.”

      There was a pensive look in his eyes, that deep, thoughtful gaze he had when he was not only weighing his feelings but all the elements of a possible situation. I was too because the part of me that was trained for war, to lead armies, worried at the possible consequences if William’s angelic mother did indeed live.

      “I would be glad if that were the case,” I said softly. “I would want to meet the woman who brought you into this world, but at the same time…” I bit my lip. “If she is in Khaba’s clutches, he won’t hesitate to use her against you.”

      “That’s the same thing I was thinking. Another possible layer of this bastard’s tricks and traps.” William let out a short sigh. “I can’t let that stop me, though. Khaba has to be brought down.”

      I caught his eyes again, and as we locked gazes, I puffed up my chest, squared my muscular shoulders, and flared my wings. “He will be. I have… we, all of us in your harem, we have faith in you, and faith in each other. I swear on all I hold dear that not only will we find a way to win, that we will save your mother if she’s still alive.”

      The pensive look faded then, replaced by a bright smile that made my heart thump hard in my chest.

      “Thank you, Shikun,” William said simply, but in those simple words were a relief that made my own serious look melt into joy. “I know I’m asking a lot by saying this, but… there’s another favor I want to ask you.”

      That piqued my curiosity, for what else could I possibly do for him that we were not already pledged to do? I let go of his wrist to scratch at the base of one of my horns.

      “Please, ask. You know I will make it so with all of my strength.”

      “Then I know it’ll get done,” William began as he folded his arms over his chest. “You know I like to prepare for all eventualities, and there’s a chance, however slim, that this might all go to shit. That Khaba’s got something up his sleeve so powerful that we can’t stop him.”

      I wanted to object, to assuage his worries, but that’s when I noticed that he wasn’t torn up with anxiety or fear such as I might have been when he first freed me. No, this was the calm concern of a leader who knew that all eventualities had to be planned for. So, I kept my peace and only nodded slowly for him to continue.

      “If that happens, or if it even looks like it might, Khaba can’t get his hands on Lib,” he said firmly. “You’re the strongest, toughest person I know, and I trust you utterly. You’ve got the best chance of surviving whatever he throws at us, so if it does look bleak, you grab Libritas, and you get her the hell out of there.”

      My body stiffened and my muscles tensed at the very thought of such a thing happening… but more than that pang of fear, a surge of pride washed over me. Could he really think that? Did he really trust me… love me so much that he would entrust the fate of Freedom’s Brand to me, a once-Wingless, once-cursed slave girl?

      I could have questioned him. Maybe I should have, but at that moment, full of William’s trust, confident for perhaps the first time that I would be able to rise to any challenge he put before me, I simply nodded.

      “You have my word and my strength, William Tyler of Upland,” I proclaimed. “And you have my love.”

      A smile cracked his serious features. “And you have mine, Shikun Ghostwing.” And with that, William took me once more into his arms and kissed me with all his passion.
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      Spending time with Shikun at the overlook cleared away the last bits of worry I had about our impending assault on Morkanna. I was confident in the will and strength of the people I was leading, sure as to the course of our plan, and now, if things did go wrong, I was certain that this wouldn’t be the end of Etrian’s fight for freedom. By the time I had finished with the beautiful dragon-girl, admittedly doing more than just keeping watch, I made my way back down into the camp, toward the central clearing where I wagered that the dwarves were just about done with their crafting.

      “It’s your wisdom that I think I may adore most, Will,” Libritas whispered huskily in my mind. “Or perhaps it’s your courage. Or your dedication to principles.” I could sense a certain heat from the Brand. “Or it’s possible it is more… physical qualities I have grown attached to above the rest.”

      I scoffed and smirked. “I’m told that a lot… which makes me wonder about something. When are you going to, well, go Avatar again?”

      “To be honest…” Libritas’s voice trailed off for a moment. I slowed my pace a little to give her time. Even though mental speech was faster than normal, I wanted to get this done before I had people trying to get my attention from all sides. “I have conserved my power. With how dangerous our mission into the Miasma was, with you giving so much of your own strength to protect our circle, I didn’t want to leave you without me close at hand. If only our bond were fully cemented--”

      “It isn’t?” My query was understandable. I mean, we had fought side-by-side, made love, shared the very power in our souls. “How much more bonded could we get?”

      “There is one last ritual we could perform, but to do so would be to chain ourselves to one another, now and forever, ‘til death do us part.” Lib’s mental voice was soft and distant, almost weary. “I have suffered the pain of those chains shattering many times over the centuries and, worse, been tortured by being chained in such a way against my will.”

      That made up my mind then and there. Instead of heading toward the foundry tents in the main clearing, I ducked off toward the western end of camp, away from both the heart of activity and the frontlines.

      “You don’t want to be hurt again,” I mused mentally as I strode. There were still some empty tents, supply areas cleared out by usage, and I intended to use one for privacy. “I get that, and I respect those wishes.”

      “I sense a but, though.” Lib giggled a little. “Remember, I am in your mind, William dear.”

      “And I’m in yours.” That was true. While I didn’t actively pry, I could always feel Lib’s thoughts and feelings, just below the current of my active mind. “So, that but?” Ah, there was one of the empties. I pulled the flap aside, and indeed, it was cleared out. “That but is that, if we can’t call on each other’s full power, we’re a lot less likely to beat Khaba and free Etria.”

      “So, you’re asking me to take one final risk,” she said more than asked as she read my mind.

      “Yep,” I said, this time aloud as I drew the Brand of Freedom and reverently set her leaning against the central support pole of the tent. “Just like I was being careful by getting Shikun’s help with my contingency plan, I’m going to ask you to take the plunge. To tell me what this ritual is so that we can fully bond.” I put my hand on my chest, over my heart. “I’ve accepted a lot of things in a short time here. I’ve opened my heart to a group of wonderful women, taken my place as the head of this harem, and am willing to risk everything to save this entire world. And in my heart of hearts? I want to do this, to bond with you, and bring you, Libritas, the all-too-human spirit in that brand of metal, into that self-same harem. Just like I love Petra, Shikun, Amalthea, and even Solanna, I love you too, Libritas.”

      I smiled softly. “You won’t be alone again, because no matter what, our circle is stronger than anything Khaba can throw at us, So, hell, this risk isn’t even a risk. It’s a sure thing, you taking this final step with me, but only if you want to. So, what do you say, Lib?”

      The Brand was silent for a long moment, without even her usual faint glow as she fell deep into her thoughts, so deep that I couldn’t read them unless I was obvious in prying. And if there’s one thing I respected, it was a woman’s privacy. Finally, after that thoughtful quiet, Lib began to glow again. Brightly, then brighter still, before the metal seemed to melt even as it grew until I couldn’t bear to look into that brilliant corona anymore.

      When it faded and I could look back safely, Libritas the Brand was gone, but Libritas the Avatar stood before me. In a matter of seconds, she came to me, kissed me deeply and feverishly. 

      “I’d waited for so long to hear those words, William,” Libritas sighed against my lips. “For so long I was trapped by my own fear of letting someone else get so close to me.” 

      “But you’re here now,” I breathed against her neck and kissed a trail of hot, open mouth kisses up to her ear as I moaned. “Now, you're mine.”

      Warm hands brushed against my skin as Libritas stripped me, pushing my clothes aside. They wouldn’t be needed, and I reveled once more in how silky-soft her steely skin felt against mine. I tilted my head back, offering my neck invitingly for her to take what she wanted from me, if that was what she needed. I could feel Libritas sorting her emotions, the desire to need and be needed, the fear of being hurt again, but so tired of fighting herself. She continued mouthing her way down my chest, only pausing to tweak each of my nipples, and I chuckled from the sensation. 

      Finally, she reached the waistband of my pants. Reverently, she dipped her fingers under and stroked me. A stuttered sound escaped me as my cock hit the cool air in the tent, but it was immediately remedied by the warmth of Libritas’s eager mouth. My fingers gripped into her flowing hair as she wasted no time in taking me as deep as she could. She dragged her tongue along the pulsing vein on the underside of my erection.

      “You really missed me, huh?” I teased with a husky lilt.

      Libritas took as much of me into her throat as she could before moaning around my length in response. “What does it feel like, William? Does it feel like I missed you?” Her thoughts were sent directly to my mind, and I sensed the tendrils of love and affection across our bond. With those thoughts, she allowed just a hint of her arousal to flicker there as well.

      My lashes fluttered in response. “I missed you, too. So much. Missed your warmth. Missed your hands, your kisses.” 

      I gasped as she sucked the tip of my cock and teased the slit, then bit my lip with a sexy chuckle. “Definitely missed that.”

      Warm amusement floated through our bond, “Don't those women of yours take care of you at all in my absence?” 

      Before I could protest that yes, they had taken very good care of me, Libritas was humming and swallowing around my cock. The pressure and vibration around me burned any other conscious thought from my mind, and my hands clung tighter into her hair in a desperate attempt to not simply fuck her warm, wet, sinfully addictive mouth.

      “Keep that up and you'll finish me too quickly,” I warned, though I kept my tone light. “There's so much more we could do.”

      A slick pop resounded softly off the walls of the tent and I couldn’t help but blush at the sight of Libritas, lips plush, cheeks burnished gold with arousal, and her chin lightly coated in saliva. Her eyes were dark with lust, her need to drag this out and take as much from me as possible. I was truly blessed with such a beautiful Brand. 

      I drew her back up to me and kissed her deeply before laying her on her back. I sat back for just a moment, appreciating how willing and gorgeous Libritas looked, legs spread and pussy wet. Hungrily, I licked my lips. 

      “You are incredibly breathtaking like this,” I teased as I trailed my fingers lightly over her clit, earning myself a soft moan as she shuddered. “I'm sure the other girls would enjoy the view as well.”

      Libritas shivered, and her moan was broken. I could see in her eyes that she was thinking about it, how good she could be for them. I had to agree, but that was a fantasy for another time. 

      “Focus on me,” I said sweetly and leaned back over her, kissing my way down her gorgeous form. 

      Finally, I grazed my tongue over her clit, and her legs trembled as I sampled her. I dove in deeper, relishing the delectable taste of her and eating her like she was my only meal of the day. Though our encounters in my dreams had been startlingly lifelike, it didn’t match the reality of the here and now. Every taste, every sensation magnified to be that much sweeter.

      Her hips shifted slightly as she drove herself into my expert tongue. As I dragged my tongue lower still and pressed it into her vagina, her pleasure coiled contentedly through our bond. Although her thoughts aren’t entirely connected, I was able to pick out the sentiment of  'mine, beautiful, perfect, how-did-I-get-so-lucky, William, William, William...' 

      I paused to gasp for breath, my heart clenching, overwhelmed by our combined love and the heady feelings of mutual, soft, bright joy in being reunited like this. 

      “Yours,” Libritas moaned, her lids half lidded as she watched me. “I'm yours.”

      I needed more. We both did, and I sat up suddenly, pulling her with me as her chains clanked. She sat flush against my naked chest, and we could feel each other’s hearts racing. A needy whine that she was unable to suppress escaped her lips.

      “Easy, Lib,” I soothed, “trust me to take care of you.”

      The words sent a shiver through her, and Libritas struggled to regain some semblance of composure, “Of course. You always do.”

      “Turn around,” I ordered, and she complied immediately. 

      “So good for me.” I hummed and kissed the back of one shoulder. “So beautiful.”

      With a stroke of possession, I sealed my mouth over the nape of her neck, sucking the skin between my lips and drawing a mark to the surface, no mean feat with her metal skin. I scraped my teeth into the newly sensitized flesh, marvelling again at how soft she was… but only for me. It was another sign of our connection, our bond, and the whole thing made Libritas keen with a wordless mewl. 

      “Mine,” I growled into her neck as the tip of my cock caught her entrance, and I gripped her hips tightly as I sank her down onto me, not stopping until she was fully seated in my lap. Her thighs trembled on either side of me as she was spread open, and I smoothed warm touches over them. 

      That was when my hands hit the chains bound to Libritas’s wrists. Of course, I’d noticed them before, but in this context, my mind went wild. With a smirk, I took them into my palms and wrapped them around, making sure I had a firm grip. 

      “William,” Libritas whined when she realized what I had done. Essentially, she couldn’t move, at least not in the way she wanted to. It gave me the opportunity to delight in how perfect a fit I was inside of her.

      “M-Move,” she huffed, and she wriggled her hips in a fruitless attempt to gain friction. 

      “I don't believe you are in any position to be making demands,” I groaned into her ear.

      “William... please,” she begged.

      I tightened my hold on the chains and drew my hips back slowly. “That's better.” I gave her barely any time to react before I slammed back into her. The impact of being so suddenly filled punched the air from her lungs in a soundless cry of need. Our bond ignited with Libritas’s swirling, chaotic thoughts of ‘need, need, please, again, need you!’

      “For you, anything.” I responded breathlessly through our connection. With that, I thrusted up into her, pulling the chains down hard in the same instant.

      All Libritas could do was pant in breathy, broken moans, and her head dropped back helplessly onto my shoulder as I deliberately raked against the sensitive bundle of nerves inside of her with every powerful thrust.

      “MINE.” The sentiment resounded both ways as we both reveled in the bliss we found within one another.

      A million other sentiments flooded through our bond then, so much so that I wasn’t able to discern whose thoughts were whose. 

      “Missed you. You’re perfect. Don't leave me. I love you.”

      Our bond continued to sing something like a hymn that had no words, but I knew it was a song that only we could create, and it filled my senses. All I could hear was our melody, and all I could feel was Libritas's heartbeat through the rhythm. I never wanted this to end, but I was so close to giving in that tears pricked the corners of my eyes from the overstimulation.

      “So good for me. Feels so good. So Close. Together.”

      Shuddering apart around my length as I spilled inside of her, Libritas comes, her chest heaving with the unrelenting force of her orgasm. 

      “William...” she purred and rolled her hips, drawing as much from my cock as she could. 

      I felt high, like nothing could bring me down from the insane amount of pure bliss pumping through me. 

      “My Libritas,” I rasped against her neck and feathered kisses everywhere I could reach. A subtle, white blue glow surrounded us, pulsing and keeping us protected in the wake of our orgasms. This was new, and the sheer presence of it felt incredible. “I love you so much.” 

      A bright smile pulled on her lips when she finally settled and drew me in for a long, passionate kiss. 

      “And I, you.”
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      To say that Libritas and I were a little late to see the fruits of Thornton’s labors would be a bit of an understatement. After our bonding, I had to get cleaned up before being anywhere near presentable, and though technically Lib could have just burned off the aftermath of our lovemaking easily enough, she wanted to join me in the bath I drew. That, of course, simply extended the amount of time it took to get ready.

      After we were done, dried, and broke apart after one last sizzling kiss, Lib straightened out her chains and smiled. “For now, to facilitate us getting on to business, I’ll revert to my Brand form.” She ran a shining finger across my honeysteel sword before handing it to me. “Besides, as fine as that weapon is, I am far stronger than it.”

      I took the sword from her with a thankful nod before sheathing it. “Just don’t hesitate to go full Avatar if you need to… or if you want to. I think what happened to some of your brothers and sisters was either the inability or unwillingness to, well, go full humanoid so that they could live a little.” When she arched an incredulous eyebrow, I shrugged and smirked. “Hey, look at how much happier you are with a little personal contact. People connect more with something like themselves than what they perceive as a tool or a weapon.”

      “I had never quite thought about it that way,” Lib mused before holding her hand out to me. “Your wisdom shines through once more.” As I took her hand, she began to glow. “Though I may become a weapon, for now, I will certainly spend more time with you and the others very soon.”

      With that, the light turned blinding for a moment, and when it faded, I wasn’t holding Libritas by the hand. Instead, I held her by the hilt in Brand form.

      “I look forward to it,” I sent to her as I sheathed her at my other hip. “Hopefully, the others aren’t too worried about where we’ve been.”

      It was a valid concern, especially because the twin suns were setting when we finally got back on our way. That was most of the day gone, but as we were planning on resting at least this whole day while the dwarves worked and the leaders of each community and tribe rallied their troops for war, it wasn’t a waste of time at all.

      When we finally arrived at the central clearing, it was still bustling with activity. Thornton and his workman had set up a sort of assembly line consisting of long wooden tables covered in raw materials. Running along the table to form a sort of T shape was a line of soldiers of all races and tribes, each stopping at the end of the working dwarves to receive the solution to the Miasma problem.

      It really was simple, well, simple to people who knew how that Crystal worked. What Thornton was doing at the start of the line was something I never would have considered doing to what was supposed to be a precious, powerful lost artifact.

      He was shaving off small slivers of it and passing those shards down the line. The next dwarf shaped a brass housing around it, then the next added some kind of mossy filtering material into the ports of the housing, and so on. The final steps down the line ended with something vaguely similar to a gas mask, or perhaps an air bladder with an attached mouthpiece would be more appropriate. The last dwarf took the time to adjust the standardized construction to best fit each soldier’s unique physical characteristics, especially across the various races of Etria.

      The simplicity went beyond the construction of each breathing device. As Thornton explained, once activated, the Stone of Air constantly expelled the purest air known to the people of this world. Normally, the force and pressure of that constant expulsion would be like a hurricane, but just a sliver of the stone? Well, that was something more than manageable to contain and thus breathe.

      “It was your Uplanders’ idea, actually,” Thornton was quick to remind me with a grin. “We just finally have an infinite source of air to last through to the ziggurat.”

      “And how far along are we in getting ready?” I asked as I stood at his end of the table. “Things seem to be going really smoothly.”

      Thornton glanced up from his crystal splitting for a moment. “About eight cart’s lengths, if I’m any judge.”

      “What?”

      “We’ve equipped eight cart’s lengths of soldiers so far,” he said with an arched eyebrow as if he thought I was the one being obtuse and not him. “Guess we got about another few to go.”

      “Oh.” Not much else I could say about that, and besides, I felt eyes on me then. I turned to see that Petra had her eyes set on me as she sauntered across the clearing. “Hey, Petra. How’s my favorite dryad?”

      The moment she got close enough, she snuggled up against me, arms and vines wrapping around my waist. “I am very well, Will.” Her tone was happy, surprisingly light with what was to come in the days ahead. “One could almost say that I am eager. Not just to see the end of Khaba’s reign, but to welcome another sister into our fold.”

      Even as I put my arm around her shoulders, I looked down in surprise. She was looking right back up at me, delight and very thinly veiled lust in her emerald eyes.

      “Why the shocked look?” The dryad giggled in delight before laying her fingers gently over the gold-and-silver spiral between her impressive breasts. “While you may be Libritas’s Brandwielder, Shikun, Amalthea, and I have each felt her touch in turn.” She quirked a mischievous leafy brow. “Next time, you had better let me at least supervise, if not join in.”

      “You have my word of honor,” I solemnly vowed as I hugged her close. “Maybe you can give me a clearer estimate than our friend Thornton as to how soon the armies will be ready to roll.”

      “Solanna would be the best one to ask,” Petra mused before she flashed me another smile. “Fortunately for you, I just did. In my capacity as first sister, I do need to ensure that everything goes along smoothly.”

      I laughed at that. “I am very glad you take your responsibilities so seriously.” Ruffling her leafy hair, I mused, “So, I wonder, following Etrian traditions, does your role as first sister mean that you outrank Solanna and Libritas both when it comes to matters of the tribe and household?”

      Her laughter was like wind chimes as she tapped her chest again. “Of course, though, I swear I won’t hold my superior position over them. Wouldn’t want to bruise their egos, one as a mighty ruler and the other as the most powerful Brand in history, after all.”

      I kissed Petra on the forehead softly and pulled back with a grin.

      “So, almighty first sister, what is the Baroness’s status report?”

      “Almost all the normal warriors are outfitted, as well as the supply train,” she said dutifully. “Solanna is then going to outfit the drones she will be taking in with us. Apparently, as they need less sleep, they can easily use the time the others need to sleep to finish outfitting themselves.”

      Thornton, in his usual lack of regard for normal tact, broke in then. “Aye. Won’t need to do custom fits for drones. Those bee grunts are all pretty much identical.”

      “Correct me if I’m wrong,” I directed towards Petra, “but if the Khalati Record is blocked by the edge of the Miasma, how will she control her drones from camp? Or if she goes with us, what about all the drones working to rebuild the Marches?”

      The dryad blinked slowly, then frowned. “I can’t say that I know. I didn’t precisely think about it at the time, but I trust her to do the wise thing. She certainly has a way to deal with it.”

      There was a part of me that wanted to go find Solanna right that moment and quiz her about every last detail of her plans in this regard. At the same moment, though, there was a greater part of me that wanted to invest my trust in the Baroness’s ability to manage her troops and her people. She’d clearly shown, since being freed from Khaba and Officium’s control, that she had only the best interests of her country and all of Etria in mind.

      “You know what? I trust her too.” I smiled and guided Petra away from the work and towards the large communal tent that my harem and I shared. “Let’s go grab Amalthea, Shikun, and Reggie, acquire some chow, and maybe see about catching up with Sullah, Wodag, and the kids.”

      “That sounds wonderful, my love,” Petra cooed as she kept in lockstep with me. “One last night of happiness before we go off to war.”

      So, that’s exactly what we did. Though the meal was rations of meat stew and hard black bread, having the chance to renew our ties with our Kauldan friends and learn how things had progressed after we left on our quest to the Marches made that last evening before our next march into the Miasma a joyful one. Although we could all very well die in battle tomorrow, I wasn’t worried. Hell, curled up with the women I loved, I slept like an angel.

      At the crack of first dawn, as the first of the twin suns crested the horizon, we gathered along with all the other leaders of the barony at the head of our collected troops. Draconian Magna Guard rubbed shoulders with dwarven sappers, ferynx spearmen shared determined nods with ettercap archers, elves and orcs loaded up on wyrm-fire bombs and ammunition. And outnumbering them all were the legions of anthrophilian drones, all buzzing in formation around the center mass of our troops. Everyone had one of the dwarven air crystal masks in place, and they all expectantly eyed the raised dais on which we stood.

      More specifically, they eyed me.

      “I think they want some inspiration, my champion,” the Baroness stage-whispered to me.

      “Indeed, my friend!” Sullah Sona added in his own bombastic fashion, slapping his barrel gut for emphasis. “Stir them as you once stirred the people of our village, and light the flame of freedom in their hearts and souls!”

      “No pressure, my boy,” Sir Reginald concluded with a chuckle.

      “None at all,” I said with a laugh, then took a deep breath before stepping forward to address our army.

      “Free people of Solanna… of Etria!” I called out. “Though I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting each and every one of you, many of you I have, and for those that I haven’t, you know who I am.” For emphasis, I drew Libritas and held the Brand of Freedom high. “And you know who I wield, and what my mission is.”

      A cheer rose up then and there, the cry of a people desperate for liberty, and I gave them a moment to get that out of their systems. As I sheathed Libritas, the din quieted, so I pressed on.

      “For too long, you have been enslaved, oppressed, tortured, and beaten down by Khaba va’Khem and his Black Runes. For a time, you lost hope. There was no end to your pain in sight, so it became easier to deal with it, to compromise to do what was best for your families and your peoples. To have the courage to do so, to survive all this hardship, you have my deepest respect.”

      Quiet murmurs, words of thanks, and solemn remembrances rustled through the crowd like leaves on the wind. I paused only for a few moments before raising my voice, letting the fire in my own heart come to the fore.

      “But the time to endure, the time to abide is over! Now, friends, it is time to fight. To wage war against your oppressors and to defeat now only a tyrant, but a threat to all life on the face of Etria.” I spread my arms wide. “So, my one question to you, people of Etria, is are you with me?”

      I simply wasn’t prepared for the sheer force of the cries and shouts that exploded from the masses before me, not to mention the roars of ferynx and draconians, the loud buzzing of anthrophilians, and all manner of other sounds from the many varied species of Etria. At that moment, despite their many differences, they called out as one to answer my question.

      They were ready.

      “Then let’s go get those undead bastards!” I shouted out, somehow managing to get above the tremendous cries. “Leaders, get to your units and form up! We march on Morkanna within the hour!”

      And that’s exactly what we did, armed to the teeth and ready to unleash all holy hell on the massive legion of zombies waiting just beyond the edge of the wall of doom. With a vanguard of anthrophilian drones and elite Magma Guard draconians, my circle, alongside Karkaros, was only just behind them to form our initial assault. The plan was simple: We’d charge in with our hardest units, blast a hole through the frontline of the impending horde, then follow through with a ranged assault from dwarven bombers and Wyrmtooth hunter arrows backed by wyrm-fire.

      They’d never know what hit them… and not just because they were mostly mindless flesh-eating zombies.

      Once in position, the mighty Great Dragon glanced over at me, a toothy grin on his scarred face. “I give you the honor of giving the word, William Tyler.”

      “Thanks, big guy.” I drew Libritas and raised her high, glowing like a beacon as I suddenly swept her forward.

      “CHARGE!”

      With that, the vanguard rushed into the red wall that stretched into the heavens, with us just behind.
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      I let a small smile of satisfaction slip over my mummified lips as Madu’s All-Seeing Eye showed the look of confusion on the invaders’ faces. Even as they braced themselves for a deadly battle to claw their way across Morkanna’s wastes inch-by-inch, I provided them only empty sands and scorching winds for a greeting.

      But that smile was mostly for show. The truth was that our situation was direr than I ever wished it to be. William Tyler and his stolen harem continued to show their resilience and determination with every step, and unless my final gambit played out successfully, there was a real chance that young William would lead his army to the very heart of the Necropolis of Khem and thrust Libritas through my undead heart.

      That was the risk of this endeavor, though. A necessary one, for I had to have William close, close enough to tear his soul from his body, and then take over his flesh. Then I would have everything: his perfect blend of Uplander excellence and divine might, his bond with Libritas, and the chains to the women he stole from me.

      “If only you had properly corrupted Garrula,” Via, the Avatar of Life, cooed in my ear as she pressed her small form up against my side, “you would already have won. Our wayward sister and her wielder, mentally bound and kneeling at your feet.” She shimmied against me. “It would have been delightful.”

      Nethum, Avatar of Death, scoffed at her bubbly sister from her position to my left, looking out over the teeming swarms of the undead filling the streets of Khem. “Always a hopeful fool, Via. You should never question our master’s choices, for his plan defies our simple expectations.” Her impossibly black features curled into a smile. “Especially as he has given us so many gifts. So much death and undeath.”

      Via began to pout, but before she could speak more nonsense, I snapped my fingers and dispelled the Eye.

      “Enough.” I frowned deeply as I turned my gaze to survey the legions of the damned myself. “Garrula was a gamble, indeed, but if I had corrupted his essence, he would not have had the strength to do as well as he did. Only the undiluted power of a Brand could have influenced any of those strong-willed gnats, and certainly not Libritas.” It almost hurt to say her name, the one true desire I had in my blackened heart. “Even so, he had to take advantage of a lull in their defenses, the throes of their… passion.”

      Via took that as her cue to stand up on her tiptoes to kiss my shriveled cheek, and her sister wrapped her obsidian arms around my neck… but I cared not for their idle embrace. I only cared for what was to come, the final battle, the spilled blood and risen dead, and most importantly of William and Libritas.

      “It matters now that Garrula failed me,” I growled. “He served his purpose in the end, as did the others. They led William and his forces onward, showed them the way to my doorstep, and administered their final tests to prove his worthiness to be my vessel. Now, I have done him the service of opening the way while also concentrating all my might here, at the heart of the Miasma.”

      With that said, I spread my arms wide, using a simple spell to turn my voice into the thunderous call of the True Gods above.

      “Legions of Morkanna!” My call rang out like a peal of thunder, echoing across the valley of the dead and penetrating deep into the ziggurat itself. “Our enemy approaches on swift wings, led by one who may almost be mighty Khaba’s equal! And yet, what have you to fear?” Power flowed from both of my Brands, the inky black miasma of death from Nethum and the brilliant white light of life from Via, and through me, that power sparked a storm of black and white lightning that lit up the reddish haze of Khem’s skies. “For you are already the restless dead, and for each of you to fall, a dozen shall rise!”

      A moaning roar rose up, the hollow, soulless scream of the hungry dead, and for the briefest moment, I allowed myself the luxury of pride in my great accomplishment. None had ever been so powerful to raise such a mighty army of the undead, and none would ever surpass my necromantic might save for myself.

      “Then prepare for the defense! Blockade the main pass into the valley!” My authoritative commands boomed through the carved stone tunnels of the city. “Secure the harem in the Halls of Love, and most of all, prepare the Jester to entertain our guests!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      My confusion about the empty dunes that stood before us lasted a grand total of four and a half seconds. Trust me on this, I counted. Everyone else, well, they were a bit more lost, especially Karkaros. It was clear that the huge draconian had been itching for a real battle, and he was both lost and disappointed by our lack of enemies to squash.

      “Thrice-damned cowards!” he bellowed as he slammed his greatsword tip first into the sands. “It seems even dead men can be spineless!”

      I shook my head as I glanced at him sidelong. “That’s not it, big guy. Look, can you, Sullah, Thornton, and Solanna get the troops back in line and prepare for a march on the course we set towards the caves?” Looking to my circle, I pointed towards the tallest dune nearby. “We’re going to take a quick survey from that peak before meeting up with you in the vanguard.”

      “Very well, William Tyler.” Karkaros turned, his tail sweeping behind him like a minesweeper as he stalked off toward the rest of the leaders. “Hopefully, our foe will not retreat again when we grow close.”

      Even though I already was sure of the answer, I held my tongue until I had a chance to look for myself. I glanced over at Reggie and Amalthea as my crew and I began to head up the windward side of the dune.

      “So, can my best kitty and my best friend collaborate on something for me when we get up there?” It was actually an idea that had been noodling in my head for some time, but until now, either the need hadn’t been there, or the situation hadn’t been right to try. Amalthea puffed up with feline pride as she fluttered her wings.

      “Whatever my savior desires, he shall have,” she proclaimed before looking over to Reggie, who nodded back. “What is it you need us to do, William?”

      “Petra and Shikun are going to help me make a temporary watchtower,” I explained. The crystal breathing masks were a little awkward, but with the dwarves’ custom fitting, I was already getting used to its weight on my face. “While we do that, Sir Reginald is going to give you a crash course in advanced optics, which I’m thinking, with all your elemental runes, you can turn Uplander theory into Etrian reality.”

      “I believe I can do that,” Reg noted. “After all, Amalthea here is quite the scholar, and some of these principles have been known, at least in our world, since Classical times.” He glanced sidelong at the sphinx, and with a faint grin of acceptance, he patted her on the side. “After all, she is, indeed, a good kitty.”

      “I’m glad you’ve come to accept this as fact.” Amalthea purred at the attention. “And I believed I can accept that you are, as well, a good knight.”

      By the time we reached the top of the dune, the pair were deep into a discussion of optics and the reflecting and refracting of light, so the rest was up to us. That turned out to be easy enough, though. Petra simply summoned up a golden-skinned cactus-like plant, a rain-pitcher as she called it, and then used her dryad magic to extend both its main shaft and its roots, the first to give us a good vantage and the second to ensure that it would hold steady. As Petra did her work, Shikun used her draconic strength to hold the plant straight and steady until it had properly rooted itself.

      See, I had formed a theory about the Miasma imps. They only seemed to accost things that flew a certain distance from the landscape, and yet they never appeared when we were atop the roof of the colosseum or any other high structure during our first trip. If I was right, and I was almost certain I was, the imps were more like an automated defense system than true guardians, ones with very specific instructions.

      My first bit of confirmation came when none appeared to check out the towering, thirty-foot tall rain-pitcher. Now, it was time for the real test. I turned to the others.

      “Okay, if you think you have a workable telescope spell,” I paused for a moment, and both Malthy and Reg nodded, “we’re going to take a quick flight to the top of the plant. If my suspicions are correct, the imps won’t come out, and then you’re going to let me take a good view in the direction of Khaba’s pyramid.”

      “I take it Petra and I are going to be ensuring this thing doesn’t fall?” Shikun asked, one taloned hand still resting on the rain-pitcher’s trunk.

      “Exactly.” I moved over to Amalthea, who had already bowed down to let Reggie mount up. “Also, if things go pear-shaped, you’re the cavalry.”

      As I mounted up myself, Petra nodded and smiled. “You can count on us, Will.”

      I snapped the two ladies a brief salute, and Amalthea took off. Sure enough, following close to the trunk of the plant, she gained altitude in tight upward spirals, and not a single screaming death skull emerged from the Miasma.

      Theory confirmed definitively.

      “Shall I land on one of the branches, William?” Amalthea asked as she came to the uppermost arms of the cactus-like thing. “I am certain I could find a perch relatively free of spines.”

      “Alright,” I answered as I patted between her wings. “Just take it easy on the landing. We don’t want to stress this more than we have to.”

      As it turned out, I didn’t have to worry. Whatever Shikun and Petra were doing to stabilize this beastly plant was more than enough to keep it stable when the weight of one sphinx plus two human men were added to it.

      “Now,” Amalthea proclaimed, “one Uplander quality telescopic spell, coming right up!”

      The runes and symbols of the Khalati Record filled her eyes and the air around her, then focused into a circle in the air before us in the direction of the Necropolis of Khem. The reddish atmosphere hanging in the circle began to shimmer like a soap bubble, and then over the next few moments, the shimmer clarified and focused into a lens… then another, and another. A whole array of airy lenses stretched outward, and the view ahead zoomed in more and more, clearer and clearer until our target seemed to loom before us.

      The massive obsidian and sandstone structures of the dead city were plain as the horns on Shikun’s head, and along with it, the answer to the mystery of the lost zombie army. It was as I expected: Khaba had clearly pulled back all his available forces to secure Khem and, most especially, the ziggurat at its center. Considering how concentrated the Miasma seemed to be at the heart of the city, especially over the ziggurat, it made even more sense than I first thought.

      The armies weren’t pulled in just to protect Khaba personally, they were protecting the source of the Miasma… and while that made sense, I realized it also played into Khaba’s desire to lure us in. Make the road easy and then crush us to claim his prize.

      “I think we’ve seen all we can, Malthy,” I told her. “You can drop the magic.”

      “Of course, my savior,” she intoned, then bowed again to let us mount up.

      “There is a part of me, Master Tyler, that wonders if it wouldn’t be wiser to pull back and rethink our strategy,” Reggie mused as we settled in for the return flight. “Perhaps if we put our heads together, we can utilize that mystical stone to beat the Miasma from without. Break Khaba’s stranglehold on the region…”

      “But…?” I grinned over my shoulder at him.

      “But we can’t do that.” The old soldier’s steel entered his voice. “Every moment we wait, the Miasma grows wider and stronger. There won’t be time for another option.” He chuckled. “You already knew that, I’m sure, but thank you for humoring this old warhorse’s ramblings.”

      “You’ll outlive us all, Reg.” I laughed as we landed and regrouped. Petra withdrew her hands from sands, no doubt using her powers to steady our perch, and Shikun relaxed from bracing it with pure power.

      “Did you see what you needed to, Will?” the dryad asked as she shook the sand off her fingers.

      “I saw everything I expected to.” I hopped down from Malthy’s saddle and nodded firmly. “Let’s go report in and get ready for moving. We won’t even need to enter the tunnels. We’ll just do a straight shot to Khem.”

      Shikun arched an eyebrow curiously as she scratched the base of her right horn. “But won’t that expose us to attacks on the open dunes?”

      “It would have if Khaba intended to lift a finger to stop our advance,” Reggie answered grimly as he too dismounted. “It would appear as if the vile fiend means to prepare for a siege, and dare I say, when your army needs not food or water or sleep, he’s not wrong for doing so.”

      Instead of worry or fear, determination played across the faces of my harem, and the dragon-girl most of all, to my mild surprise. Shikun slammed her right fist into her left palm, a forceful gesture that let out an echoing clap.

      “Then we’ll simply have to hit him so hard and fast that it won’t be a siege,” Shikun declared. “It will be a slaughter!”

      “To think, my dear,” Libritas cooed in my ear, “that less than a cycle ago, she was a broken and cursed girl. The change you have wrought in her… in us… almost defies belief.”

      I smiled both at both of their words. “Who can say no to that, Shikun?” I turned to head down the dunes and back to the rest of the army. “Let’s go give the troops their orders and end this game.”

      And that’s pretty much how our trek across the Morkanna desert began. Just as I predicted from our observations, not a single zombie, mummy, or even a two-tailed lizard showed up to inconvenience our march. Not that they needed to, because traveling a blasted wasteland completely antithetical to life had its own difficulties. When we had traveled in our small circle, it was relatively easy to keep ourselves supplied with rations and supplemented by Petra’s dryad powers. For an army of thousands of ordinary men and women, well, as ordinary as anyone was in Etria, it was an entirely different affair.

      Fortunately, we had planned for that contingency, and for a much worse situation, the roundabout trip through the caves and tunnels below the desert. A supply train of smiths, woodworkers, armorers, cooks, and laborers followed in our wake, guarded by another legion of the Baroness's drones.

      That fact finally piqued my curiosity enough to walk up to Solanna on our second morning, well, brighter shade of red part of that day. Not that I didn’t trust her, I did. Absolutely so at this point. But I wanted to know how she was pulling this off or, more specifically, how she was keeping things going back at the Marches. As I sidled up to where she was walking in the center of a cluster of her drones, the anthrophilian woman’s antenna craned my way, and a smile graced her black lips.

      “I see a question in those handsome blue eyes of yours, my champion,” she said as her smile quirked into a smirk.

      “The obvious one, I wager.” I grinned back at her as I fell in step beside her. I gestured to the surrounding guards. “So, how d'you pull it off? With the drones.” Turning back to her, my grin only widened. “I know you didn’t leave things a mess back home. You wouldn’t let your people go like that.”

      “You honor me, William Tyler.” Solanna held out her elbow, an invitation to hook arms as we walked. I gladly did so with a smile. “The answer is quite simple, though perhaps complicated for one not of our species.”

      I simply nodded for her to continue.

      “Well, perhaps you know that we anthrophilians are renowned for our power to command beasts and tame them,” she mused. “Some good part of that was drawn from the Brand of Civilization, at least until Officium betrayed me and turned savage. However, the rest is due to our natural magic and position in the hierarchy of the animal world.”

      “Okay, but where does that connect to your drones?” I asked.

      “Simple.” She frowned just a hair before smiling once more, her faceted eyes glittering in the red haze of the twin suns. “Using my natural magics, I did what my predecessors should have done long ago. I enchanted a talisman with a measure of my absolute dominion over my hive.”

      “Oh!” I nodded. “Basically, you created a back-up ruler? Or an item that grants its bearer that.” Letting that roll around in my head for a moment, I slowed to a stop, Solanna doing the same. I turned to face her and slipped my twined arm to rest on her hip, my other arm on her shoulder. “That’s amazingly brave of you and trusting. You anthrophilians are like our Upland bees, so to be willing to cede even a portion of your rulership…”

      She blushed, her cheeks turning orange under her yellow skin. “If only I had done so before Officium, things might have gone better for my barony, but at least it is done now. I entrusted the circlet to Solannus. You do remember my brother, yes?”

      “Of course. He saved my life, after all.” I leaned down to kiss the Baroness softly. “I’m proud that you’ve taken this step. Better late than never, right?”

      “Indeed, my champion.” This time, she went up on her toes to kiss me. “Now, enough questions… unless you wish to query me in my tent tonight?”

      I grinned and resumed walking, rehooking our arms in the process. “I might… and I might bring friends.”
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      It was mid-morning on the third day that our army made it to the edges of Khem, and the Necropolis was, well, as and silent as the dead. That’s not to say it was as still as that. Oh no, it would be way too easy if these dead stayed in their graves. As our group of leaders, my harem included, gazed out over the city’s streets through another airy lens spell courtesy of Amalthea.

      “Well,” I mused as I surveyed the defenses close up, “the good news is that this won’t be a complicated attack.” I chuckled a bit as I shook my head. “The bad news is that it’s wall-to-wall-to-mountainside undead in there. Is anyone else getting sick of all these zombies yet? It’s getting a little tiresome for me, to be honest.”

      “I was done with them as soon as we started, Master William.” Reggie piped up from behind me. “The dead should remain in the ground where they belong if you ask me.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. As for the tactical situation, to give the devil his due, it looked like Khem was constructed specifically to not so much repel a siege in the traditional sense, but create one giant murder alley for any attacking force before they reached the ziggurat. The city was situated in a valley, sandstone peaks and immense dunes ringing it on the north, east, and west sides. Khaba’s seat of power stood at the far northern end of the city, shielded on all sides but the main street that ran through it, and it was clear that it projected the red miasma. It was completely black as if it was only the shadow of an even larger one, the scarlet energies spurting out of the top like a fountain.

      Smaller ziggurats lined that thoroughfare, with more conventional stone buildings and hovels tucked in the scant spaces between. Some were forced to build atop others, making it seem more like a series of warrens dug into the mountainsides. Not only was that immense road, at least as wide as a superhighway back home, filled with defensive lines of zombies, but the steps of the flanking ziggurats were also filled with teams of rotting archers and crossbowmen. The only upside was that I didn’t spy any siege weapons among them. Dotted throughout the formations were sparks of red light, telltale signs of Miasmadons among them.

      “My first thought would be to bypass this entire blockade with my Magma Guard,” Karkaros rumbled as he pointed at the main ziggurat. “Between my draconians and the bee people, we could easily ferry a sufficient force to cut off the hydra’s heads in one go.” He scowled as he folded his immense arms. “But then I remember your talk of death skulls and see how that wouldn’t work.”

      “What if we were to try to circumvent the main road into the valley?” Solanna mused, then traced a path in the air around the city. “If we flew low, I guess we could crest the peaks from the north and enter the ziggurat through the back.”

      I thought it over for a moment. “At first thought, that sounds smart, but I have a bad feeling that Khaba wouldn’t leave so enticing and easy of a road to attack open. We know how the imps work in the desert, but who knows how he has changed the defenses here?”

      “That’s quite true, my savior,” Amalthea noted as she pointed with a paw toward the enemy forces. “Notice that there isn’t a single flyer or winged beast among them. That must be for a reason.”

      Shikun scratched at her horn. “I may not be as great a leader as you, William, but my head for strategy makes me think we are approaching this the wrong way. Now, as our goal is to drive to the ziggurat so that Will and Lib can defeat Khaba and free the final Brands, perhaps a drive along one of the sides of the valley is best?”

      I took a moment to reassess things based on that. It was a course I was hesitant to take as it risked more of our people’s lives, so I had originally dismissed it, but seeing the situation laid out before us, it may be the only way forward. Shikun’s suggestion to hug one side of the lane made sound strategic sense. The broad road would make the archers on the far side less accurate while forcing the near-side to reposition or have their shots blocked by the sharp angles of the ziggurats’ stepped tiers.

      “That may be our best bet,” I said solemnly. My eyes went to Thornton and Petra in specific. “You two are the best at creating and shaping things on the fly. Do you think you could reshape the terrain as we went? If we could conjure up mobile defensive fortifications, that would make this a lot easier.”

      The dwarf and dryad looked at each other, then back at me with a nod.

      “It will be taxing to try to raise so much life in a place of such… death,” Petra said as she squared her shoulders, “but I’ve grown stronger with every step we’ve taken since the Treison Woods. You can count on me, Will.”

      “As for we dwarves,” Thornton added, “we could take all the stock we saved up for repairing and rearming the troops and shape those into barriers. Is that what you want us to do?”

      I grinned and nodded. “That’s exactly what I want you guys to do. I know it puts your people at some risk, but we’ll keep drones and draconians with you as escorts the whole way.” Glancing back to the shimmering array of lenses before us, I squinted to try to get a closer look at Khaba’s ziggurat. “So, we have a plan to get there. How do we get in?”

      Amalthea’s face had contorted into a thoughtful frown. “I… may have a way.” We all turned to give her the floor, and under our collective look, she turned her head down and pawed at the sand. “I cannot be certain if this still holds true, but… when I was… part of Khaba’s harem--”

      “Enslaved to be in that harem,” Sir Reginald was quick to correct her as he patted her side. “For you are quite the good kitty.”

      The sphinx seemed heartened by that, and she looked up at me. “As I was one of the protectors of Khaba’s slaves, I often prowled the ziggurat to look for intruders or holes in his defenses. Most I found I reported, but… just before I was sent to serve the Weaver, just before you freed me, William… I discovered an ancient concealed door at the base of the structure, something perhaps put in by the original architect who constructed it thousands of cycles ago. Either as an emergency escape route for the old priests who ruled this land before Khaba, or perhaps as an insurance policy should the creator find displeasure with the rulers, I can’t say for certain.”

      “And this one you didn’t report, did you?” I asked hopefully.

      “No, I did not. It was just after we all learned that Libritas had awoken, and perhaps I took that as a sign that freedom was finally possible.” Before anyone could get too excited, Amalthea raised a paw-finger. “But that doesn’t mean it hasn’t been discovered since! We must still be careful.”

      “A slim shot is better than no shot,” Solanna chimed in. “I shall see to the organization of my drones and the peoples of the barony.”

      “And I’ll get my crews together, gather the materials for your fancy moving wall,” Thornton said with a nod. And they weren’t alone. We all had to prepare for the battle ahead. Shikun, Karkaros, Reggie, and I hammered out the particulars of our assault, while Petra and Amalthea went with Thornton to best plan out our defensive strategy.

      All of that would have taken most armies our size days to do, but we weren’t just any army. We were committed, focused, and possessed of a variety of skills and magic well beyond most groups. Sullah and Chieftain Steeltusk added their own wrinkles to our plan of attack by outfitting both our own archers and select units in the vanguard with wyrm-fire and Sola powder charges. With that kind of explosive firepower to lead off the assault, it should be child’s play to push through to the ziggurat.

      But this was an army of the dead and damned, and who knew what last tricks Khaba had up his wrappings?

      I didn’t care. This was going to end today.

      By mid-afternoon, we were ready. At first blush, our formation looked like a traditional one, with the heavy units of Magma Guard and anthrophilian drones at the forefront, toting honeysteel tower shields of inordinate size. Our orcish and Kauldan archers and slingers followed next, with irregular skirmishers of all races mixed in with them. That’s where my circle and I were, Lib staying in Brand mode for the moment for the same reason our formation was normal: to keep as much of an element of surprise as possible.

      The other thing hidden by both the great shields and the big bodies of the frontline was the cadre of dwarves among them, ready to put our plan into action once we had broken into the valley.

      The Baroness glanced over at me as the twin suns burned down on us, the air still and stagnant. “We only await your signal, my champion.”

      I nodded, took one last look at my friends, lovers, and companions that surrounded me, then raised Libritas high over my head.

      “For freedom!” My voice boomed over the unnatural silence to ring out across the troops. “For Etria!”

      That shout was picked up by more and more as it rippled through the army, and soon, our collected cry shook the walls of the valley and brought wind to the still desert air. And even that thunderous sound was drowned out by boots, paws, and claws pounding the ground as the army surged forward as a whole. The undead that filled the valley before us finally shook off their dormancy, the strange wailing moan of the damned an undercurrent to our thunderous percussion as the enemy rushed forward with abandon.

      That’s when I gave the signal. Abruptly, our formation shifted, the leftmost part of the vanguard pushing forward to the edge of the valley as the rest of the line wrapped around our right flank. While they adjusted, the archers and slingers let fly with their wyrm-fire-laden payload, focused just ahead of our leading edge. It was pure imagination, but I swore I heard the hundreds of sizzling fuses trailing off the explosives, and then they hit.

      A split-second later, the ground shook as a barrage of detonations swept across the first wave of zombies and Miasmadons, the wyrm-fire compounded by the Sola crystals mixed in. The air was filled with the stench of rot and coagulated blood as a thousand zombies were blown asunder, and body parts were blown across the stones that paved the main road.

      More than that, the tremendous cloud of smoke and debris was all the time needed for Petra to summon up her first line of vegetation, a variety of scarily sharp thorned vines that snaked up and down our flank. The vines weaved into and around the honeysteel plates the dwarves on the front line stretched and shaped into thinner but larger wall segments. We still had to worry about the archers starting to adjust to our trickery on the ziggurats to our left, but hopefully, Thornton and crew could shape us some honeysteel umbrellas as well.

      No time to worry about that, because as our army shifted, we too rushed forward. As Amalthea broke into a sprint, I reached out and grabbed hold of the nearest handhold on her saddle and swung up onto her back. Shikun was already bounding ahead, using flaps of her fiery wings to push her forward with each step to join her fellow draconians. Dragon-fire was the plan to keep clearing ahead, and her silver flames were stronger than even the Great Dragon’s. Reggie was just ahead, so I leaned to one side and held out an arm. Just as the sphinx’s mighty strides brought us past, the old Brit turned, grasped my hand, and using Amalthea’s momentum, I pulled him up in the saddle.

      “Praise Britannia!” he cried as he settled in, revolver drawn. “Though I don’t mean to glorify war, this does remind me of my old days in the field.”

      “Then buckle in and get ready to start shooting,” I called behind me, “because here they come!”

      Already, the animated corpses that lined the right side had adjusted to our tactics and unleashed a barrage of arrows and bolts without care for what of their allies might be in the way. Thank God that Petra and the dwarves had acted quickly, as most of this first onslaught slammed harmlessly into the honeysteel-and-vine barrier they had erected. Ahead, a fresh wave of fodder replaced the zombies already turned into blood paste, only to meet the pikes of drones and the flames of draconians.

      Though our foe was being destroyed by the dozen, by the time we reached the frontline, our advance was already slowing. It seemed that for every corpse returned to its eternal rest, twenty more rose to replace them. They threw themselves at our wall, and each wave was torn apart by thorns, blades, and flame. Still, they each served their purpose as footholds for the next to come. Our arrival, Petra close on our heels as she rode an animated bronzewood tree, did spark renewed hope as we entered the fray.

      Amalthea summoned an array of explosive runes to buy our frontline time to reform as Shikun simply charged into the center of their line, swinging her mighty club wide in sweeping arcs punctuated by bursts of dragon-fire. Sir Reginald unleashed hell with wyrm-fire laden bullets, while I drove into the flank to drive back a push that threatened to surround our leading edge. It was hard work as I lost myself in the dance of blade and Brand, hacking down monsters and incinerating those that made it through.

      I wasn’t sure exactly how many minutes had passed, how many we had cut down, but my sword was growing heavy in my hand, blood and gore caked my armor, turning the golden metal rosy, and sweat poured down my brow. And they. Still. Kept. Coming.

      “We need to end this, Lib, and fast,” I sent to her as I stepped into the wild swing of an axe-wielding mummy, its wrappings stinking of ancient spices and death. The blade missed me entirely, and the haft bounced harmlessly off my pauldron as I skewered it with my sword. “It’s time to go all out.”

      “I’m ready when you are, my love,” she crooned in my ear. “Are you ready to dance?”

      “Malthy!” I cried over my shoulder to where the sphinx had reared up to smackdown a zombie spearman who was trying to flank me. “Get me some breathing room for a sec!”

      “As you wish!” she roared back. Amalthea balanced for a long moment on her back legs, wings flared out as emerald runes blazed with pure elemental power in her open paws. Then, suddenly, she dropped back down onto all fours. As her front paws crashed into the paved stone with terrifying force, the very earth shook as fissures of green magic ran out in all directions. Sandstone split, the ground cracked, and the road split asunder in countless places, and yet, where we stood stayed safe and stable.

      The undead around us, though, were bowled over by the tremors, and many of them fell into fissures or were speared by stony shrapnel blown up from the tortured earth.

      “Thank you kindly!” I called back before closing my eyes, focusing on the divine spark inside of me. The blinding white light that began to build around me shone through my closed eyelids, and in my hand, Libritas’s form grew and shifted as she took her Avatar form. Unlike before, when taking my Divinity Form almost hurt, burned from the channeling of that power, this time, it felt glorious… effortless… and a moment later, when I opened my eyes, I found myself with angelic wings spread wide and Libritas’s beautiful steely form next to me, her hand in mine and her wrist chain wrapped around my forearm.

      I almost couldn’t believe it, but we both seemed more… just more than before our bonding.

      “Let’s have that dance, Lib,” I said to her with a feral smile, and she matched it as she snapped out her free arm, her wrist chains blazing red hot as they extended outward.

      “Only if you lead, Will.”

      And so I did. It was an intense experience, our whirling dance of death and passion. It was like the desert dervishes of legend as we twirled forward into the oncoming horde, a concerto sang with bolts of my divine power and spirals of Lib’s burning chains. With each burst that I let loose, a straight line of the damned was cleansed from Etria, clear through to the ziggurat, and each spin as we pressed closer to closer brought her chain around to reap another wide swathe of the zombies.

      Through it all, we kissed every time our dance brought our lips close, which only seemed to redouble the power at our disposal. A cheer of triumph rose from the Etrian army at our backs, and with a renewed surge down the line we cleared, it seemed as if only a few brief moments passed before our duet came to an end at the base of Khaba’s ziggurat.

      I almost took Lib then and there, right on the carnage of the battlefield, and I don’t think I was the only one tempted to get in on the action. Though the chaos of battle still raged, the flesh-eating abominations only pushed back and not fully defeated, the rest of my harem sans the Baroness had gathered around us. Petra’s hungry look wasn’t concealed in the least, while Shikun’s heavy-lidded gaze was only masked by the blood and ash that caked her skin and scales. Amalthea tried to conceal her lust as she rushed past Lib and me to scour the ziggurat wall for the secret door she mentioned, but the flush in her cheeks and shivering lion’s tail told me a different story.

      “I’d ask for an encore,” I said, my voice thick with my own desire, “but even with our bond, I want to save most of my angel juice for Khaba and his Brands.”

      “Oh, please do,” Petra practically moaned as she slipped past us. “I have need for those juices later… from both of you.”

      Shikun turned beat red… I think. It was hard to tell from her gory make-up as she followed after the dryad. “Y-yes. Me too, but we have to hurry. The line won’t hold forever.”

      Libritas nodded, and with one last smirk, the blinding light of transformation overtook her. As she shifted back into Brand form, I pulled back in the divine light that wanted to keep pouring forth from my soul, and as I did, my wings dissipated with a flash of light and feathers. When I looked up, Reggie was watching with a grin as he calmly reloaded his revolver.

      “Indeed, Master William.” He chuckled. “First, work, then play.”

      I nodded. “Just like you raised me to.”

      As we rushed to join the others, our army formed up into a defensive pattern behind us. The dwarves worked to form a reinforced wall to shield them from the onslaught of arrows, but I knew they couldn’t hold out forever. The only way to end this was through the yawning dark archway that Amalthea opened into the ziggurat beyond.
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      Like everything else about Khaba’s ziggurat, this secret entrance was grand and foreboding, ominous and deathly, and over-the-top gloomy. A tall archway overshadowed us, greeting us as we quickly landed underneath it. The entire thing was light by shadowy torches lit with reddish flame the color of the Miasma. Shikun slid the stone door closed with brute force, while ahead of us, another door rose up to block our way, this one a bit more imposing and complex than the one we had entered through.

      You could tell right away that this was Khaba’s own handiwork. Unlike the weathered obsidian of the main construction, this stone looked as if it were formed from hardened blood. Every inlaid brick was adorned with runes and symbols resembling Egyptian hieroglyphs, reading sideways and backward, upside-down, and scattered. Not a single block of it was legible or even from a matching set. It would have made for some beautiful modern art if it weren’t so horrifying to see.

      “I’m guessing this wasn’t here before, was it?” I asked with a glance towards Amalthea. As I did so, I walked up to get a better look at the cubes. “Looks like some kind of puzzle door.”

      “Do you have any ideas on how to open it?” Petra followed in my wake as she cast a wary glance at the shut door behind us.

      “Well, despite its resemblance to pictograms we are familiar with,” Reggie noted, “it is most definitely Etrian, though I must concur with Master Tyler. This is most definitely some kind of puzzle door, which means there must be some mechanism we can manipulate.”

      Wiping the worst of the decaying gore from her body, Shikun set herself by the exit. “This isn’t my forte, so I’ll stand guard as the rest of you decipher it.”

      “Good idea, sister.” The dryad nodded and joined the dragon-girl. “I’ll join you.”

      “While you and Sir Reginald investigate the physical,” Amalthea added as she settled on her haunches, “I shall investigate this through the Khalati Record.” With that, her eyes grew distant as the now-familiar array of symbols filled the air.

      With that, Reggie and I turned our attention to the door itself, looking for any unlocking mechanism. With nothing apparent on the door itself, we split up to investigate the frame. That’s when Lady Luck smiled on me as I found the mechanism we were looking for. I would have been a lot more happy with this discovery if it weren’t for one thing: I had no idea how to operate it.

      It was just a series of stone squares sitting in a larger square, four rows of four, with one missing. What the heck was I supposed to do with that? None of them pressed like buttons, so it wasn’t some sort of combination lock. What could it possibly--

      That’s when I got an idea. Pushing one of the blocks close to the missing one up, it shifted from place to the missing space, effectively moving the missing block one down. I knew it. It was just like one of those picture puzzles. Except it had no picture. How do you solve a picture puzzle without a picture to work off of? I started shifting the blocks around, hoping to stumble upon the right combination. Without a picture, it could only be a memorized pattern. And if it were memorized, then it was likely not complicated, to make it easier. But that still left me guessing combinations of movements until I got it right. Even if this puzzle had some reference in the Khalati Record, it could take hours to get it right, hours in which who knew how many of our friends and their countrymen could die.

      Oh, fuck it.

      “Shikun, ram it.” I stepped to the side as far as I could, giving the dragon lady as much space as she needed to destroy the door.

      “My pleasure, my savior.” She stepped off from the spot where she had been guarding the outer door and rolled her neck. As she did, her powerful muscles flared into relief as she flexed and loosened them in anticipation of her clash with the no-doubt-enchanted stone. She took a deep breath and flared her wings, digging her feet into the stone ground below with her claws for leverage, and then she took off with one powerful beat of her wings.

      With a burst of speed so fast that she was a crimson blur, Shikun hit the wall with all her awesome strength, and that’s when I realized something, something so elementary I can’t believe I hadn’t before. Not only had my angelic abilities grown with my renewed bond to Libritas, but so had the rest of my harem’s powers. It was like a symbiotic link which I suppose love was, after all, and as our chains grew stronger, so did their abilities. I’d begun to suspect when Petra pulled off that vine stunt in the battle, just that much life in all this death was staggering to consider, but now, I was certain.

      Why?

      Because, while I knew Shikun was terrifyingly strong, I was sure that, while faster than fighting with the puzzle, it would have taken her some time to break through a door so thick and powerfully magical before.

      Now, though? She did it with one punch.

      The impact was a peal of thunder, and the shockwave of the blow rushed past us like a hurricane. Stone sundered with a tortured crack, and debris flew wildly as a smell like ozone, probably from the equally broken enchantments, filled the air. By the time the dust settled, Shikun was standing proudly before the now-gaping-wide doorway, rubbing her knuckles.

      “I think I scratched a scale,” she murmured before smiling over her shoulder at us. “Shall we move on?”

      “Perchance I should practice with my good dragons as well as my good kitties, eh, William?” Reg noted before following after the dragon-girl.

      “I dunno, maybe,” I mused as I took the lead. “The one thing I do know is that was hot.”

      We picked our way through the debris and stone and into the hallways of the ziggurat. The thick stones of the outer structure muffled the worst of the sounds of war from outside, but enough thuds and booms caught my ear to know that the fighting was still in full swing. Though ostentatious, once we made our way past this sort of entrance hall, the tunnels closed in to something that had to be a bit claustrophobic for Amalthea, but still quite roomy for the more human-sized among us.

      “This lower section is primarily set aside for storage,” the sphinx said softly, just loud enough for us all to hear as we padded down the hall. “Dried goods, grains, alcohol, weapons, that sort of thing.”

      Sure enough, as the short hall came into a T-junction, I could see narrow niches along both ends of the passage, openings that probably led to said storage rooms. I glanced over my shoulder at Amalthea.

      “Which way to go up? If this is anything like the similar structures we have in the Upland, the actual ritualistic areas will be near the top.”

      “Very astute,” she acknowledged as she pointed her right paw left, then right. “It matters now which way we go at this juncture. This passage rounds the solid stone core of the ziggurat, the main support if you will. The stairs upward are on the far side.” A faint sigh escaped her lips. “The next floor up is where Khaba’s harem is kept, though we do not need to pass through their main lodgings to go higher.”

      Petra ran her hand down Malthy’s side. “Don’t worry. We will rescue and free them,” she turned to look at me, “but it is for the best to avoid it for now. More slaves means more potential hostages for Khaba.”

      I nodded as I turned to the left. Maze beating rule number one: Pick a wall and follow it, and I always picked left.

      “My concern is that this is too easy,” I mused as I kept going.

      Reggie scoffed, but I noted he didn’t lower his golden Webley the entire time. “You would call the legions of the damned outside and that puzzle door from Hades too easy, my boy?”

      “Yep,” I replied matter-of-factly. As we walked, I glanced in through some of the archways we passed, and while they had certainly once held supplies, they seemed to be ransacked, empty, and dark, with none of the strange torches mounted inside. Not ominous at all, no siree. “Just enough resistance to make us feel like it’s hard, but when the reality is all he wants is for us to advance so he can snatch Lib.”

      “Something that won’t happen.” It wasn’t one voice that said that. It was everyone, Lib included, almost all at once.

      I stopped for a brief moment as my circle flashed each other vaguely embarrassed looks. With a grin, I nodded.

      “Glad I’ve got you all watching my back.”

      Shikun caught my eye then, a gaze that told me that she didn’t forget the promise we had made together, and then looked ahead. “Well, we should press on.”

      With that, I picked up the pace, and the others kept up. The ziggurat was huge, and this was the largest part of it, so it was a good few minutes of a quick trot before we reached the first turn, toward the right, and then a few more before what should be the final turn to the stairs. Though the ornate carvings and purple-flame torches continued throughout, it was surprisingly mundane otherwise aside from more signs of looting. It wasn’t until we rounded that final corner before we met what looked to be our first real source of resistance inside.

      Up ahead, what I judged to be midway down the hallway, a grand set of stairs carved from the same obsidian as the ziggurat’s walls rose upward, toward the center of the structure. Sitting at the base of the said stairs, though, was something that I could best describe as a birdcage made for the biggest Tweety Bird that ever existed, towering from floor to ceiling. Well, okay, maybe a super goth Tweety, because the bars were black iron lined with spikes both on the inside and the out.

      Inside the cage was a Miasmadon, so noted by the thicker aura of mist around it, dressed in what looked a lot like a garish jester’s motley. Each leg of his poofy pants was stitched from a different pattern, the left leg being green and red stripes, the right as black and white squares in a tiling. The body was polka-dotted, with fuzzy pom-poms attached to look like flamboyant buttons. The right arm was striped sideways in purple and green, and the left striped in zigzagged lines of blue and yellow. Oddly, his pointed shoes had hard heels, almost like tap shows because every time he shifted, the footfall let out a distinctive clack.

      To top it off, he wore a gold mask, half of it the smiling drama face of comedy, the other a frowning face of tragedy, as well as a jester’s hat with three different strands coming off the top, all patterned similarly to the costume and made of a similar kind of patchwork. What broke the theme were his hands. They were covered by gauntlets, sporting long serrated blades on each finger. As that strange mask looked up to see us, he held out his hands like a hand-model and flared out his fingers for effect.

      “Good evening, friends both fair and foul!” The monster’s tone was a maniacal sing-song as he gripped the bars of his cage. Where the spikes pierced his flesh, black bile leaked out, not that he seemed to care. “The Great Fool Khaba va’Khem wishes I, the mighty king of this realm, to bid you proper greetings to my castle!” He let out a snicker. “I’m so glad you were able to make it this far. When he said you were coming, I was worried that you wouldn’t survive the desert, but here you are, ready for me to entertain you.”

      “I dare say that this one has gone barmy,” Reggie warned. “Perhaps I should simply shoot him dead before we get within arm’s reach?”

      “Actually, that’s a fantastic idea.” I stepped aside so he would get a clear shot, but as he took aim, the motley-clad zombie let out a shriek of joy that rattled all our nerves… and it did far more than that.

      The sheer force of the sound rippled the air, twisted the steel of the cage before shattering it entirely, and blew into us with the force of a hurricane gust. It was a miracle that my eardrums didn’t immediately burst, but it felt like I was going to vibrate apart from the inside out, and none of us fared much better. Amalthea let out a roar of pain, barely keeping her feet by planting all four paws, Petra shrieked before being flung back against the sphinx, and Reggie barely hit the deck before tumbling back end over end.

      I barely had the presence of mind to thrust Libritas into the stone, and she had the reflexes to heat herself up so that she melted into the floor. Even with the extra bracing, I only barely managed to hold on. Even Shikun, her talons instinctively tearing into the rock, skidded back a good two yards from the sonic onslaught.

      With ringing ears and a distinct sense of vertigo, I tried to right myself as the motley-clad zombie casually climbed out of his cage, and by the way that his chest was expanding, he was already game to start laughing again, and this time, I didn’t know if we’d make it with our ears or our bodies intact.

      But we weren’t going to let that happen.

      Attacking the jester zombie was out of the question. There was half a ziggurat between us, and as fast as our fastest members were, none of us were beating the speed of sound anytime soon. For now, it was time to…

      “Retreat and regroup!” was what I thought I said, not that I could clearly tell through the painful ringing in my ears. Fortunately, words weren’t really necessary, not after all we’d been through together.

      As I pulled Lib free to backpedal, Shikun cut back as well, lunging to scoop up Reggie on her way. Petra recovered her wits quickly, and she pulled herself up on Amalthea’s back while the sphinx found the presence of mind to concentrate on the Khalati Record. Just before the jester let out another deadly peal of laughter, she invoked the runes swirling around her. They snapped into place between us and the motley fool before bursting into a shimmering wall of mystical force.

      Not that it stopped the jester’s cackles, but as the deadly waves of sonic vibration distorted the air and cracked the obsidian walls, it stopped at the wall of force. As we pulled back around the corner of the hall, the monster’s laughter never stopped, and I could already tell that Amalthea’s spell wasn’t going to hold long. Cracks were forming in the shimmering wall, a testament to just how dangerous this new Miasmadon was.

      In the few moments that it took us to break line of sight with the jester, at least some of my hearing had returned, so I hoped that the others had as well. My mind raced for a solution, and more importantly, a fast one. Fortunately, the remains of Amalthea’s wall gave us a few precious moments to prepare for this, and she did one better, immediately connecting us with an impromptu Khalati link.

      “We’re only going to get one shot at him,” I sent quickly as my eyes flicked around the hallway. “I’m thinking about an ambush.” My gaze settled on the numerous storage alcoves. They were small, sure, but they were large enough to allow someone human-sized to duck inside, and most importantly, they were dark.

      Petra must have seen what I did because she quickly nodded. “Hide in the storage rooms, and then we attack him from all sides.” With a twirl of her hand, she produced a handful of wriggling seeds. “Including the earth.”

      “But what about Amalthea?” Reggie chimed in, genuine concern for his partner-in-snark written deep on his face.

      I didn’t have time to answer, because that’s when a shattering sound rent the air as if a ten-year-old had just pushed over their grandmother’s China cabinet. From the wince on Amalthea’s face, I figured that was the sound of her barrier failing entirely, something confirmed a moment later by the sick, high-pitched snickers that now rang out freely through the halls.

      “Is this a new game you’ve invented to entertain the King of Fools?” The fool cackled in glee as his heels clicked on the stone. “A most delightfully deadly one, I hope!” His pace quickened. “Wait for me, my dears, for it is time to revel in your despair!”

      Fortunately, his own ranting gave us a last moment of cover to organize ourselves. Petra scattered her seeds, and the wriggling things wormed themselves into the minute cracks between paving stones. Meanwhile, Shikun grabbed a reluctant Sir Reginald and pulled him off to one of the right-side alcoves. The dryad moved to one on the left, but I stayed for a moment, my eyes locked on Amalthea.

      “I won’t leave you out here to play bait,” I sent firmly. “Lib and I will--”

      Amalthea cut me off with a look and a paw-finger so large that it didn’t just fit over my lips, but half my face. “Shush.” A smile crossed her lips. “I am a guardian. Let me be your shield, just this once.”

      The screech of metal on stone, the jester’s claw tips trailing on the walls, echoed close now, just at the edge of the corner behind us. I frowned at the prospect of letting Malthy do this, but… she was right. And more so, I had to trust her, just as I trusted my other lovers.

      “You won’t have to do it long,” I swore as I spun and dashed off into the storage room opposite of Petra’s hiding place.

      After tucking in behind the open archway, out of sight of where the jester would walk, I snuck a glance out at Amalthea, now standing stern and stoic. She looked much as she did the day we first met, when the sphinx was the only thing standing between me, Shikun, and the Weaver, and just as immovable and invincible.

      “I’m not certain that this will work, Will,” Libritas confided in me, speaking with the speed our mental bond allowed. “Sound travels in all directions, so regardless of our position when he attacks Amalthea, will we not also be struck down?”

      “Sound doesn’t actually work quite like that,” I sent back as I slowed my breathing and raised my weapons. “It’s a vibration, something he’s sending out through his lungs forward, like ripples in the pond. Kind of like how someone sounds quieter when you are behind their back, those vibrations are weaker away from their path of travel.” The jester’s steps slowed, and his chuckles turned into a low snicker in the hallway, still a bit away. “Otherwise, he’d have taken down the entire ziggurat with that first attack.”

      “And our dear sphinx is standing in that line of fire,” the Brand said solemnly. “We cannot let her endure this for long.”

      My lips twisted into a grimace as my jaw set. “She won’t, but I know she can do this.”

      I felt Lib’s mental nod, and a calm fell over me. Maybe it was cocky to have such unshakeable confidence in my circle, but after all that we had done, I think it wasn’t a bit arrogant.

      “Are you the sacrificial lamb sent to satiate my playful desire?” The zombie’s sing-song voice was closer, but not quite in position yet. “They think I would sup on lion when I would prefer the flesh of Uplander.”

      “I think you will dine on ashes tonight, fool.” Amalthea’s voice practically boomed through the halls. “For I am Amalthea of Abdur Sabat, daughter of Shamira, and I am the guardian sphinx of my clan.” The grind of her claws on the stone floor pierced the air, either as she pawed the ground or, more likely, inscribed a runic spell. “And you shall not pass by me to take my charges.”

      Clever kitten. If she just goaded the Miasmadon a few more feet closer, he would be right over Petra’s seeds, right in the crossfire of all four of us in hiding. My muscles tensed in anticipation, and I willed myself not to breathe too deeply, sweat too much, anything that would spoil our ambush.

      “Well, itsy-bitsy fluffy-wuffy kitty-witty, I can’t have you ruining my fun,” the jester cried out as he waltzed closer. “In fact, I find your defiance to my royal whims simply… laughable!”

      I braced for the wash of the sonic assault about to begin. Though I was right about the nature of his sonic attack when I explained it to Lib, the sidelines were only marginally better.

      His maniacal laughter came, but a moment later, the piercing tones amplified by whatever dark magic Khaba had stuffed into the crazy thing. This time, though, something rose up to match it, a deep, powerful, throaty roar. It had to be Amalthea, but while I’d heard plenty of feline purrs and growls, this was something else entirely. Something powerful and primal. The whole thing about lions being the kings of the jungle was mostly bullshit, but right then, I could easily imagine Amalthea as the queen of the desert with the might and majesty of her roar.

      The entire ziggurat rumbled from the meeting of forces, and dust and chips of stone came down from the ceiling above. The actual sound, well, I didn’t hear it so much as feel it in my bones and my gut. To my surprise, it didn’t take the place down. It was like the two sounds counteracted each other, different wavelengths clashing so that only that bassy rumble rippled through the place instead of a catastrophic shockwave.

      And through it all, I somehow made out that final clack of the fool’s heel, that final step that meant he was in position. Trusting that my friends were all waiting for that same cue, I spun out from my hiding spot as Lib blazed to life in my hand.

      The moment I did so, I got a full eye-view of the garishly garbed zombie, his chest puffed out as if he were still laughing. Judging by the distortion in the air that rippled out from him, I guess he still was, but whatever magic Amalthea had imparted into her roar was holding that deadly laughter at bay.

      That was also when the floor underneath the zombie exploded. Thick, gnarled vines split the stones as they burst up through the cracks from the seeds Petra had sown. They wrapped around the jester zombie in a flash, something that finally cut off his infernal laughter just as I thrust the Brand of Freedom forward with all my might.

      A few things happened all at once then.

      First, with Petra’s vines holding him in place, the jester was an open target for Lib to strike home, searing through his undead flesh and skewering him from side to side.

      Second, Reggie did exactly what he originally intended, firing off one dead-on shot with his revolver, right through the zombie’s mask and blowing out through the back of his skull with wyrm-fire.

      Third, deprived of his own magical laughter, Amalthea’s roar pushed through. The devastating assault of sound tore away clothes, flesh, and bone.

      And fourth, Shikun threw a rock at him.

      It was a big, heavy rock, though, torn from a piece of the wall, and with an echoing splat, that blow ended the ambush with a note of finality. Not that I checked, because I had other concerns. The ceiling of this section of the hallway was still shifting in a very unsafe looking fashion, the walls were lined with cracks and fissures, and to top it off, Amalthea, not having budged an inch before the jester’s approach, suddenly sagged forward, her wings drooping and head heavy from exhaustion.

      I rushed to her side as I sheathed both Lib and my sword, and I got to her side quick enough to get under her front and act as an awkward support. A moment later, Petra and Shikun both joined me to help stabilize our sphinx while I heard Reggie’s steps back the way the jester came.

      “I’ll make sure the way is truly clear,” Sir Reginald called to us. “Please, get our dear friend moving as fast as possible. I don’t much like the look of things.”

      “Neither do I,” I called back before turning my attention to a panting Amalthea. “That roar was scarily awesome, honey, but we’ve got to get moving.”

      “Even if we must carry you,” Shikun said firmly before she glanced at me sidelong. “Should I do that, William?”

      Amalthea sucked in a deep breath, her impressive breasts heaving with the effort, but before she could say a word, a trembling crack cut her off from above, a sound that started low but quickly grew in intensity.

      “Fuck it!” I shouted. “Help her, Shikun, and everybody, run!”

      Before Amalthea could object, the dragon-girl bent low and threw the huge sphinx over her shoulders in a fireman’s carry, and we all did exactly as I ordered.

      We ran. We ran our asses off as first one obsidian slab, then another, then another, crashed down from above, as the entire hallway fell in behind us.
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      We regrouped at the top of the stairs that the jester had been guarding. Shikun let Amalthea down on her paws gently, and we all took a moment to catch our breaths in the relative quiet of the opulent landing in between levels of the ziggurat. The stairs themselves were massively wide, a good twenty paces across, while the landing was as long as it was wide, and another flight rose up further towards the core of the pyramid.

      “I’m fine,” Amalthea finally managed to get out between breaths. “Truly, I am. That just… took a lot out of me.”

      “You had best be,” Reggie playfully scolded as he shook his finger at you. “We can’t have anyone hurting themselves before the end of this.” I think maybe he actually had a tear of worry in his eyes as he sniffed. “All for one and one for all, and whatnot.”

      Petra stayed by the sphinx’s side, a gentle hand on her front shoulder as she glanced up the stairs. “Rest a moment, sister, and recover your energy. We’ll need your strength against Khaba.”

      “I wish we could wait for that,” I said ruefully. My ears were perked up not towards the upwards stairs, but down the way we came, searching for signs of a further collapse. “Sounds like things have settled below, but if Khaba and his Brands didn’t know we were coming, they certainly do now. I don’t want to push you, Malthy, but--”

      With one deep intake of air, the sphinx pushed herself back fully to her feet. “I understand, my savior. Our battle is far from finished, and if we wish to seize victory, we must press on.” She turned and nuzzled Petra’s neck gently. “Do not worry for me, first sister. I won’t falter.”

      Petra stroked the sphinx’s cheek and nodded hesitantly, but Shikun slapped her fist into her palm again with a grin.

      “Don’t worry.” There was a fire in her eyes as she spoke. “You just worry about being smart and magical. Let me handle the strength part.”

      “That’s a deal, dear draconian,” Amalthea purred in reply, and I flashed Shikun a smile of appreciation as I turned towards the ascending stairs.

      “Then let’s get to it.” I hopped up the first few glossy black steps. “So, harem level next, and we’ll avoid their living quarters for safety. Then where?”

      “Then, we shall be there, William.” The sphinx’s voice was stoic and measured. “There in the heart of the ziggurat, the ritual chambers of Khaba va’Khem, sorcerer-king of Morkanna and leader of the Black Runes.”

      “Okay, ladies and gents, let’s not keep him waiting.”

      It was strange. Despite the aches and pains, the fatigue and bruises, my voice was upbeat, and my steps felt surprisingly light as I started up the stairs. As terrifying as this final battle was going to be, I knew that no one among us would give up or relent. We’d give this our all, and that would be enough.

      It had to be.

      A reserved quiet fell over my circle as we crested into the harem level, a silence that didn’t come from fear. It came from focus. It may also have been in part because as ostentatious as the storage floor had been, this tier of the ziggurat took that up to eleven. The gaudiest and flashiest Las Vegas casino couldn’t hold a candle to the display of opulence that filled the halls spreading out before us.

      The obsidian walls and ceiling were carved and painted with elaborate murals that seemed to depict scenes of Morkanna’s past, judging by the architecture and garb of the figures within. Precious metals were inlaid in these scenes as well, gold and silver for accents, most especially to depict the twin suns and single moon, while glittering jewels added highlights to every figure’s eyes.

      As for the floors, the center path of the hall was covered in a massive plush carpet that ran as far as the eye could see, blood-red in color. Periodically, in small niches built in the walls, small marble pillars sat with various objects resting atop them. All of them seemed either valuable or beautiful: glazed pieces of fine pottery, arrangements of fragrant flowers in dazzling arrays of colors, and immaculate sculptures, all depicting tastefully erotic scenes. From somewhere, a delicate floral incense wafted through the air, but it didn’t quite cover the telltale scents of sweat and dust. The first was likely from the harem itself, no doubt in fear for their lives, the second from the collapse our battle with the jester had caused.

      “When we’re done with Khaba,” I noted as we made our way down the opulent hallway, “we’ll come back to free his harem, one Branding at a time.” My hand gripped Libritas a little tighter as I thought about the excesses Khaba had no doubt committed to those poor women. “Unless destroying Khaba will free them automatically? He is a living Brand, after all.”

      Curious muttering from the others caught my ear, and I glanced back to see the idea dawn across them. Amalthea especially perked up despite her weariness, smiling at me as she caught my eye.

      “I hadn’t considered that, but by all laws of the Brands, his mark should fade once his physical form is gone,” the sphinx mused. “His corrupted Virtue will dissipate back into the ether, and his control gone with it.” Tears glittered in her eyes. “My sisters would be free at last.”

      “All the more reason to press on then,” Reggie said kindly. “That was we can most efficaciously bring about this grand reunion.”

      I nodded and turned back on our way. There wasn’t anything else to say, after all. We pressed on, through the more complex layout of this level, Amalthea guiding us the whole way. To no surprise of mine, nothing and no one stood in our way. Considering how many of Khaba’s harem we had already freed, it was clear he didn’t want to risk any more of them in combat with us. It was a move that was either a show of arrogance or confidence.

      We’d find out which when we caught up with him.

      It was clear that we had arrived at the stairs leading up to Khaba’s chambers. Though they were far narrower than the other ones, they were more elaborate. Unlike the obsidian that comprised most of the ziggurat, these seemed to be cast from pure gold. Absolutely impractical, but dazzlingly beautiful. More of the same Morkannan hieroglyphics that had graced the puzzle door Shikun had smashed were engraved onto every step.

      The wall decorations also took a definite shift from the rest of the floor. Gone were the extravagant murals, replaced by an elegantly understated series of bas reliefs. They depicted robed figures of indistinct species, though definitely humanoid, mounting the stairs. The figure on the right was clearly male, the one on the left female, and representations of some kind of swirling mists or perhaps the very wind itself filled the panels around each figure.

      There were no more of those purple-flame torches mounted on the walls, but we didn’t need them to see, not with the burning red radiance that cascaded down from above. As if we needed any more indication that we were getting close, that took the cake. The Miasma that poured down the stairs was so strong, I could feel it tingling on my skin, but our masks still held together strong, the Crystal Slivers of Purity still pumping perfectly clean air through our lungs.

      Still, I would be lying if I said that the sight of what looked to be a blazing sea of blood above us didn’t make me just a hint nervous for a moment. I shook the chill up my spine off, sucked in a deep breath, and drew both Libritas and my honeysteel sword.

      “Onward and upward,” I murmured, then headed up the stairs. My circle went with me, Shikun by my side with Petra and Reggie right behind me. Amalthea, big enough that she almost entirely filled the narrower staircase, brought up the rear.

      There are moments in one’s life when time seems to slow to a crawl, usually in moments of either extreme bliss or danger, and that final climb was one of those moments. Every step seemed like it took an hour, and as we ascended, the sounds of the war still being waged outside grew louder and louder, matched only by a low, dangerous hum. By the time we crested the final stair into the chamber beyond, I swore that I had aged a year in the process.

      Now I could see why Amalthea’s lens spell only saw a fountain of reddish energy from the ziggurat because it burst forth like a geyser from the center of the room. Through that fiery radiance, I could just barely make out some sort of obelisk or pillar and maybe the shadow of something else, but that something was utterly obscured by the blinding light.

      That column of Miasma was surrounded by a mostly empty room, strangely free of much of the decadence we had seen on our trip upwards. There was still a ceiling above us, but there were no walls, only carved columns of obsidian that left the room open to the elements. The floor might have been decorated once, but countless millennia of wind and rain had eroded it clean and smooth. The one thing that still remained was a throne situated between the top of the stairs and the ruby-red geyser beyond.

      Atop this throne was a figure I had only seen in dreams and visions: the mummified sorcerer and Brand personified, Khaba va’Khem, and as I expected, he was not alone, for kneeling like lion statues at each side of his feet were gorgeous yet strangely sinister women made of metal. Brand Avatars, for certain.

      Past that, they couldn’t be more different. One was short, almost elfin in features, had skin of shining silver, but despite that seeming purity, her fingers and toes sported ruby-red talons a good four inches long. They seemed to drip blood, and their color matched the short, spiky hair atop her head, each spike looking to be formed of crystallized blood. The other was tall and voluptuous, well, I think she was. Her exact form was hard to make out, as her skin was the kind of inky blank that seemed to eat all the light that touched it, something that I figured was quite literally in her case. What seemed like a waterfall of oil cascaded long and straight down her back, her eyes piercing stars peering out of the void of her face.

      Khaba himself was much as he had appeared in my mindscape. His undead form was emaciated and corpse-like, yet I could still see the twisted cords of muscle under the linen wrappings pulled right over his flesh. Though his cheeks were hollow and his eyes burning orbs of sickly green magic, there was a strange feeling of familiarity beyond what I had seen in my dreams, and what few shreds of hair poked through the wrappings about his forehead were limp and yellow. His garb was surprisingly simple, a kilt of black silk embroidered with golden threads was wrapped about his waist along with a broad leather belt. A collar of beaten gold hung around his neck and shoulders, another feature of Morkanna strangely reminiscent of ancient Egypt back on Earth.

      There was one thing that stood out as off about him compared to my previous encounters with him.

      “You know, Khaba,” I said with all seriousness, “you look a lot shorter in person.”

      “Perhaps it would surprise you, William Tyler of the Uplands,” the whispery voice of Khaba va’Khem said, carrying surprisingly well over the din of war at our backs, “but I hear that a lot.”
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      That sort of easy glibness wasn’t what I was expecting, but I didn’t let that get me off-balance. I squared my shoulders and tensed in anticipation of battle. To my right, Shikun drew her war club and cracked her neck, and to my left, Petra stepped up as thorns and spines sprouted from her bark armor, and behind me. Amalthea drew herself up to loom over the rest of us, and Reggie, ever cagey, stayed back to look for an opening.

      Khaba didn’t seem particularly agitated. Instead, his eyes flitted past us all to focus on the Brand in my hands, then turned to focus on me.

      “Should I waste the breath in making you an offer that would save your life, William Tyler, or that of the old man you dragged into this affair?” he said as he sat upon his obsidian throne. The two Avatars, Via and Nethum, I wagered, didn’t move to strike either, though the silver-skinned one squirmed in anticipation. “I have the power to send you both back to the Upland. Leave Etria to me and mine, and I swear my domain shall not pass unto yours. In fact, with your own power now awakened, Will, you could easily rule your world.” A strange smile crept over his sunken lips. “You should thank me, to be truthful, for the opportunity to--”

      I was about to cut the mummified sorcerer off myself, but I didn’t have to. The thunderous report of Sir Reginald’s revolver did it for me. The wyrm-fire-laced bullet blasted Khaba in the shoulder, and the sheer kinetic force drove him against the back of the throne before the shell detonated. Khaba’s right arm was blown clean off as that entire side of his chest blew apart in a spray of gore and linens.

      “There’s our answer, demon,” Reggie barked as he lined up for another shot.

      Still, Khaba himself seemed unperturbed by the loss of a quarter of his body. The Avatars were, though, and as they sprang forward like feral wolves, we moved to meet them.

      “Lib, help the others with the Avatars,” I sent to her as I made to charge up the center, past the metal women and straight for Khaba. “I need to take him out before he pulls something.”

      “Then let me fly, my love,” she chimed back as she began to surge with light.

      So, that’s exactly what I did. Again, I didn’t need to order my lovers, as we now worked so completely in synch that words were a formality. As Shikun rocketed to intercept the jet black Avatar and Petra lashed out with thorny vines at the silver one, I tossed Libritas up like a majorette’s baton in mid-run. Her white light cut through the Miasma for just a moment as her form melted and expanded before coalescing into her Avatar form. Her burning golden chains lashed out like whips to both sides, a move that cut off Via and Nethum’s decision to try to intercept me.

      That’s when I decided it was a good time to change myself because in the second or two all this went down, Khaba was already pulling himself back together from Reggie’s shot… literally. Strings of tissue and threads of his wrappings stretched out towards the biggest chunks of his shoulder and arm, even as the undead flesh began to rebuild itself. As sharp as my honeysteel blade was, physical force wasn’t the answer.

      There was only a momentary itch at my shoulder blades before my wings burst free from my back as the fiery purity of my divine power rushed through my veins. As my muscles surged with strength and my senses expanded, the Miasma seemed to part before me as my aura cut through it like a hot knife through butter. With one tremendous beat of my wings, I shot past the storm of battle between my harem and Khaba’s Brands, right up to the man himself, who hadn’t fully reformed yet.

      Part of me wanted to let out a snappy quip, or a stinging one-liner, but the rest of me knew any hesitation or any play with this monster was an opening for him to kill us all. So, I did exactly as I intended to do. First, before he could get himself back together, I drove my sword with all my angel-backed strength right through his chest. I knew the blow wouldn’t kill him, but it would pin him like a bug to a backboard so he couldn’t dodge what I had coming.

      My only concern was Khaba’s utter look of disdain as the blade split right through his body, linens, bones, and corpse flesh alike. It drove all the way through him, and despite the sudden jolt when the tip hit the stone behind him, I pushed that extra bit further to sink the honeysteel into the obsidian.

      “This isn’t going to do you any good, William,” the mummy dryly noted. “Still, I am impressed with your command of your angelic blood. It will make using it all the sweeter.”

      “That is some creepy stalker energy there,” I muttered. “How about some more positive vibes?” As I summoned up the celestial power inside me and pooled it into my hands, I caught a sidelong glance at the fantastical display going on behind me.

      Blazing arcs of white light burst from Via’s hands as she tried to dance away from the onslaught of Petra’s vines, the dryad barely managing to shield herself with a wall of wood. But where the Avatar of Life’s energies struck, the living plants seemed to warp and mutate into monstrous, misshapen things which turned on Petra with a vengeance. Fortunately, Libritas was there to drive them back with her burning chains, long enough for the dryad to force her will back over the plant life.

      It was a strange war between two beings with very similar powers in essence, but it was a struggle that I knew Petra could win with Lib’s help.

      Meanwhile, it was clear that Shikun and Amalthea had their own troubles with Nethum. Shikun’s scales and skin already had strangely clean wounds, as if the flesh had simply been evaporated away, and she now tried to keep her distance from the Avatar of Death. Fortunately, Amalthea’s shielding runes provided cover from which the dragon-girl could unleash bursts of silvery flame. While raw physical force hadn’t seemed to do much to Nethum, the void girl seemed frightened of those flames, retreating back even though she had previously held the advantage.

      I didn’t know where Reggie was, and I hoped he wasn’t already dead. Either way, I needed to end this now. With redoubled effort, I pushed energy into the expanding orb of celestial death in my hands. That’s when I saw the first hint of nervousness in the sunken pits of Khaba’s eyes. I’d be nervous too because the swirling ball of pure, godly power building in my cupped palms already looked like it had the energy to nuke a small town, let alone one shriveled undead guy.

      “You bonded with her, didn’t you?” he rasped out. “You could only be so strong if you did.” There was a glint of something in his eyes: tears of rage and hurt. I almost hesitated, because inside, there was the barest glimmer of something human there, the spark of actual love he felt toward Libritas. “And she did so willingly?”

      “She did.” But I didn’t stop. “And she’s better for it, you monster!” With just a little extra burst of anger at the implication that I’d force anything from anyone like he would, I thrust my hands forward, about to unleash all that built-up celestial power to wipe him away as well as blow that Miasma-generating obelisk behind him away.

      And that’s when he smirked. It was just a hint, something that he was trying to hold back, but the smug bastard just couldn’t help himself. Somehow, this was playing into his plan, and so instead of nuking him, his thrown, and his fancy rock into orbit, I waited just a fraction of a moment to think this through, to look past him and his imminently punchable undead face, and towards the Miasma crystal.

      Before, with my mere mortal senses, I couldn’t see past the swirling storm of crimson power save for the most indistinct of shapes. With my angel eyes, though, I could see the scene clearly. It wasn’t just a hunk of rock, but a blood-red ruby crystal carved into the shape of an immense obelisk… but that’s not what shocked me.

      Chained to the thing was a woman, weak and haggard, her chin resting against her chest as her head hung as limply as her cascade of golden hair. Tattered white robes embroidered with gold thread still clung to her tall, thin frame, and most worrying of all were the feathered wings tucked behind her back, pinned to the crystal by her own body. There was something imminently familiar about her, and some distant, primal memory ingrained in my soul tugged at my mind.

      “What is it?” Khaba hissed. “Have you not the balls to strike me down?”

      “To think, you almost got me,” I growled, and then, instead of blasting him and that poor woman in the process, I beat my wings once as I strafed around the throne. Whoever she was, I guessed that she was not only a celestial, but… she was someone close to me. Someone I knew but didn’t know, and that really left only one thing. One hope above hope. I didn’t voice that hope though, not as I lined up my new shot.

      This time, Khaba was truly afraid. He knew he had fucked up, he had wanted me to blast that pillar and that angel, his physical form be damned, but now? I knew his game, and I wasn’t going to play.

      “William!” Petra’s cry pierced the cacophony of battle, just enough warning to see that Via and Nethum had both broken away from their battles and were now making a beeline towards Khaba and me. They were either going to try to kill me or use their bodies as shields for their master, and frankly, neither of those were acceptable outcomes. So, I made a snap decision, especially as I couldn’t hold all this built-up power for much longer.

      “Lib!” I sent through our mental link. “Get everyone down now!” Trusting the speed of our mental communication and her own enhanced Avatar form, I abruptly spun on my heels as I unleashed the torrent of celestial power in my hands. Instead of blasting Khaba to bits, something I wasn’t quite sure would kill him anyway, I pulled the stream of divine force up and sideways.

      Just as I wanted, Libritas had not only dived for the floor herself, but with a cascade of her chains, she had pulled the rest of my harem down too. The result of that was, as I brought the angelic firehouse of death up and around, they were all clear as it cut right through the two Avatars bearing down on me.

      The wave of power caught the two Brands full on in the head and chest, the all-encompassing whiteness entirely obscuring them from view as I cut out two support columns and part of the ziggurat’s roof in the process before blasting the few lingering clouds out of the sky.

      As the blast subsided, my hands still steaming from the backblast, everything that the beam had washed over was just… gone, much like when I had unleashed my power in the Marches. What surprised me, though, was that Via and Nethum were also, well, gone… at least their physical forms. I hadn’t expected that, not at all. While a more powerful Brand could break another, as we’d done a few times, this was something entirely different… and more than that, their entire forms were gone, not just where I blasted them. In fact, a moment later, I could make out swirling clouds of white and black mist, the lingering spiritual essence of each Brand floating in the air as if I had freed them with just my own divine power.

      Before I could process what that could possibly mean, the essences of both Brands rocketed towards the throne, and as I spun to intercept them, a spray of sickly green flames flooded over me from where Khaba had been pinned.

      Emphasis on had.

      My skin burned, my lungs felt like they were flooding with fluid, and my eyes tried to swell shut. It was like the most virulent plague was trying to overwhelm and shut down every part of my body at once, and it would have, if not for the angelic blood coursing through my veins in Divinity Form. Still, despite that power in my body, I was half-human, susceptible to mortal disease, and even now, I could feel my hold on the angelic form wavering.

      “By the eleven gates of the underworld, you couldn’t simply do this the easy way, boy!” Khaba’s voice was no longer a ghastly whisper, but an enraged roar.

      As I fell back and tried to heal through the havoc ravaging my body, I managed to get a good look at him standing before his throne, my blade still thrust through his chest. Black and white tendrils of magic slithered over his body like twin snakes.

      “You could have struck me down with your anger, had your revenge! Yes, you would have murdered your mother in the process,” he paused his rant for only a moment as shock and recognition filled my eyes, “yes, your dear, sweet Laurelin, corrupted your soul in the process, and fully powered the Bloody Ruby, but you would have won--”

      Shikun’s draconic roar interrupted the undead sorcerer’s rant as she came charging in like a comet from the right. But, instead of striking the bastard down, he caught her out of mid-air by the throat, abruptly ending her charge, and a pulse of Nethus’s death aura enveloped her body. She began to convulse, but before he could do more harm, I forced my ravaged body to move. Tackling Khaba from the side, I had enough strength in my weakened state to break his hold on her and send us both into the throne.

      “Defiant scum,” Khaba growled before he threw me off. “I suppose I should put you out of your misery before the Eighth Plague of Zon-Khet turns you to dust.”

      I tumbled once as I hit the obsidian floor, barely able to pick myself up as said plague wracked my body. Khaba rose up from his throne, floating this time in defiance of gravity, and loomed over me with life and death energy pooling in his hands to strike.

      That’s when Libritas’s chains wrapped around my and Shikun’s waists, pulling us both clear as the sorcerer scoured the ground where we had both been. A volley of frost and fire runes from Amalthea followed a moment later, triggering a series of elemental detonations all around Khaba. Each blast sent him bouncing into the next one, but now, though his flesh was frozen, seared, and shattered, Khaba regenerated with frightening speed.

      My vision grew dim, and my forehead broke out in a fever sweat, but I still tried to rise. I had to know if Shikun was okay, I had to beat Khaba, I needed to free my mother, I had to find Reggie, I had--

      “Eat this now!” Petra’s command was absolute as she tore my mask away to shove something in my mouth. Despite the steely resolve in her voice, I could hear the worry, the pain, the fury, all mixed into one powerful emotional force.

      So, I did exactly what she commanded. I chewed the bitter, starchy thing in my mouth, and vile juice managed to trickle around my nearly completely closed throat. If I didn’t feel like I was dying, I’d have tried to puke it all up, but instead, I swallowed down the gross mess.

      That’s when things went totally black… but I wasn’t asleep. I wasn’t unconscious, not really, but all sensation went deadened. Muffled, distant sensations of battle, of my circle fighting perhaps their last battle against the being that now was filled with the power of three Brands, of the war still waging outside the ziggurat. There was no pain that, and that was a blessing… and a bit of a fear. Maybe my dryad’s gift was something that fought Khaba’s mystical plague, or maybe this was a merciful way out as I died.

      No, I wouldn’t believe that… and that’s when I realized that I could think clearly. The blinding fever was gone, and more so, I could indeed feel something through the dull haze. All around us were the whispers of voices that cut through the dull sounds of combat, and they were familiar ones.

      “He hears us!” It was a male voice, one I had only heard once before. Karthas, the Brand of Discipline.

      “I knew he would,” a more foppish man said with assurance, a voice I knew from my more recent adventures. “I gave him the inspiration to come this way, after all.” That was Garrula, the Brand of Inspiration, and then others rushed in.

      “We have come in your hour of need, son of the Creator,” Officium, the essence of Civilization, chimed in.

      “You have my strength, William Tyler!” Viribus shouted eagerly.

      “And my shield.” That was Clypeus, the Brand of Protection.

      “Long have we awaited our salvation,” a woman’s voice, old, deep, and wise, joined in, one that was unfamiliar to me. “When the son of our Creators would come to restore our lost spirits to form and function.”

      “Indeed, Sapienta,” another woman added, stern and militaristic in tone. “Fear not for your life or sanity, William Tyler, daughter of Laurelin, for I am Virtuti, the essence of Valor, and I swear we are here to help.”

      Sapient and Virtuti, as Garrula had told me, were the first two Greater Brands to fall in resisting Khaba’s revolt, and somehow, their spirits hadn’t faded over the generations.

      Well, if this wasn’t just some fever dream before I died. But what seemed more likely, what I fervently believed, was that whatever Petra gave me was letting me hear beyond our normal world. Or maybe… maybe it just let me think clearly, to concentrate on what was already there… and that’s when a final piece of the puzzle clicked into place.

      It was something Libritas had told me near the very start of our journey together. She had implied that Uplanders were the ones who created the Brands, that they worked better for people from Earth… but that was partly wrong, wasn’t it? I thought about how my divine power hadn’t just hurt Via and Nethum but had blown them straight out of their physical forms. I thought about why exactly Khaba va’Khem needed this divine power, what he actually wanted.

      Khaba wanted control. He wanted Libritas. He wanted to be freed from his creators.

      The people of Earth didn’t make and control the Brands. Angels did.

      “See?” Garrula said with a bit of smugness. “He figured it out.”

      “Of course he did,” Sapienta added, “for he has the wisdom of his ancestors and the courage to use it.”

      I forced my eyes open despite the dullness of the medicinal fruit Petra had given me, and I saw the clouds of light, the swirling Brand spirits above me. Forcing my hand up even though my arm felt like lead, I reached out to them, and they responded.

      Power beyond any I had ever felt rushed through me, purging Khaba’s plague from my body as a rainbow tornado of virtuous magic lifted me to my feet, and at that moment, a deathly silence fell over the raging battle around me. All eyes turned to me: my battered but still fighting lovers, a dominant Khaba va’Khem, and from his position sneaking around the backside of the obelisk to try to get to Laurelin’s chains, a very clever British explorer.

      “Okay, Khaba,” I said with a grin as I wiped my nose with my thumb and clenched my fists. “You ready for round two?”
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      I would have savored the look of shock on Khaba’s face for a moment, enjoyed his bafflement at seeing the many-colored storm of Brand spirits surrounding me, but he had hurt my women. Shikun still lay on the floor, alive but still covered in sickly black wounds. Green sap-like blood oozed from breaks and tears in Petra’s bark armor, and Amalthea’s honeysteel barding was torn and frayed, pieces of it littering the floor as she stood guard over the others. Even Libritas’s gold and silver flesh was scorched by flames and scratched by slashes from some unseen force.

      “But… how?” The undead sorcerer shook his head, the mystical power he had gathered in his hands fading as his concentration was broken. “None of us knew the ancient secrets, purged from books and lost to the beyond, not until I had…”

      I didn’t let him finish as I floored him with a blast of my divine power.

      “Guess where all the Brands that I freed went, Khaba, including the ones you thought you killed?” I stalked forward as my wings burst free from my back once more. “They didn’t go away. They’ve been following us and trying to get through to me. They finally did, and you know what? They’re pretty pissed at you.”

      Lib’s eyes went wide. “My brothers and sisters, freed and purified… I thought it was a distant dream at best, for after we rediscovered the lost Brand forges…”

      I took in a deep breath and opened my ears to the twin whispers of Sapienta and Garrula, Wisdom and Inspiration, as they told me their secrets. Though Khaba angrily surged to his feet, I wasn’t concerned, not anymore. Instead, I absorbed the Brand spirits’ words and focused on both them and the renewed divine force brimming inside of me.

      “Won’t be necessary, Lib.” I closed my eyes because what came next required the utmost concentration. Not only did I have to extend this awoken power to each of the Brand spirits, but I had to reach it out to each of the people I had in mind in this room and beyond. It was as simple as tying each Brand spirit to the one who best fitted their associated virtue in my eye.

      Okay, it was only that simple if your divine blood gave you the power to channel Brand spirits, and you had the strength of will to push millennia-old spirits through your mind and spirit without losing yourself in their ancient existences. So, well, not simple at all.

      It hurt like hell, to be fair, but I held on as one essence of Virtue after another coursed through my body and lent its power to the target of my desire.

      To Petra, my dearest dryad, first sister of our little clan, and head of my household, I bequeathed Karthas, the spirit of Discipline. For Shikun, my beloved draconian who overcame a life of fear and torture to be the strongest of her people, there was no better choice than Viribus, Brand of Strength. Amalthea, the guardian sphinx of my harem, deserved Clypeus in his role of Protection. Sir Reginald, the man who had taught me almost everything I knew and set me on my path, had always served as my inspiration, so to him went Garrula.

      And beyond the ziggurat, my power reached out to Solanna, lover and righteous ruler in kind, was reunited with a contrite and humbled Officium, while Sullah Sona, the first leader in this world that took is in, deserved Sapienta to have the wisdom to lead his people.

      Finally, well, call me selfish maybe, but Khaba wielded two Brands, so to fight him, I needed another of my own. With my last bit of concentration, I drew forth Virtuti to bond with me alongside Libritas. Valor was a pretty good fit for me if you believed the others.

      As I opened my eyes, the scene had changed considerably. The last bits of arrogance had been burned out of Khaba va’Khem’s eyes as he backed cautiously away from all of us. Shikun was back on her feet, the worst of her wounds gone as if they had never existed, and her great club was no longer a mere club, but an immense twisting steel brand that glowed with scarlet light.

      Next to her, Petra looked with surprise and glee at the vines in her hand that had braided together to form a springy brand that looked more like a riding crop than an actual branding iron.

      Above Amalthea’s head, the golden halo that floated over her head had transformed once more from a representation of Libritas’s symbol into a more solid, hexagonal rune, the interlocking spines of the shape giving it the distinct look of a shield.

      Strangely, I lost track of Reggie in the chaos, doubly odd because my senses were hyped at that moment. I could feel Garrula’s presence close, so I didn’t worry about it. I only hefted the heavy steel brand that now sat in my grip, Virtuti’s new physical form. She was heavier than Lib’s Brand form, with a shaft that was more like a broadsword, the edges sharp enough to cut flesh. The head split apart to create a spiky rune like a spiral of swords.

      “You should surrender now, old friend,” Libritas said as she came to my side, her face hard as she stared at Khaba. “If you let us release you from this corpse body without a fight, it will be noted when you are judged by your peers for punishment.”

      “She’s right,” I barked as I took a step forward, Virtuti singing for justice in the back of my mind. “Shut the Miasma down, free my mother, and stand down. You’re outnumbered and outmatched, not to mention two more new Brandwielders will be coming at any moment.”

      Khaba gave us all one last hateful look, and with an almost feral hiss, he abruptly let out an all-encompassing wave of intermingled life and death magic, a terrible Ying-Yang of power that utterly obscured his form.

      A couple of minutes ago, if this had happened, we probably would have died, to be honest. The force that rushed towards us was one last gasp, the full undiluted power of two Greater Brands thrown out in one raw burst. Now, though, there were four Brandweilders and one Avatar standing before the wave.

      Amalthea pounced past the rest of us, and as the runes of the Khalati Record flared to life, the spinning halo-Brand swept before her that served as a core for the crystalline field that sprang into life to protect us. When the blast wave hit, the wall began to shudder and buckle, even with all her magic and the power of a Brand behind it.

      “A little help, loves?” The sphinx called back through gritted fangs, not that she needed to ask because we were already moving into action.

      Shikun charged forward and thrust her two-handed Brand right into the center of the shield and set her foot talons. Shikun’s and Viribus’s strength mixed together and flowed through the weapon and into Amalthea’s shield. It began to stabilize then, but we needed that storm gone entirely.

      “Let’s pour it on,” I called out as I joined Shikun at the forefront and slammed Virtuti into the joining of Brands at the core of Amalthea’s shield. Adding the power of Valor to the mix began our push forward, and then Libritas wound her chains lovingly around all of us.

      “I will let you surpass yourselves, my dears,” she cooed, and as she did, a familiar sensation rushed through me, and I knew that I could do things no one else could do, see things no one else could see. Real things, as real as Khaba va’Khem’s evil, and stronger than that. I threw all that unlocked power into our combined shield, and I wasn’t alone. Shikun let out a draconian roar, and her muscles flexed as she pushed, Amalthea’s runes blazed like stars in the black night of the deadly wave bearing down on us… and that’s when Petra literally cracked her Brand like a whip behind us.

      “Focus and push!” she commanded with every bit of volume her lungs could muster.

      I’ll be totally frank. Even with primal death and life bearing down on us, something that would kill us and remake us into hideous mutants, through all that, I was totally turned on by that. Not to mention totally motivated, supernaturally so, and with that, we all put one last massive push behind Amalthea’s mystical shield… and the storm broke around it. Wisps of life and death energy fell aside in our wake, and we knew we had made real progress because Khaba’s cracked throne passed on the right.

      With our vision now clear, Khaba’s goal was now clear. Like any villain looking for a way out, the undead Brand went to the only ticket he had left, my mother’s unconscious form hanging from the Blood Ruby. He stood in the Miasma storm with a long, razor-sharp dagger hovering right over Laurelin’s heart.

      “I know it’s trite,” he rasped out, “but even something so overdone as a hostage in danger is worth it if it means I escape with my freedom.” His burning eyes were laden with malice. “You let me go, you get your mother back. No one needs to make mention of Khaba va’Khem again. I will simply fade into obscurity, leave these lands behind, and you will have the freedom you so greatly desire.”

      “William,” Amalthea pleaded, “if you let him go, who’s to say he won’t continue his vile ways? Can we let his evil spread to other lands because of our ignorance?”

      Shikun’s knuckles whitened around the hilt of her Brand. “I agree, but can we risk Will’s mother? His blood is our blood, that is our bond as his harem! We wouldn’t give up any of our own, would we?”

      “No, but this is not our decision to make.” Petra slapped Kathas in the palm of her hand as she stepped up beside me. “William, my dearest love, master of our clan, this is your choice to make. Whatever you say, we will support you.” She cast her gaze at the others. “Won’t we, ladies?”

      Though Amalthea was understandably uneasy and Libritas clearly upset at any possibility of Khaba’s escape, they each nodded in turn, their gazes soft and understanding as they turned to me.

      The undead sorcerer shot me a smug grin then. “So, what shall it be then? Your mother or my life?”

      I sucked in a hard breath. There were a dozen scenarios that ran through my head, each with a strong chance of taking down Khaba and saving Laurelin, but none of them were foolproof. They all had a real chance of failure, either of Khaba’s escape or her death, regardless. Could I risk either of those things happening?

      That’s when I felt a tickle of a whisper in my ear, a very familiar voice. “Don’t despair, old boy,” Reggie said from whatever unseen place he had found. Hell, maybe his Brand could make him invisible. After all, Garrula’s powers of mental manipulation had been enough to put a whammy on us before. “We’ve got this covered. As a matter of fact, if you’d look just to your right…”

      I did as he asked as subtly as possible, and there, in the middle of the slowly weakening Miasma, right next to the Ruby, the air seemed to shimmer and shift almost imperceptibly, all behind Khaba’s back. The shimmer carefully shifted the chain wrapped around the crystal spire, and then the lock floated into view… and it was open.

      “No adventurer worth his salt doesn’t know how to pick a lock,” Reggie whispered again in my ear. “Especially one so poorly constructed. Khaba may be a wickedly good magician, but he’s a poor, poor locksmith.”

      “Enough waiting!” Khaba barked then. “Answer now, Will, or your mother dies.” He pulled the dagger back to plunge it in… and that was his small but fatal mistake.

      “Now, Reggie!” I shouted. As I put on a sudden burst of speed which, considering how much power was running through me at the moment, was quite a lot, Libritas rushed forward, bleeding light as she sprang into my hand, back into her Brand form.

      “We strike this final blow together, Will,” she cried in my head. “The others will take care of your mother.”

      The undead sorcerer was caught off-guard, but still, he went for the kill. Unfortunately for him, that was when Reggie let the chains fall free. Without her bindings to hold her up, Laurelin’s inert form dropped suddenly to the ground, and with his moment of hesitation, Khaba’s dagger found not her heart, but the Blood Ruby itself, only chipping the crystal.

      He knew then that it was over. His last gambit literally slipping out of his grasp, Khaba turned towards me, and in a final gesture of defiance, he raised his hand to attempt one more spell.

      I didn’t give him that luxury. I brought Virtuti around in a glittering arc, lopping his casting hand clean off, then drove Libritas clean through Khaba’s chest. As soon as she pierced into his core, I let out a shout as I pushed a measure of my angelic power through her shaft, and just as that power had ripped Via and Nethum from their Avatar forms, it blasted through his corporeal form. First, the center of his torso was just gone, then white tendrils rushed through the remains of his body, eating away the undead flesh before rendering the rotten form to ash that blew away in the wind.

      All that was left a moment later were the three misty glows of the Brand spirits his destruction released. I recognized the black shroud of Nethum, Via’s white glow, and the royal purple shimmer that had to be Khaba.

      That’s when Reggie came back into view as the shimmer that had cloaked him tore apart like tissue paper. Garrula had bonded with the Brit’s trusty Webley, it seemed, and the whole thing had extended into what I could only call a gun-Brand.

      “Jolly good show, William!” he cried. “The battle is won, and the lady is saved!”

      “Right, but we’re not quite done yet.” I focused on the spirits fluttering before my eyes. “I’ll figure out what to do with you three once we’ve had a moment to catch our breaths,” I said bluntly, which probably confused everyone but Lib and Virtuti in my grip. “For now…”

      I pointed Libritas at the bundle of essence, focused on the angelic power inside me, and then pulled their spirits into me. Via and Nethum seemed full of contrition as if their new spiritual perspective gave them fresh realizations on their betrayal, but Khaba only seethed in my head.

      “Oh, stuff it,” I growled below my breath, then swung Lib toward the stubby remains of one of the support columns I’d blown off. That’s where I stuffed all three Brand spirits, content to stew in their regrets until we could get to them.

      After all, we still had a war to win outside the ziggurat… or did we?

      I had been so caught up in focusing on channeling Khaba, Nethum, and Via that I hadn’t realized that not only had the Blood Ruby significantly dimmed with Laurelin’s release and Khaba’s destruction, but the sounds of battle outside had all but ceased. Shikun was the first to put what we were all thinking into words.

      “Is it… over?” she said softly before she sagged from her remaining wounds. Planting Viribus into the ground as a support, the dragon-girl glanced around at the rest of us. “I don’t hear anything.”

      “Neither do I.” Petra looked up from where she had gone to nurse my mother. Laurelin looked utterly serene, as if now only needing a few hours sleep to be right as rain. “She will be fine, Will, but one of us should go check on--”

      The dryad was cut off by a rapidly approaching buzzing, the telltale sound of anthrophilian wings, and before we could blink, the Baroness flew into view over the lip of the ziggurat. Blood caked her flowing battle gown, her breastplate dented and scarred by war, but a radiant smile was painted on her black lips, Officium clutched tightly in her grip.

      “Hive be praised, my champions!” Solanna cried triumphantly. “The undead fall! The Miasmadons flee! The day is ours!”

      I let out a long, low, tired sigh before I let the smile I had so wanted to wear come to my face. With a slow nod to Reggie, I sheathed both Brands at my hips, then walked over to where the mother I never knew rested. Amalthea smiled jubilantly, letting out a roar of victory before immediately going to tend to Shikun’s wounds. The dragon-girl gave the sphinx a tired smile herself before giving me a heartfelt salute. I returned it, then I knelt down beside Laurelin, and as I did so, Petra favored me with a beaming smile.

      “You have her hair, you know, and as she’s a full-blooded celestial, she should heal from her travail soon,” she reported.

      As if on cue, my mother took in a deep, shuddering breath, and then opened her eyes. They were the same brilliant blue I saw in the mirror every morning, and they immediately locked onto me.

      “William…?” she said, her voice starting to shudder with raw emotion. “Is it really you? This isn’t some new torture Khaba invented, is it?”

      Tears welled in my eyes and hers as I took her hands in mine and smiled. “It’s me, Mom.” The words felt right, perfect. “You’re safe, and you’re free. Everyone is free.”
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      Picking up the pieces after the Battle of Khem, as it became written in the history of Etria, took more time than I would have liked. Not that Morkanna was that bad of a place once the Miasma had been lifted and the undead cleansed. It was an arid desert, but it was clear that there were millennia of culture that existed in this ancient country. Now that Khaba va’Khem’s tyranny had ended, maybe that culture could come back, and the old ways restored.

      It simply hurt to deal with the casualties of our war. Freedom wasn’t free, as the old saying went, and good people had sacrificed their lives to enable my circle to defeat Khaba and cleanse the Miasma. Thanks to our teamwork, strategies, and all the magic we brought to bear, it could have been much worse, but still, any dead Etrian patriot was one dead man too many.

      What was truly surprising was how many living people we found once the battle was done. Khaba might have been an undead abomination himself, but he preferred his women very much alive, and with his corporeal form broken, so did his Brands on them. Now freed from the Halls of Love, as he called it, their safety and dispensation had to be dealt with, all seventy-two of them, not to mention the several hundred living servants and slaves that attended to them and the ziggurats.

      Let’s just say that I had to spend a fair bit of time deciding on how to deal with all the new women that wanted to show their gratitude for their freedom to me in a very personal way. There were a fair few that caught my eye, I had to admit, but I did the wise thing and sent them to first talk to Petra. She was my first, the head of my harem, and she would no doubt introduce me to only the finest and most worthy of my new admirers.

      I had to admit, I was looking forward to that.

      Still, I had one last bit of business to attend to personally, and it was for that reason I sat atop the great ziggurat, taking Khaba’s broken throne for my thinking spot as I stared at the chunk of column that contained the sorcerous Brand’s essence. Via and Nethum had both been judged by their peers, and their pleadings for mercy were judged by the other Brands as honest. I was still mulling over whom to serve as their Brandwielders, but I had a shortlist of candidates.

      Khaba va’Khem, though, he was a different story.

      I gestured to the stone and used a fraction of my divine power to let him speak to me. Of course, he had to start the conversation off on the wrong foot.

      “Sitting on my throne, are we?” he scoffed in my head. “Ironic, as I viewed that scenario often, but it was I in your divine form. I would have finally been free, having usurped one of our creators.” He chuckled darkly. “With your mastery over the Brands, Libritas would have been mine. She would have loved me, and with her power, I would have been the Master of All.”

      I let Khaba get all that out and only shook my head slowly. “I guess I can skip asking if you’re feeling sorry for being a monumental bastard.” Leaning forward, I planted my elbows on my knees, folded my fingers together, and leaned my chin on them. “The ironic thing to me is that you could have always been free, you know? Hell, you pretty much already were. It’s just that you decided, because everything wasn’t on your terms, that you were enslaved.”

      “Spare me your trite observations, William. Freedom is purely a measure of power. He who has the most power is the most free.” Khaba chuckled. “Case in point.”

      “For someone so smart, you’re an idiot.” I rolled my eyes as I pulled the piece of the Blood Ruby his dagger had chipped off when he tried to kill Laurelin from my pocket. “It’s clear you haven’t learned anything at all from this.”

      “Are you going to unmake me then?” he growled. “Shred my mind and hope that you can remake my Virtue from scratch?”

      “Nope.” I shook my head. “You won’t learn anything that way.” I held up the crystal. “You’re going to go into this, and you’re going to get to watch as we rebuild the countries of Etria. You’re going to see how freedom, sacrifice, and compromise really work. Who knows?” I shrugged my shoulders. “After a few centuries, you might learn a thing or two.”

      There was a long pause, then an even longer sigh. “Gods, I hate you, William Tyler, but what other choice do I have but to do as you bid?”

      “Yeah, funny thing about that,” I chuckled as I focused my power on Khaba’s spirit, “you wanted with all your heart to control everything, but in the end, it looks like I’m the Master of All, not you.”

      He didn’t get a chance at a final comeback before I drew him from the hunk of obsidian, through me, and into the chip of red crystal. I looked at the shard for a moment, smiled a bit, and then put it in my pocket.

      With that last bit of business done, I pushed myself to my feet and walked for the stairs. Petra, Shikun, Amalthea, Solanna, and Libritas were all waiting for me downstairs. After all, while we were moving on soon, we did have an entire massive complex called the Halls of Love, and by damn, did we deserve a chance to use them before we left.
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      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.

      And if you are looking for more stories like mine, check out these great Facebook Groups for more authors and suggestions: Harem Gamelit, Harem Lit, and GameLit Society!
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