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      Our little party was a day and a half out from Kaulda, the village we had saved from the Weaver’s tyranny. We followed the twin suns in their arc to the west toward the heart of the barony of Solanna, and the rolling hills covered in glowing Sola crystals had given way to another of Etria’s magnificent, primeval woods. That in and of itself was a glorious sight, the untamed rainbow-colored trees a delight to the nature lover inside of me, but our purpose wasn’t to enjoy a hike.

      We were headed to the Marches of Solanna, the heart of the barony, rumored to be the last free place in a world overwhelmed by the Black Runes and their corrupted Brands of Power. However, our trip was interrupted suddenly when Sir Reginald Thorpe, British explorer, gentleman, my oldest friend, and surrogate uncle, cried out in alarm.

      “Everyone, get down!” he yelled as he dove from atop the massive karush, the six-legged riding beasts native to this strange land, to my left.

      I didn’t hesitate, didn’t wait to hear the sound of the sharp spines tearing through the forest canopy, to do exactly what he said. Reggie was a war veteran and the man who’d taught me almost everything I knew about combat, so if anyone could sniff an ambush before me, he was the guy.

      As I rolled off the broad-backed six-legged beast, my right hand went to the hilt of Libritas, the Brand of Freedom, at my side, while I kept a grip on Silver, our pet rock wyrm, with my left to keep him safe.

      The rest of my party must have respected Sir Reginald as much as I did… or maybe they sensed the attack just as swiftly because they all reacted instantly.

      Petra, the voluptuous dryad and the first friendly face Reg and I had met here in Etria, the Land Below, gracefully spun in place and raised her hands to the treetops. The plants followed her unspoken commands, the branches and trunks of the trees shifting to block off part of the fusillade… but not all of it.

      That was where my other two lovely companions stepped in. Shikun, tall, powerful, and half-dragon, launched herself up into the air. Her fiery wings flared, the wings I had restored with Libritas’ power, as she breathed out a gout of flame to intercept the remaining projectiles. Whatever they were, they were definitely flammable because most of the quills were instantly turned to ash, but those that got through, well, they were now on fire.

      It wasn’t a problem, though, because that’s when Amalthea stepped up to the plate. The majestic sphinx was as tall as the karushes, but instead of intervening physically, she spread her white-feathered wings and closed her eyes. Emerald sigils and runes filled the air in the blink of an eye, the sign of her consulting the Khalati Record, the mystical essence of all written knowledge in Etria, and with it, the runic magic that was prevalent in this magical world.

      Before the last burning spines could impale anyone, a sudden gust of wind invoked by Amalthea’s runes rushed like an invisible blade above our heads and below Shikun’s clawed feet to tear the projectiles asunder even as it blew out the sparks.

      “I think somebody doesn’t want us getting to Solanna,” I growled, my suspicion immediately confirmed as multiple dark shapes burst through the rainbow foliage. It was clever. They had obviously planned to unleash an attack that would draw our eyes to the canopy while advancing on the ground, but I was already moving to intercede. I ran past my karush as I drew the Brand of Freedom from her sheath.

      “Quite a lot of somebodies, my boy,” Reg called back, hidden from me by our karushes. All the same, I heard the scrape of antique British steel on leather, the distinct sound of him drawing his .455 Webley revolver, one of the few tools of modern Earth that made the trip here intact.

      “Wolverpines, I fear!” Amalthea called out… not that I knew what that meant. The animals of Etria were just as amazing and fantastic as the plants and trees, and two weeks wasn’t nearly enough time to become familiar with even a tiny fraction of them.

      But I didn’t need to know about them because when the beasts broke out of the shadows a moment later, it was clear why they had the name they did. At first glance, you could easily have mistaken them for Earth wolves, from the long, loping gait to the lupine head and snout. The difference was just as readily apparent: the coats of long, deadly sharp spines that replaced the fur like our porcupines. So, all in all, while it was descriptive, it wasn’t a really clever name.

      There were a half-dozen wolverpines that I could see, coming in three on a side, but I wagered there was more. After all, these creatures had all their spines.

      I pushed myself harder as the three that came on my flank rushed toward Petra, who was still focused on shaping the trees overhead. Before any of the snarling beasts could take a bite out of my favorite dryad, I summoned Libritas’ power. Her spiraling runic head blazed with heat as I thrust the brand forward into the closest wolverpine’s side. The sickening smell of burning flesh filled the summer air as Lib tore into spines, hide, muscle, and bone like a hot knife through butter.

      The impact was so hard, in fact, that the Brand punched right through the first beast, and as I drove Libritas up to her hilt in one spiny wolf, the tip of my brand slammed into the second of the tightly packed beasts and sent it tumbling sideways.

      As for the third of Petra’s assailants, I wasn’t the only one of a mind to protect the members of our little circle. In a flash of red scales and golden flames, Shikun dropped down square on the wolverpine’s back. The thing’s quills snapped on her armored scales along with its spine as her toe talons sliced through the wolverpine’s ribs and spine. An instant later, her weight and strength flattened the howling lupine completely.

      The thunderous report of Sir Reginald’s revolver cut off the next wolverpine’s angry snarl, then the firearm boomed again in rapid succession. Two loud thumps followed immediately after that, two more wolves dead… but that wasn’t all of them, as Reggie let out a cry of alarm mixed with the snarl of a wolf.

      “Amalthea!” I shouted above the din of battle, and I didn’t need to say more. Though the sphinx was the newest addition to our party, I could trust her to protect Reggie in my stead. After all, from the bond we had formed when I freed her from Khaba va’Khem’s vile branding, I knew Amalthea saw herself first and foremost as a protector of others.

      “Worry not, William!” Out of the corner of my eye, the green glow of the sphinx’s magic intensified, and the cutting rush of wind that blew through the trees solidified into a curved blade of swirling air. It was pretty damn impressive, but I didn’t focus on it.

      Instead, I ripped Libritas free and turned my attention toward the wolverpine I’d only grazed as it readied to attack. Though it was clear that one of its front shoulders was fractured from my strike, pure savage fury burned in its eyes as it lunged forward.

      Not that it got the chance to do much of anything. Petra had finished weaving the trees and branches overhead into an impenetrable canopy, a fact I knew from the thunking of more spines into them, and spun to face her attacker. Her dress of leaves and vines flared out as she whirled and raised a hand toward the wolverpine. Grasses, vines, and other plants burst out from the forest floor to entangle the animal in mid-leap as I brought Lib around in an overhead strike that drove the wolf down to the ground.

      There, it was quickly engulfed by the plants and rendered immobile. Its growling struggles only lasted for a moment, though, as Shikun swiftly knelt down, grabbed the wolverpine’s head in both red-scaled hands, and twisted hard. A sickening crack echoed as the beast’s neck shattered, and it went mercifully limp.

      As for Reggie and Amalthea, I looked up just in time to see the sphinx’s elemental blade the sphinx flash through the air in a glittering arc. The edge descending behind the cover of our karushes, and a wolverpine’s yelp rang out. As the wind sword rose back into view, a spray of blood slung from its tip to paint the foliage red.

      Off in the forest, past the protective dome that Petra had woven for us, whines, howls, and the sounds of the rest of the pack running through the foliage hit my ears, but they were receding. Whatever spurred these animals to attack us, it wasn’t worth losing their entire pack over, it seemed.

      “Sounds all clear,” I called out as I scanned the clearing. “Everybody okay?”

      Petra heaved a sigh of relief as she glanced between Shikun and me. “I am, thanks to you both! If you hadn’t intervened--”

      “It was both my duty and my honor, first sister,” the draconian woman said seriously, dipping her head in a reverent gesture I’d noticed a few times over the past week. With everything going on and all the adjustments I had to make to this new life in the Land Below, I hadn’t asked about it… yet. There’d be time soon enough.

      “Just glad you’re safe.” I smiled softly as I stepped forward and gave the tiny dryad a kiss on the forehead.

      That was when Reggie stepped from around the karushes, his well-worn expedition shirt and khakis now drenched in wolverpine blood.

      “Oh, yes, check on the youthful maidens before attending to your aging mentor and oldest friend,” he quipped as he holstered his revolver. “I see how it is, Master William.” There was an amused quirk to his lips and a twinkle in his eyes that told me just how much the old explorer was joking.

      I grinned back at him. “I didn’t need to check on you, because what could Etria or any other land have that Sir Reginald Thorpe couldn’t handle, eh?” He started to laugh at that. “Besides, Amalthea wouldn’t let you get hurt.”

      “There is truth in that,” the sphinx said as she stretched out her leonine body and folded back her wings, a curious glint in her eye. “It is my duty to the clan to defend those within it to my utmost ability. That leads me to wonder what precisely just happened here.”

      “I don’t understand,” Shikun asked hesitantly, tucking a lock of flame-red hair behind her right horn. “We were attacked by wild beasts. That’s what happened…?”

      “What she means, Shikun,” I said thoughtfully, “isn’t so much the events, but why.”

      The dragon-girl flushed, the more human skin of her face turning as scarlet as her scales. “But…” She flashed glances at Petra and Amalthea both. “Don’t wild animals… do that?”

      I didn’t need a road map and a guide to see how mortally embarrassed Shikun was. It wasn’t her fault that her upbringing had been as the Weaver’s instrument of war. She had no idea how the world outside of battle or torture at the now-dead Black Rune’s hand was. As I sheathed Libritas, I rested my left hand comfortingly on the rough scales of the draconian’s shoulder.

      “Hey, it’s fine,” I said softly. “You don’t have a lot of wilderness survival experience.”

      Shikun looked up at my touch and maybe turned even redder, but for a different reason. Still, I pressed on.

      “The truth is that wild animals don’t normally attack armed groups of people, at least not where I come from, and I think that holds true here.” A sagely nod from Amalthea confirmed my suspicion, so I continued. “So, something made these wolverpines attack us.”

      “Oh,” Shikun murmured, then shook her head slightly as if to clear her thoughts. “I see. I’ll remember that for the future, William.”

      As I nodded to her, Reggie wiped a bit of gore from his shoulder and tutted. “Well, the fact that we are but a half-day from the Marches of Solanna must factor into it,” he wagered. “Perhaps some vile agent of the Black Runes wishes to prevent us from finding assistance or rallying forces against them?”

      “We must assume that’s the case, good sir knight,” Petra said, her tone serious as she gestured at the carcasses in front of us. “William dear, I understand that wolverpines are ill-suited for eating. Would you like me to clear away the dead so we may discuss it in a more pleasant environment?”

      “Sure.” I nodded. “Thanks, Petra. I’m going to ask Lib if she has any thoughts on this, but we talk fast, so feel free to throw out any ideas.” I glanced around at my friends as I settled my right hand on Lib’s hilt. “Amalthea, can you check the Record? See if there’s any written missives or information about what might be behind this in more specificity? Shikun, if this does have to do with the Black Runes, is there anything you can recall the Weaver saying about this region, even in passing?”

      “It may take a few moments to peruse the records of such an ancient barony, but I will do so forthwith.” Amalthea waved a paw at me in acknowledgment, flashing Libritas’ gold-and-silver rune atop it before closing her eyes to concentrate.

      Shikun frowned a bit and folded her arms over her chest as she rubbed her chin. Taking that as a good time to consult Lib, I turned my thoughts inward while Petra commanded the trees to clear the area.

      “Any thoughts on this one?” I sent to the Brand. “I know you were out of action for a while, but you’re still way more in the know than I am.”

      “There are many mystics, druids, and shamen that could influence wild animals.” Libritas pulsed softly with each syllable of our mental conversation. “Naturally, that makes picking out a likely culprit difficult.” There was a short pause, and I imagined I could hear her humming to herself in thought.

      “What makes this especially troubling is that, when last I was awake, the Barons and Baronesses of Solanna kept the Marches and all space within a day’s travel clear of all dangerous monsters and beasts,” she continued in her low, husky voice. “They are, or at least were, anthophilan, and between that race’s natural power over animals and some other… power they possessed, it was simple to enforce civilization's hold on these lands.”

      “Anthophilan?”

      “A race with many traits in common with the humble bee,” Libritas replied. “An ancient and noble species, the anthophilan possess a strict hierarchy. The lowest among them, the drones and workers, are barely sapient, while the highest, the anthophilan kings and queens, are incredibly powerful and dominant creatures.”

      I nodded thoughtfully as I mulled that over. It seemed like a very odd race of creatures, but amazing at the same time. Now more than ever, I wanted to meet these new people, another of Etria’s wonders. I was about to ask more about this ‘power’ the rulers of Solanna possessed when Shikun suddenly looked up from her thoughts and bounced on her taloned feet, an act that I have no shame in reporting made her bikini-clad and very human breasts bounce in a way that tantalized me.

      “I remember something!” she cried out, a puff of fire escaping her lips in her excitement. Just as quickly as it came though, the dragon-girl’s glee subsided. “It’s probably nothing, though…” Her voice trailed off as she rubbed the back of her neck.

      This wasn’t the first time Shikun doubted herself, and it probably wouldn’t be her last. Once more, I mentally cursed the Weaver for what he’d done to her, the only recompense being that we had put the spidery bastard into an early grave. I’d see Shikun through her self-doubt in time, and I stepped forward to coax the answer out of her anyway when Petra stepped beside the draconian.

      “Nonsense, little sister,” she soothed as she put a leaf-clad arm around Shikun’s shoulders, her wrist vines winding around the girl to bring her in closer. “Any little scrap of information may be critical, isn’t that right, William?”

      I hooked my thumbs on my belt and nodded. “Petra’s right. Sometimes, the difference between victory and defeat is the smallest thing.”

      That must have connected with something inside Shikun, because she looked up suddenly, a fierce look in her eyes. “And that’s what I remembered. It was when I was still young, during the time that bastard ettercap was instructing me in the arts of war.” There was a pained cast to her beautiful face as she recalled that terrible time of her life. “I asked him once why we didn’t march beyond Kaulda, to take the seat of the barony. While he… punished me for the gall to speak out of turn, he told me that the Marches were a place we would never venture. That something dangerous to us had taken root here.”

      The dragon-girl shook her head slowly as her tail lashed slowly behind her. “I thought then that it was some remaining band of freedom fighters and dismissed it from my mind, and when Sullah, Sona, and Aroch bid us to come here for aid, that only reinforced that idea.” She glanced off towards the copse of trees where Petra had disposed of the wolverpines. “Now, I wonder if what lies beyond is a danger not just to the Black Runes, but to us as well.”

      I set my jaw as that all sunk in. This mysterious power Libritas spoke of, could it be the same thing that held back the Runes? And I had to ask myself, was it also that power that pushed these spiny beasts to attack us in an effort to keep us from entering the Marches?

      “Maybe it is, Shikun,” I said after a moment. “but regardless, ahead is the only chance we have for allies against the Runes, so ahead is where we have to go.” I flashed her a grin that was more confident than I actually felt. “Whatever is there, we’ll face it and beat it together.”

      Shikun took a deep breath and nodded, determination filling her eyes and Petra’s as well.

      “I say, I agree, dear Shikun.” Reggie was already back atop his karush with an eager look even as he exchanged his bloody shirt for a new one from his pack. “Whatever comes, we’ll face it together.”

      “Right,” the dragon-girl said with a nod.

      “Anything to add?” I asked as I looked to Amalthea to see if she’d finished consulting the archives. Thankfully, the emerald sigils of her magic faded away while we’d been talking.

      “I could add a thousand conjectures pulled from millions of treatises, documents, and grimoires,” the sphinx replied with a knowing smile. “But for all that lore, there is no clear record of what has happened in Solanna for the last five seasons.”

      She rose up on all four paws and stretched. “Which means we must do as you say, my savior. We must explore!”
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      The atmosphere changed after the wolverpine attack. Before, despite the seriousness of our task, it felt more like a summer stroll through an exotic botanical garden, almost a vacation after my first week here in Etria. Now, it was clear that there was a very immediate danger lurking in the woods, a danger that would only grow stronger when we crossed into the heart of the barony.

      That put everyone on edge. Reggie sat high on the back of his karush as it plodded onward, clearly more alert despite his calm demeanor.

      The others showed their unease a little more openly. Petra’s breezy dress was gone. Instead, she had garbed herself in summoned armor of wood and bark, and Silver had practically begged in all his adorable lizard glory to ride on her shoulders as if to protect her.

      Amalthea’s feline laziness was gone, and in its place was all the tense energy of a lioness guarding her cubs, while Shikun moved to guard my flanks on the outside of our formation.

      As for me, it drove home that this last stretch might be the only quiet moment we’d have some for time. That meant I had to make the most of it, which then made it clear that I needed to deal with the most immediate, lingering issue before me.

      And that was Shikun, both her lingering trauma and her place in the odd dynamic the women in my circle had created for themselves.

      The first, I understood as best as I could for not having lived it out myself, with so much shown to me when I freed her from the Weaver. As much as I knew it would take time to heal all those emotional wounds, anything I could do now while we had the chance to soothe them was not only the wise thing to do but the right thing.

      As for the second, well, all I could do was ask. The fact that the dragon-girl showed deference to Petra made some degree of sense. I had seen evidence that Etria had a tradition of harems, both for men and women, and as Shikun seemed attracted to me at least as much as I was to her, she would see Petra as the first woman of the household, in a manner of speaking.

      What didn’t make sense was that Shikun treated Amalthea in the same manner, though not on as high a pedestal as the dryad. Shikun had joined us before the sphinx, and on top of that, there were… mechanical aspects that made any kind of physical relationship with Amalthea difficult. Not that I wasn’t nursing a growing fondness for her, but the point remained that I didn’t see how the dragon-girl figured her as part of any harem of any kind.

      So, the only way to get to the bottom of it was to talk it out.

      With that, I tapped into the power I shared with Libritas. As I turned on the karush’s broad back to face Shikun, the world resolved into a sea of chains. Glittering gold, shining silver, base lead, black iron, fine, thick, and fraying, these were the metaphysical links that limited people’s freedom, for good or for ill, and with the power that Libritas had gained after we freed the spirit of the Weaver’s Brand, I could see them all.

      I squinted and concentrated, thinking solely of Shikun. Despite the sensory overload, it was surprisingly easy to bring the beautiful draconian into my mind’s eye, and as I did, most of the chains dissolved from my vision, leaving me with a clear look at her.

      I couldn’t help but be drawn to the chains the draconian bore, especially something I hadn’t seen before: the broken, decaying remnants of a corroded black iron chain that dragged in the ground behind her. It wasn’t connected to anything, but I had a suspicion this was the mystical expression of the damage the Weaver had done to her, still holding her back despite the actual link being broken. Still, it wasn’t all bad news, far from it. A shining platinum chain connected us, thin and finely made but a little thicker and stronger than the last time I had seen it. Likewise, weaves of silver and gold joined her with Petra and Amalthea, while one of silver connected her to Sir Reginald.

      As my eyes drifted past the chains, I was impressed as always by the dragon-girl’s physical prowess, the perfect mixture of chiseled muscle and feminine form. Many men might have had a hard time seeing it past the thick scarlet scales that covered much of her body, the wicked spikes that jutted from her elbows and knees, or the sharpened talons. But I saw more, saw deeper, the soft features of Shikun’s full face, the dimples that showed during her rare smiles. Even the curious quirk of her eyebrow that raised her horn just so as she stared at me questioningly…

      The space between us became just a tad awkward when I realized how long I had been staring at her. Still, it wasn’t anything I couldn’t salvage.

      “Sorry, Shikun,” I began as I tried not to let my embarrassment show too badly. “I just wanted to ask you something, and I got a bit wrapped up in how amazing you look…” My voice trailed off as I shrugged slightly.

      That caused a blush to spread across Shikun’s cheeks as she looked back off into the woods. “Thank you, William, though I am still not sure if I agree.” But that only lasted a moment as she snapped her golden eyes back up to me. “But I shouldn’t be rude. You, uh, had a question…?”

      “I did.” I smiled softly at her, happy that the karush was so big that I could literally sit comfortably and face her. “Now, being one of the Uplanders around here, I’m clearly not fully versed on modern Etrian culture, so I wanted to ask you about how all…” I didn’t even know if the proper word for this was harem, so I gestured off-handedly towards Petra at the front and Amalthea at the rear. “... this works in this world, and how you feel about it.”

      “This… what?” The dragon-girl blinked a time or two before it clicked. That only served to make her flush worse and glance towards the forest floor as we pushed onward. “I-I’m not really the one you should ask about that, my savior. Though Petra is your first, Amalthea is certainly the most knowledgeable of us. Me, I only know how to fight battles and lead armies.”

      “Oh, I doubt that.” I kept smiling as I nodded toward her, and I knew she saw it, her eyes still glancing sidelong even though her head was tilted down. “Besides, even if Amalthea might know more about this than you, I don’t want to know her thoughts, not right now.” I leaned down and poked Shikun in the shoulder. “I want yours.”

      That seemed to bring her out of her shell a little, and she looked back up at me.

      “Well, if that is what you want.” Shikun took a deep breath and let it out with a puff of smoke. “I don’t know what it is like in the Uplands, but here, it is not at all uncommon for powerful men and women to attract and form households with many consorts. These harems are supposed to be valued things, symbols of honor, prestige, and virtue that show the worth and stature of the one they are devoted to.”

      It came off as rote knowledge, so common that everyone who grew up in any Etrian nation would know it, but Shikun’s tone darkened as she continued. “The Black Runes, however, corrupted the practice, enslaving who they desired to have their way with by the power of their Brands and then called them a harem. If there was any good thing about my enslavement under the Weaver, it was that he was so disgusted by me as to never…” She shook her head as if to fight off the thought of it. “Well, at least with me. I think perhaps he took his gratification in that regard from torturing me.”

      “You know, for someone who claims they don’t know much, you speak smartly and wisely,” I noted, which brought another flush to the dragon-girl’s cheeks. “So, I’m guessing what I see between you, Petra, and Amalthea has to do with the way the free people do it?”

      “Yes.” Shikun bit her lip, showing just enough fang to be cute. “It’s… a transition for me. I still wonder if I even belong, no matter what kind words you all tell me, but I try to remember what it is I want, what I told you on the walls of Kaulda…”

      “That was an impressive list.” I smiled softly as I thought back to it. “I seem to remember love, happiness, family, freedom, and a few other things besides.” That brought a genuine smile out of the draconian and those small dimples. “I get all that, but what I don’t quite understand are the rules. Like, your harem tradition has to have them, or else you wouldn’t call Petra first sister or treat Amalthea as if she’s higher on the totem pole than you.”

      The look Shikun gave me made me wonder if I’d grown a second head all of a sudden.

      “Of course there are rules,” she said simply. “Petra is your first, hence my first sister, and she is the one who will always be so in your tribe. She ensures we all follow the rules of the harem, as well as any laws that you proclaim. If there is ever a dispute among us, she will settle them so as not to bother you with something so petty.”

      I nodded slowly. As with the clear influence Etrian creatures and magic had on Earth mythology, I wondered if Etrian harem traditions had any influence on Earth culture, or if it was the other way around. Though the practice was almost unknown in modern times, what she was saying connected with several cultural norms in the past and that still existed in some parts of the Upland.

      “That makes sense,” I conceded, even though I wasn’t sure I was one-hundred-percent on board. Not that I didn’t love Petra or found myself growing quickly so with Shikun or held a fondness for Amalthea. All those things were true, and I wasn’t ashamed of it, but to create such a structured thing seemed almost… well… un-American.

      Still, when in Rome, do as the Romans, as Reggie had taught me from an early age. I wouldn’t make a judgment until I found out more. Hell, it might just be that this was the best way to go for all of us.

      “As for Lady Amalthea,” Shikun continued, “she is the eldest among us. Though you may have brought me into your tribe before her, she has great knowledge, experience, and an honored station as our protector, as all sphinxes do.” Her eyes went back down to her marching feet. “Me, I am merely a warrior. Be it footsoldier or general, the rank doesn’t matter, for I will always be at risk. Hence, I shouldn’t be as valued, so that my loss will not hurt you as badly.”

      “Though she speaks the truth based on many of our traditions,” Libritas whispered in my ear as a counterpoint, “I think we both know that is not all of it.”

      I nodded, both to myself and to her, before focusing on Shikun. “Tradition or not, that’s not how I do things.” Shikun’s shoulders tensed in surprise as she looked back up at me, but I cut her off before she could get a word in edgewise. “Look, it makes logical sense, but this isn’t entirely about logic. It’s about feelings, love, and just the principle of the matter.”

      “But--”

      “If the next words out of your lips are, ‘I don’t deserve that love,’ or any variant of that,” I began with a warning finger raised, “well, I don’t know what I’ll do, but wow.” Shikun actually shivered in fear at that, but I stopped that with a hand on her shoulder. “I care for you, and I value you as much as I do anyone else in this, well, harem. Traditions might be great, but this is the time to start new traditions.”

      Shikun’s eyes lit up as she came to realize what exactly I was saying. Her jaw worked for a few moments, then she finally said simply, “Thank you, William. I will do whatever I can to do better than I have.”

      “You don’t have to do better,” I said with a reassuring grin. “You just have to see how good you are with an honest eye.”

      Shikun’s brows raised incredulously at that.

      “I’m not saying it will be easy,” I added. “You’ve had it hard, worse than any of us, even worse than Petra and Amalthea, but just try to see yourself how I see you.”

      “And how is that exactly?” There was heat in the dragon-girl’s eyes now as she stared up at me. “I mean, I need to know if I am to do your wishes, my savior.”

      I grinned broadly as I leaned back a bit on my perch. “Well, where to start? You’re exotic, beautiful, and strong, but that’s just the start.” I hummed to myself as I pushed on. “Courage is something you’ve got in spades. Not just on the battlefield, not just when you threw yourself in the way of the Weaver to protect me, but when you tried to stand up to him to save the people of Kaulda, even though you couldn’t resist his commands.”

      My eyes drifted back to her. “And as much as I love the outer shell, your gorgeous body and the way your face lights up when you actually smile, it’s that inner fire and spirit that somehow, no matter how hard the Weaver tried, he couldn’t entirely break that I think I’m drawn to most of all.”

      Wonder, awe, and naked desire mingled in Shikun’s expression, and the heat in that look threatened to set me on fire. If not for the situation and the location, well, things would have gotten far more heated right there on the spot. As it was, the dragon-girl turned away to look back across the forest slowly, but this time, the smile remained on her lips.

      “When we have the chance, when we are safe,” she said softly, “I will show you how thankful I am for this moment.”

      “I’m counting the hours until then, Shikun,” I replied, a smile on my lips and a fire in my belly.

      As I turned back in the saddle, I caught sight of Petra looking back at me as she shifted the trees ahead out of our way. Her emerald eyes seemed to glitter in the light of the twin suns as she nodded to me, a thankful smile on her lips.

      I returned that nod and smile. It wouldn’t be easy, balancing these women I cared for amidst everything else, but it would be worth it. Of course, that was assuming that we didn’t die in the face of Khaba va’Khem, the Black Runes, and their enslaved armies that dominated the entire planet.

      No pressure, right?

      Maybe it was the expectation of something more, some next wave of beasts or soldiers or bandits flooding out of the woods around us, that made the time pass quicker than I expected. Whatever the reason, it seemed as if it didn’t take much time at all before Petra let out a sudden gasp of excitement from the head of the line that snapped my attention forward.

      “I can’t believe what I’m seeing,” she gasped as she stood before the last stand of parted trees and vines. However, past that, there was nothing but open purple skies and fluffy cotton candy pink clouds. “This has to be the Marches, but…”

      “You have me concerned, Lady Petra,” Reggie said with concern as he slipped gamely off his karush, pistol in hand. “Still, I can’t wait to lay eyes upon it myself.”

      I was right behind him, hopping off my own karush. “Amen to that, Reg.” I nodded to Shikun. “Come on, let’s see what there is to see.”

      She readily followed in my wake, and we headed to where Petra stood, still in awe at whatever there was to see. From the end of our party, Amalthea spread her wings to fly over the train of bulky, six-legged beasts.

      “I’ve read many an account of the heart of Solanna,” the sphinx noted as we approached what I realized was the edge of a rise or cliff of some kind, “but I never expected to live long enough to see it for myself, whatever the state it is in.”

      I came up on Petra’s left, Shikun taking a position to the dryad’s right, Amalthea hovering over our heads, and Sir Reginald close behind, and gazed out over the great valley that was the Marches of Solanna.

      And while I wasn’t sure what I expected to see, what was spread out before me certainly wasn’t it.
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      The valley that contained the Marches was immense, with high hills such as the cliff we stood atop to the west while, much like the area around Kaulda, a mighty mountain range soared along the north side. On the southern and western edges, however, were sandy beaches, strewn with the remnants of piers, docks, and fishing enclaves. The main of the valley had been sectioned off into what looked like elaborately planned districts, an incredible feat of city planning, with regions marked by granite columns and stone walls that reminded me of classical Roman architecture. The many buildings, homes, and what I guessed were temples that filled many of these sections shared that same style, a marked difference from the more Asian and Middle Eastern feel of Kaulda.

      Dominating it all in the center of the valley was a soaring structure, a great palace that defied all expectations. Unlike the pseudo-Classical styling of the rest of the Marches, this more resembled a series of oblong domes that were built atop what had to be a foundation of glowing Sola crystals. No matter how insanely unsafe that seemed to me, it was magnificent to look at. The entire structure soared hundreds of feet into the sky, each dome shining like alabaster and inlaid with gold. The more I looked at it, the more it looked to me like a series of stylized beehives.

      Spreading out from there were farms, vineyards that no doubt were for the making of some kind of wine, herdlands, mills, smithies, even what I knew had to be mine entrances along the northern mountains. Two impressively built aqueducts emerged from the cliffside north of us, channeling streams and rivers down to the farmlands.

      It was incredible, a true feat of engineering and ingenuity, the height of civilization…

      And it was all overcome with chaos and ruin.

      Fields lay fallow. Many of the buildings were in disrepair, some simply abandoned while others were ruined by fire or force. In several places, nature had begun to take over, vines and weeds growing over walls, columns, and structures. Several of the smaller docks had collapsed, claimed now by the sea, while forgotten ships still listed forlornly in the harbor. Even the great palace of domes looked battered and ill-kept the more I looked at it.

      However, despite what it seemed like at first blush, this damage wasn’t caused by time or abandonment. No, it was clear from our lofty perch that there was plenty of life and activity in the districts below, but it wasn’t that of people going about their lives, farmers working the fields, or even raiders attacking the city.

      Instead, the Marches were infested, overrun with wild beasts of all kinds. Wolverpines roamed the avenues in roving packs, strange animals that seemed to be half-bear, half-owl tore through buildings searching for prey, and giant birds of prey soared through the skies. Further east, among waterways and canals that criss-cross the districts towards the harbor, scaly, fanged creatures slithered onto shore to sun themselves, while I was certain I saw tentacles lash out to drag smaller creatures below the waves. The air around the palace itself was clouded with dense formations of buzzing, alien insects.

      Accompanying this tableau of savagery were the howls of wolverpines, strange clicks and slithers, roaming packs of beasts, and the overwhelming cacophony of a city-state retaken by the wild creatures beyond its walls. Something had happened here, something that not only attracted these creatures but let them run rampant through Solanna.

      It was a long moment before anyone could say a word, our minds wrapping our head around what we were seeing. At last, I took a deep breath and spoke.

      “We need to get down there.” I kept my tone level, even hopeful. “It looks grim, but you said it’s only been five years, er, seasons since contact was lost, right, Amalthea?”

      “Yes, William,” the sphinx confirmed, her voice hard as steel. “There were no emergency missives, no crier’s script telling of coming disaster, nothing save for the barony preparing for war with the Black Runes… and nothing since.”

      Reggie let out a soft harumph. “Still, that does not preclude the chance that there are still survivors down in those ruins or hunkered down in that monolith of a palace.” He gestured off-handedly with the barrel of his revolver.

      “Exactly.” I nodded. “And even if things come to the worst, we have to figure out what happened here. If this is something that could spread…” I let my voice trail off for a moment. “Well, I don’t think I need to say the rest.”

      Petra finally shook off her awe and horror, her leafy hair shaking with the motion as she took a step closer to the edge of the cliff. “No, dear William, you don’t… but if there is any chance to save a single innocent life, we must do so.” Silver poked his head out from her leaves and let out a chirp of agreement.

      “Right.” I nodded and looked up and down the line. “Shikun, Amalthea, fly along the cliff and scout us out a way down. If you can’t find anything, I’ll have you two ferry us down to ground level.” I hoped that wouldn’t be the case because we’d have to leave the karushes and quite a bit of our supplies with them. “We’ll wait--”

      I didn’t get a chance to finish that sentence. A scream of terror ripped up from below us, a very human cry that snapped my eyes straight to its source.

      There, a narrow winding path, full of switchbacks and dangerously tight curves stretched along the cliffside that would likely come up to the lip a fair stretch to the north. Fleeing up that path was the tiny figures of what I thought were a man and a woman, and on their heels was one of those big, burly owlbear things. It was catching up quickly. While this thing might not have been an Earth bear, it moved like one… which was very bad in this situation.

      See, a lot of folks think bears are slow, lumbering creatures, but the truth is that bears can really, really move when they needed to. We needed to act and act now.

      “Shikun, get me down there and put me right on that thing’s back,” I called out. “Amalthea, follow us, get those people out of harm’s way.” I glanced sidelong at Petra. “Can you get yourself and Reggie down there with your magic and provide backup?”

      “I can. Now, go,” the dryad said firmly as she raised her hands. “Help them.”

      I didn’t need to say anything. I just nodded as I drew Libritas and spread my arms. Amalthea fluttered up into the air and then broke into a dive, pulling her wings back to increase her speed.

      A split-second later, Shikun looped her strong arms under my armpits and launched down the cliff herself. Despite the danger of the moment, a rush of exhilaration flooded me as the wind tore past us in the dive, a feeling only matched by feeling the dragon-girl’s warmth pressed against my back.

      “Get ready!” Shikun screamed above the roar of our descent, and she was right to say it. Already, both the owlbear and its fleeing victims were zooming in at frightening speed. I barely had a split-second to focus on the shining feathers of the monster’s back, my intended landing point.

      “Born ready,” I called back as I summoned up Libritas’ power. Her runic tip burst into light as her voice sang in my mind, and before I could think about how it was absolutely crazy that I was about to do a high-velocity death-from-above on an owlbear by means of a hot-in-more-ways-than-one dragon-girl, Shikun braked abruptly.

      I only had a split-second to feel the shudder in my joints before she let me loose. There was no hesitation or thought during that momentary fall, just instinct as my booted feet hit the bear hybrid's back and drove Lib straight down into the middle, right where the spine should be.

      Now, that should have been it. In my admittedly brief time in Etria, there hadn’t been anything that the Brand’s super-heated tip couldn’t melt or burn right through. Metal, wood, flesh, and bone, it didn’t matter… but none of that happened here. Instead, Libritas merely smoldered against the layers of seemingly fireproof feathers.

      That’s when my senses caught up with all the rapid motion, and I realized a few things. First, what had seemed like a big bear… owl… thing from above was actually the size of a Buick and not some modern model. We’re talking a land yacht from the 1950s. Second, I hadn’t felt the landing from my fall because there was just so much downy fluff that any blunt impact would just bounce off this thing. Thirdly, its head was now turned towards me because, just like an owl, its round head could swivel all the way. Those luminous, sewer-lid-sized eyes were now focused right on me, and somehow, I could tell the owlbear was pissed at my interruption.

      “Any thoughts or ideas would be great right about now, Lib,” I sent with a thought as the beast’s chest seemed to expand underneath me. Even though I had just asked for advice, I was already tensing to jump.

      My instincts were dead on as Lib shouted, “Get out of the way!” in my head.

      Just as the owlbear’s lungs breathed out with explosive force, I dove to the right, towards the cliff wall. The monster’s head feathers rustled as its shining black beak snapped open, followed by an ear-splitting hoot. The air literally rippled with concussive force from that tremendous call, and if I had stayed on the thing’s back, my flesh would have been pulped and my bones shattered for sure. Even so, the vibrations rattled my teeth and made every joint ache before I hit the ground.

      The hard-packed earth of the trail did me no favors, but I pushed through the pain and rolled up to my knees, back flat against the cliff face. Up close and personal, the owlbear was even more bizarre than I had first thought. Instead of something like a griffon, a centaur, or our lovely Amalthea, the monster wasn’t composed of the upper half of an owl and the lower half of a bear. Instead, it was as if someone had chopped a bear in half lengthwise right under the neck, then replaced that top section with something akin to an owl. That wasn’t even accurate, as no Earth owl I had ever seen had fireproof feathers that glinted like dull steel or a supersonic hoot.

      Neither of us had a moment of rest on our laurels, though. Shikun swooped past after the owlbear’s hoot and lashed out with her talons across the thing’s back, while Amalthea interposed herself between the two travelers and the monster. She let out a fierce cry as she swatted at it with her lion’s claws. Sparks flew where both slashes raked against the owlbear’s feathery armor. Though they didn’t seem to do any real damage, the strength of the sphinx’s oversized paws impacted with enough force to bounce the thing’s head to one side.

      “How are we supposed to kill this thing?” Shikun shouted as she began to come around for another attack. “If Libritas can’t burn it, my dragon-fire surely can’t.”

      It was a good question. I already had an idea, but before I could say anything, I was cut off by the monster lurching its immense bulk towards me. Despite being knocked a little silly, the owlbear was still moving and seemed focused on me. Thankfully, my reflexes were as sound as ever, and I pushed off from my crouch, just clearing the length of the owlbear before it crushed me against the unyielding stone.

      “It’s an ironfeather owlbear,” Lib told me as I came up behind the thing, her tone apologetic. “I thought them extinct, and they are almost impossible to distinguish from a normal beast from a distance.”

      “And just the name tells me everything we need to know,” I sent back in a rush. Its name was enough to make me think my hunch, the obvious solution really, was the correct one. “Thanks, Lib!”

      Of course, the real trick was making it happen. As I lunged forward toward the owlbear’s hindquarters, hopefully so low that the thing’s swiveling neck couldn’t find me, I called out the play.

      “We’ve got to go low,” I shouted. “Get to the soft squishy underbelly!” I mean, not that a bear’s hide was exactly soft and squishy, but it had to be better than the nigh-impenetrable feathers up top. I put my words into action as my brand lashed out, thrusting right toward the left rear flank…

      And as if the savage creature understood my every word, it kicked back with that same foot hard. With my forward momentum, all I could do was to try to twist toward the cliff face and minimize the crushing blow. Instead of the owlbear planting its giant paw into my skull, it plowed into my left shoulder. The crunch of bone echoed in my ear as pain spiked like an electric shock through my body, but it was better than being dead… just barely.

      But even with that hit, as I twisted to the side of the beast, I managed to bring Libritas around for a hard swing into the offending leg. While it wasn’t as effective as a thrust would have been, the Brand did strike true. The hissing side of Lib’s runic tip burned a gouge across the owlbear’s thigh, and that elicited a loud chirrup from the owlbear’s beak.

      Then I hit the ground hard. The force of the thing’s kick combined with my twist made me tumble completely around so that my now-broken shoulder hit the hard-packed earth, and I bit down the scream of agony I wanted to let loose into simply a very loud, agonized grunt.

      Rolling over onto my gut instinctually, I tried to push myself up, but everything was moving in slow motion, and the screaming needles of pain in my left arm told me it was going to be utterly useless. Shouts of alarm, my name called out, and booming owlbear hoots rang in my ears, but I pushed them out. I had to get up and move, and that seemed to work at least a little. Pressing up on the fist wrapped around Lib’s grip, I was up on my knees when an all-encompassing shadow loomed over me.

      “HOOT!”

      That pierced through the cloudiness in my head, and I looked up to the sight of the massive owlbear reared back on its hind legs, doing what I was as it fought through the pain of its wound. Those luminous eyes glared down at me as it raised its foot-long claws, shining with the same steeliness of its back feathers. Now, I’d been in plenty of dangerous situations both on Earth and here in Etira, but this more than anything else felt like the Grim Reaper had come calling for me.

      But the funny thing was, I wasn’t worried. I wasn’t afraid… because I saw more than just the owlbear raised up over me. I saw past it, at what all was coming for this monster, and I grinned toothily, a little blood dripping down my split lip.

      “Considering you seem to understand me, let me tell you before you squash anyone, you might want to look behind you.”

      At that moment, the owlbear froze, still balancing on its hind legs, and then showing how much it actually understood me, its giant owl head spun fully around to its backside. Of course, by then, it was too late.

      From above, a torrent of thorny vines cascaded down from where Petra stood, her and Reggie both suspended in thick ivy that she had grown from the cliff face, and bound the owlbear by its upper paws. The beast struggled for only a moment. It knew how vulnerable it was now before it began to swivel its head up, puffing up for another deadly sonic hoot to free itself. That was when Shikun launched herself to grab the owlbear by the head, her muscles flexing into relief as she pulled its aim off to the side. Then, for good measure, Amalthea’s leonine forelimbs wrapped around the monster’s waist with her claws out, and her paws found purchase in the bear-hide.

      “Now, William!” Shikun growled out, her talons clamping around the owlbear’s short beak to hold it closed.

      With a growl of my own, I bit down the grinding pain in my left shoulder as I pushed up to my feet and drove the Brand of Freedom forward, up past where Amalthea lion-hugged the thing. Lib’s tip blazed white-hot as she seared through the owlbear’s hide and plunged right through what had to be ribs or sternum. Though the edges of the wound cauterized instantly, as I pushed the Brand deeper to put the monster out of its misery, blood and gore poured out. The owlbear began to thrash wildly in a blind panic, but I tried to ignore it and just pushed harder, driving the weapon up the hilt.

      Then, thankfully, the owlbear tensed once more, then went limp.

      The fight was over, and I really, really wanted two things: a cup of zym and a doctor. As I tore Libritas back out of the owlbear’s carcass and staggered back from it, Petra and Shikun released their grips on the dead thing as Amalthea flung the carcass off the side of the path with a roar.

      “Good riddance,” I muttered as I glanced down at the tumbling body… and that’s when I realized my voice was a bit slurred. And that’s when I got a good look at my busted shoulder. There was a lot of red where there shouldn’t be, and in that strange detachment that you sometimes get when you’ve been badly hurt, I figured out that the owlbear hadn’t just hit me with the pad of its paw, but its back claws as well.

      That’s when the shock set in, and things went from fuzzy to black.
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      “William!” The name of the man who had freed me, the one we called savior, slipped out of my mouth before I could stop myself.

      Not that my worry was not real. I did not need my keen mind, my century of experience, or the access to the vast medical knowledge contained in the Khalarti Record to realize the danger posed by his clearly broken arm or the sanguine flow that soaked through his khaki shirt. And was I not a sphinx? A guardian of my tribe, and this injury to our headman was a failure on my part, even as I succeeded in fulfilling the task William had given me.

      No, it was not any frivolity on my part that tried to stay my tongue, it was the uselessness of the gesture of shouting his name when he was clearly passed out.

      Fortunately, the others were not caught up in unhelpful emotions. A cushion of moss burst from the hard earth as Willam collapsed by our dryad’s hand, and even that was mostly unnecessary, for Shikun flew to his side in one silvery flash of her wings. Before he had even tumbled a foot, the scarlet draconian arrested his fall before lowering him gently onto the bed of moss.

      Throughout the entire battle and now, the two people we had rescued from the owlbear huddled together against the cliff face, as afraid of us as they had been of the monster chasing them. Understandable, but still strange, as strange as their mix of tattered finery and animal hide for clothing, their faces concealed behind masks formed from wolverpine skulls.

      My focus was not on them, though. I padded closer to where Shikun hovered over William as Petra’s ivy lowered her and Sir Reginald down to the trail. The draconian had already gently arranged our savior gently on the moss and was peeling the bloody cloth away from his wounds. The trauma was clear: an impacted shoulder, no doubt fractures in the arm itself, and two clean slices from where the owlbear’s talons had found purchase in his flesh.

      For such a serious injury, my medicinal knowledge gleaned from the wisdom of all written lore in the world would be the most essential thing. Clearly, I needed to lead the efforts to tend to dear William. Shikun was a soldier, after all, and Petra raised in a forest among the trees. They certainly wouldn’t have my doctoral skills to guide them.

      “It looks bad,” Shikun astutely noted, while Petra came around to his wounded side and knelt delicately. Sir Reginald moved with the steely reserve he always carried as he dug into his pack. As Petra began to soothe William’s brow, I loomed over them all and puffed up a little. After all, I did have all the answers.

      “Fear not, my friends,” I pronounced as I closed my eyes and summoned my magic, “for, in a moment, I will be able to direct you as to how best to help William.”

      As I did so, my mind’s eye opened as a seemingly infinite array of hallways filled my psyche, the hundreds of thousands of shelves upon which the vastness of Etria’s written words was displayed for my perusal. This was the great gift we sphinxes shared, and as I put my mind to work racing through the stacks, I passed the psychic essences of hundreds of my brothers and sisters, each diligently at work seeking knowledge for the betterment of their tribes.

      I put that proud thought aside to move faster. Time passed differently while I was in the Record, for the mind moved much swifter than the physical form, but still, I did not wish to dawdle. Every moment without my knowledge and advice was a moment in which William could be improperly treated. My mind hurtled forward with lightning speed, whirling through the Philosophy section, past Anthropology, and into the section on Medicine and Herbalism. With a deep breath, I spread my wings as I opened up my brain, and all that raw knowledge poured in.

      The Treatise Anatomica by Sitoma, the Great Forest Treasures by Belisarius, Surgery with Will, Sinew, and Spell by Lady Amara the Merciful, all the great works on healing and treatment from Etria’s greatest thinkers filled my magically enhanced mind. The knowledge wouldn’t stay, well, not for too long… I only had so much space in my head, too little for all this, but it would last for long enough.

      With that, I closed the conduit to the Records as I snapped my wings shut, and the physical world rushed back in, filling my senses with the sights, the smells, the sounds of our impromptu battlefield. It was always a bit disorienting to return to myself after a trip to the Khalarti Records, so instead of trying to process the current situation and all that sensory input, I simply delved straight into giving my comrades the counsel they certainly needed.

      “I have consulted the Records,” I announced as I tried not to look like I was still half-blind and deaf from my psychic trip, “and the proper way to begin treating William is with--”

      “Thank you, Shikun, for cleaning the wounds so well,” Petra’s husky voice interrupted, her warmth for the draconian girl mingling with her worry. “Where did you learn to do that?”

      Confusion filled me as I finally got control of my senses. True to the dryad’s words, Shikun was swiftly and efficiently cleansing the claw wounds with chozu, a kind of strong alcohol brewed from Kaulda’s famous challah grains, and while her technique was not impeccable, it was much as was described in Lady Amara’s tome. Even Sir Reginald nodded approvingly as he observed, an unrolled kit of healer’s tools next to him.

      “Indeed, well done,” he mused. “You have a doctor’s touch, my dear.”

      Though her shoulders trembled slightly with nerves, Shikun didn’t let her focus fall as she finished her work. “You honor me, sir knight. I… I often had to tend to my old master’s abuses, both to me and others under my command. Never thought his viciousness would lead to something positive.”

      “Your knowledge is impressive, Shikun, especially for your harsh upbringing.” I forced down the faint pang of embarrassment at being so judgmental about what Shikun didn’t know and raised my forepaw, one finger raised. “Now, Petra, I’m sure you are not familiar with bileroot, as it only grows in the highlands far to the north of Solanna, but--”

      Again, I should not have been so quick to assume anything about those William had brought into our tribe, for in the short time I prattled on, the dryad had spread out a hand over the moss bed to her left. At her command, the sickly yellow stalks of the bileroot plant sprang up through it, and she expertly plucked the weeds up in her long fingers.

      “Thank you, Amalthea,” she said softly, never looking up from the work at hand, “but this is an old remedy amongst my seed.” Then, almost as if she had read Bellisarirus’ seminal work as I had, she neatly rolled the weeds in her hand, turning the bileroot into a mushy paste.

      I knew I was red-faced as I coughed. “I, yes. Indeed. I see that you have this under control. Perhaps once you have applied the proper poultice and stopped the bleeding, I could properly set the bone and apply a splint?”

      Though I was confident now that my harem sisters could do this, especially with Sir Reginald’s supervision, I wanted to do something to help William. Though my time with him had been short, I was fond of his generous nature and thoughtful treatment of us all, and I wished to give back now that he was in need.

      But the moment I spoke, I realized that what I asked to do was foolish even before William’s mentor looked over at me apologetically.

      “Lady Amalthea, while I know Master William would be moved by your desire to help,” Sir Reginald said diplomatically before he gestured to my raised paw, “you are not precisely equipped for this kind of gentle work on such a small scale.”

      I held in the massive sigh that built in my chest as I twiddled the fingers of my paw. While we sphinxes fortunately had a thumb, unlike most felines, I would do more damage than good trying to apply the knowledge I had been given. As Petra used a combination of moss and the bileroot paste to pack William’s wounds, Shikun pushed up to her feet and came over to where I still loomed over the whole affair, putting a tentative hand on my shoulder.

      “It may not be my place, sister, but…” The draconian’s voice trailed off as she stroked my tawny fur.

      My eyes didn’t leave where the dryad worked while Sir Reginald fashioned splints of wood into what would be more of a frame for William’s shoulder, but the combination of anxiety and embarrassment I felt started to fade under the fiery girl’s touch. I finally managed to tear my gaze away to look over at Shikun, her height making it less of a stoop than the others. That gesture seemed to give her the courage to continue.

      “I know more than most how it is to feel useless in a moment,” she said softly, so low that the others couldn’t hear. “But if you let us do this, I think there’s something almost as important you can do for William and our mission while we tend to him.”

      And she was absolutely right. How could I have not realized this sooner? No, I was being unwise, and far from the first time.

      I had to do better. Be better.

      “From the mouths of babes,” I purred softly as I gave Shikun a gentle pat with a paw, and together, we turned to look at the shivering, frightened innocents still huddled together against the cliff wall. “Thank you, Shikun. Please, help the others with William. I shall speak with our new friends.”

      With that, I held my head high, the glint of my golden halo in the shape of Libritas’ symbol restoring my confidence as I padded up to the two huddling creatures.

      “Please,” I began softly, staying at first with Solais, the tongue of Solanna before trying any of the thirty-seven other languages I knew, “we mean you no harm. We did not save your lives to do worse to you, I assure you.”

      To help assuage their near-panic, I kept my tone low and level, adding a bit of a purr in the back of my throat, something non-feline folk often found calming. It was no different for these two poor souls. Though they remained stooped, their shivers slowed, and the male of the pair rose up, though he remained strangely hunched. I still wasn’t sure what species they were, but they were small of stature, no more than four feet tall. There was a distinct animal musk beyond the stale smell of their poorly tanned furs, which only narrowed the possibilities down to twelve.

      “Toda,” he grunted, more beast than thinking folk, as he thumped his chest. He then pointed at the woman that huddled behind him. “Mate Kai.” I could see now that his hands were scaley, with short claws as he gestured emphatically across the Marches. “Valley bad, valley cursed, full of beasts! Guard all ways out, keep tribes in valley. When Toda see path open, take mate, flee.”

      It was strange, because Toda was indeed speaking Solais, and his words themselves were not spoken poorly despite his grunts and poor grammar. No, it was more as if he simply could not construct the sentences he meant to say.

      “That is when the owlbear found you, I imagine,” I finished for him as I lowered myself forward and folded my wings back. With every action I took to minimize my size, the calmer the two became.

      Toda grunted an affirmative and raised his bone mask up to spit to one side. Though uncouth by polite standards, it was a common curse used by the poorer folk in this part of Etria. More than that, I got a good look at his face, and that let me know that these were kobolds. Lesser cousins of the draconians and far, far lesser descendants of the true dragons, they looked more like scaly skinned half-men than anything as grand as Shikun. He slipped the mask back down as he continued.

      “Your tribe save Toda. Save Kai.” Even though he acted half-savage, he put a certain solemness in his grunting, growling speech. “We help back. Headman hurt, but Stalker Tribe has healer.”

      That’s when Kai spoke for the first time, her voice still shaking as if she feared the owlbear would climb back up the path any moment to eat her. “Healer not kobold, but very wise. We take to tribe, your headman be strong again.”

      I glanced behind me a moment. While William’s wounds were packed and bound and the bleeding stopped, he was still unconscious as Sir Reginald and Shikun worked together to splint and support his crushed shoulder. Despite all his courage and strength, William was merely an Uplander at heart, and by all the ancient texts, they healed far slower than most of the folk of Etria. Without a healer’s magic, he could remain injured for months, perhaps even permanently.

      Still, these two poor souls had risked their lives to escape whatever horrors lay in the ravaged city below. To ask them to go back would be horrible, unless…

      I turned back to the pair and smiled. “You are brave to offer this, friends. To go back to where you fled, you honor my tribe with this.” The two kobolds seemed to puff up at my praise, but their eyes widened in awe as I continued. “I would offer you this in return: Once my headman is healed, I will fly the both of you to safety, beyond the edge of the Marches.”

      Kai literally prostrated herself before me while Toda thumped his chest in the familiar salute of the land. “Great thanks to sphinx. Honor your tribe, Stalker Tribe.”

      “Much kinder than great beast lady,” Kai uttered as she sat back on her haunches.

      That piqued my curiosity. “Great beast lady?” I asked.

      Toda spat to one side again. “Chimarra. Headsman of the land beasts, pack made from many creatures.” He shivered again. “Branded.”

      A shiver ran down my spine and through my wings and tail. That one word confirmed my worst fears.

      The Marches of Solanna were no longer free. The Black Runes had come, and that meant that not only were those free people left here were in danger, but that the Brand of Civilization itself was in jeopardy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      It struck me just how peaceful and beautiful the meadows outside of Kaulda Village was. The rolling hills with their multi-colored grasses, adorned with glowing Sola crystals, the curving bronzewood walls that Reggie and Petra had helped erect, the breeze rolling off the distant Whitesword mountains to the north, it was absolutely perfect. The only weird thing was that I was alone. The tables were still laid out laden with food and drink for the victory celebration after defeating the Weaver, but there was nothing but silence.

      I picked myself up off the ground, my left shoulder throbbing for some reason, still under the tree that Petra had summoned, where I had been telling the tale of our adventure to her, Reggie, Suli, and Una, but they too were nowhere to be found. Strangely, that didn’t worry me as much as it should have, but one thing was certain. I was craving a cup of zym, the Etrian equivalent of coffee.

      So, I walked over to the food-laden tables to look for one, and that’s when I realized I suddenly wasn’t alone. Someone was sitting in front of a steaming pot of zym, pouring out a mug of it. Both this mysterious woman and the pot hadn’t been there the moment before, had they?

      But that worry slipped away like a dream as I took her in. As with everyone I met in Etria, she wasn’t human, and like most of the women here, she was alluringly exotic. Though at first glance, she seemed to be merely a perfectly proportioned woman, as if that was something you could be ‘mere’ about, the shining surface of her naked form looked to be made of highly polished steel. It was as if someone had gone back in time, created a mold from the intact Venus de Milo, then poured living metal into it to form this breathtaking sight before me.

      What’s more, from her elbows down, spirals of gold had been blended into the steel, eventually culminating into hands and wrists of the purest gold, and as she stood to smile at me with the mug in hand, I could see that her legs were the same. Her hair too seemed to be made of spun gold, and where the famous statue’s hair was tied into a bun, this woman’s extended into a braid of some kind.

      Except it wasn’t a braid. It was a chain. A broken one to be precise, and that’s when I realized that she did have adornments of a sort. Manacle cuffs with short, broken chains hung off her wrists and her ankles, all of black, rusted iron. Across her taut stomach was a spiraling symbol that I instantly recognized. I knew then who this was even before she opened her mouth, and a familiar voice rang in my ears, her piercing golden eyes seeing right through to my heart and soul.

      “Here, William,” Libritas said as she held the mug out. “Drink this, and you will feel much better.”

      My hands moved almost automatically to take the proffered zym, but my mind was whirling. My relief at not being alone was greater than I thought, but more and more, everything else felt wrong. Wasn’t the celebration over? I remembered… Yes, I had left it, gone to find Shikun. We kissed, and then there was the meeting with Sullah Sona, the headman, and the orc leader, Aroch Steeltusk, and…

      And that’s when a jagged pulse of pain rocked through my left shoulder just as I took hold of the steaming mug. The spasm that rocked through me sent the scalding hot drink splattering across both Libritas and the meadow, but she didn’t even flinch.

      “I’m sorry,” I said through gritted teeth as I clutched my tortured shoulder. The pain wasn’t relenting, and my jaw clenched as my bones seemed to grind in my body. “I--”

      She shushed me as she wrapped her arms around me, the broken chains clinking ever so lightly. I expected Libritas’ embrace to be as hard and cold as steel, but instead, it was warm and comforting, with a surprising amount of give in all the right places. As I sank into her hug, Lib’s touch seemed to deaden the pain and calm the tremors.

      “What the hell is going on?” I got out as my jaw unclenched.

      By way of an answer, she maneuvered me around back to the table, now suddenly clear, and pressed me up against it. “You must relax, William. I know it’s in your spirit to act, to fight, to push forward, but you must learn when to do nothing and let others act in your stead.”

      What was she talking about? Not that she was wrong entirely, I never felt right telling others what to do without being out there myself, and as I was the leader of our party, well, I was on the front lines. But why did that matter? There was no one here, no danger I could see, and yet, something was wrong, wasn’t it?

      My cloudy memories started catching up to me. The push through the forest, the wolverpines… I remembered looking out over the Marches of Solanna… and then it all came back to me. The hooting owlbear, its impenetrable feathers, the crunch of the kick that broke my shoulder. Even though I knew it was dead, my instincts to protect my friends, my women, roared up in me, and I began to pull away from Libritas.

      “I don’t know where I am not, but I’ve got to go,” I said hurriedly. “We might have killed that monster, but the Marches are full of them.” However, as I pushed, Libritas’ form took on the feel I had expected, that softness turning into solid steel.

      “No, William,” Lib said into my ear, her voice low and husky, her breath hot against my skin. My errant thought as to why a figure of living steel needed to breathe was pushed away as I tried to calm myself and listen. “Let go. You need to let it go.”

      I won’t lie. It was hard for me, and not just because I had to be dreaming or having a fever dream or some other kind of hallucination right now. I mean, I had to be delirious to imagine a branding iron, even a sweet, sentient one, as a gorgeous woman, right? All my current state made me think was that Petra, Shikun, Amalthea, Reggie, even Lib, everyone had to be in danger.

      But I forced myself to drive those impulses down the best I could, and as I relaxed in Lib’s arms, the hardness of her metallic form relaxed as well.

      “Okay,” I said softly as I let out a pent-up breath, and now, I noticed how slurred and distant my voice sounded. Instead of pushing away, I put my arms around her waist, hands sliding down the perfect smoothness of her curves. “I’m yours, Lib.”

      There was a trill at the back of her throat as she pulled me up and onto the sturdy wooden table. “And I am yours, William Tyler,” she said, her golden eyes going half-lidded as she straddled atop me. “Now and forever.”

      As those words slipped out of her, my heart thumped hard in my chest, and my breath hitched for just a moment. That’s when I realized, as much of a dream or hallucination or whatever the hell this was, that these words that passed between us were real, and there was something deeper in how Libritas felt about me beyond whatever our tangled destiny was, whatever her relationship was with my family line.

      Without a moment more to think about it, Libritas bent down over me, her smooth breasts pressing against my chest as she kissed me on the lips. And with that, the world around me shattered as I kissed her back, fire in my veins, and a shudder down my spine before I descended into utter blackness.
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      Oh, Jesus, my head. Did someone get the license plate on that owlbear?

      I tried to open my eyes, which eventually peeled open despite the layer of eye crust that had built up. I could hear a humming above me, but it wasn’t a voice I recognized. All I could see were blurry shapes in dull colors. I rose to a sitting position, my shoulder pinging me to lay back down. It was a blunt pain, so I easily ignored it.

      As I looked around, nothing coming quite into focus yet, I saw lots of browns, and a chill rode up my spine. I tried to feel around my surroundings when I noticed that I was gripping onto Libritas so hard I thought I might bleed. Or maybe, it was more like she was gripping onto me. Hard to tell when her body is technically an inanimate object, but who’s to say?

      “I’m glad you’re safe, William,” Libritas whispered into my head, “Please don’t scare us like that again.”

      “Trust me, I’m avoiding owlbear feet from now on.”

      “Whoa, whoa,” an older voice said, higher-pitched than average but distinctly male, “You need to take it easy. In fact, you shouldn’t even be up yet.”

      As my vision cleared, I could make out who was arching over my bed, seemingly a leather hammock of sorts, and checking on my wounds. Most of his form was covered by a patchwork cloak, but you could tell by the stitching whoever put it together was a medic rather than a tailor. The same design came down his robe, but with small patches of a glittering material that you’d barely notice if you weren’t looking. Even his hood hid most of his face, save for a small bit of his chin that was an odd dandelion yellow. It was just me, him, and Libritas inside this tiny makeshift tent.

      “Where am I?” I said, ignoring his hands trying to push me down, “Where are my friends?” I wasn’t going to rest well until I knew they were unharmed.

      “Alright, hold your karushes,” the man said, in a tone so calming it was almost unsettling. “You’re all safe here. You, the plant lady, the dragon girl, that mustached fellow, the big cat woman, that miniature dragon, all safe.”

      Well, that was the checklist. “Wait, what about those two who were being attacked by the owlbear? Where are they?”

      “Wow, you really are a hero,” the hooded man said. “T-t…” He seemed frustrated by his stuttering speech. “To-t-t… K-k-k…” He grabbed his head and shook it as if he was trying to jiggle something loose. After a moment, he sighed heavily. “Those two are safe, too, so stop your worrying. The thing you need most now is rest.”

      Was he trying to remember their names?

      “I’ll rest after I see them myself.” I pushed myself onto my feet, despite the hooded man’s constant efforts to stop me. I had half a mind to whack him over the head with Libritas. Just a love tap, so he would leave me alone.

      “I can vouch for the safety of the others,” Libritas assured me. “They have been taking turns watching over you while you slept. They have been thinking about our next move. This man has been healing you in that whole time.”

      “How long have I been out?” I asked, meaning it to be a mental message for Libritas, but it slipped out my mouth as well in my pained state.

      “About a day,” the man answered. “Which is weird, considering.”

      “Considering what?” I was not in the mood for him to be vague.

      “Oh, considering your injury!” he finished. “Your shoulder was more like a ripped bag of bones than anything else. Even with my magic, you should have been out for at least half a week.” He paused a moment as if expecting an explanation, but since I didn’t have one, I just shrugged. “Fine, fine. Let me see your shoulder.”

      I didn’t even shift my shoulder forward before he was groping all over it. “I feel fine. Maybe a little sore, but that’s it.”

      Even as a kid, I hadn’t broken many bones, even though I was pretty active. Maybe a few cracked ribs from training, but those things heal up in a day, too, right?

      “I think you’ll find most bones take much more time to heal,” Libritas answered my question, “but you are special. Even the fittest Uplanders I have worked with were never so robust.”

      Huh. That’s good to know.

      “Is this just an Uplander thing?” the man asked, still feeling up my shoulder.

      “Maybe not.” Now, they had me thinking about my parents. My dad may have been the previous wielder of the Brand of Freedom, but it took him about a solid week to get over a rolled ankle. Maybe… maybe my accelerated healing ability came from my mother?

      But that was a thread I didn’t need to pull this second. I needed to find my circle, just to be sure that they were okay. After the healer was satisfied that my shoulder was, in fact, healed, I headed through the tent entrance and was greeted by a very aggressive group hug. Petra tackled the hurt shoulder, Shikun the healthy one, and Amalthea picked us all up in a lion hug that almost crushed my ribs. Between all the nuzzling, the crying, the squeezing, Silver licking my head from on top of Amalthea’s back, and the heat of all their bodies pressed up against me, I’d never felt so loved. Eventually, Amalthea put us down, and Petra let go, shortly followed by Shikun.

      “Do you know what’s going on with the hooded guy?” I asked them.

      “We don’t know,” Petra answered, “He won’t even tell us his name.”

      That’s when I got a good look at this tent town we had found ourselves in. The place was a mess. Each tent ranged from barely functional to barely standing, just a hobble of sticks and cloth made to look like shelter. The people in the town were tiny and lizard-like, walking around in an almost cartoonishly caveman-like manner. Maybe even a little aimlessly.

      “What’s the deal with these guys?” I generally asked the circle.

      “They’re kobolds,” Amalthea answered. “A fairly distant cousin to draconians, usually surviving by sheer numbers rather than physical strength or ability.”

      A pair of kobolds came running up to us, Reggie following closely behind, and I instantly recognized them as the two who we had saved from that owlbear.

      “Thank you!” one of them, slightly larger than the other, cried out. “Toda is very grateful for the rescuing.”

      “Kai, too!” the other said in a higher tone. “Very thankful for rescue!”

      “Not the best talkers, are they?” I said.

      “Actually,” Amalthea answered, “the Record has no consistent instances of kobolds possessing low intelligence. Granted, they are never among the most prominent minds, but still, this is an oddity.”

      “I can confirm that,” Libritas said to me. “The kobolds I have known have not been this inept at speech. Something is very wrong.”

      “It’s the blasted thing!” Reggie butted in, “I’ve not been able to get a cocksure answer out of a single one of these kobolds.”

      “The good knight hasn’t been the most patient with their lack of vocabulary,” Petra giggled as Reggie’s cheeks flushed red.

      “I don’t think he’s used to not talking like a knight,” Shikun added. “Seems he can’t adjust to their limited words.”

      Reggie went from rosy cheeks to tomato face in a flash. “That is not fair, ladies.” He tried to keep a calm demeanor. “I am simply not accustomed to the… culture here.”

      “That’s just it,” I said. “I don’t think this is the culture here. Libritas, do you feel anything?”

      “Yes.” She warmed up in my hand. “I sense a similar pall of corruption like being near one of my fallen brothers. But unless the Brand is around those bushes up there, this shouldn’t be possible.”

      “If Libritas can detect a foul aura this far away,” I conjectured, “and she most definitely is, then this Brand has to have been accumulating power for a while.”

      “But can a Brand affect anyone who doesn’t have a Black Rune?” Shikun said, quivering in her voice. It was plain as the scales on her face that she was worried about being under a dark Brand’s influence again.

      “We have nothing to worry about,” I assured her, grabbing her by the waist, “Even if one of their Brands had that much influence, so does Libritas. There’s nothing these Black Runes can dish out that we can’t handle, vague evil vibe or not.”

      I may not have been entirely sure about that, but it seemed to calm her down as she rested her head upon my sore shoulder. It was a good kind of pain. Petra came to rub Shikun’s back as she let out a calm sigh.

      That’s when the hooded man came out from his tent and grabbed his head again. “I heard what you guys are saying, and I think I know what’s happening.” He rubbed his hands against his head violently. “But I can’t… I can’t seem to make it into words.”

      “Do you think you could say it in simple terms?” Petra said, trying to calm him with a touch to the shoulder.

      “Don’t worry,” Shikun said. “Take all the time you need.”

      “Something is… wrong,” the hooded man stumbled out, “Something is wrong with everyone. There’s a… a thing stopping us from… It’s stopping us from… It’s messing with our heads.”

      “It doesn’t seem like they’re being controlled or compelled towards evil,” Petra added. “It’s almost like they’re just becoming…”

      “Uncivilized.” Amalthea sat on her hind legs and opened her wings. The mystic sigils and runes of the Khalati Record swelled in their span, whirling and spinning like the gears in Amalthea’s mind. “I suspected as much. The Brand of Civilization has been corrupted. There are clear records of the widespread influence that a Brand can project when it goes against its virtue.”

      “Of course,” Libritas hummed within me. “The Brand of Civilization must be devolving into the Brand of Savagery. When a Brand overindulges in its virtue, like with the Brand of Discipline, it can corrupt into a malicious version of itself, retaining most of its senses and old personality. But when a Brand rejects its virtue, that corruption leads to a dangerous and powerful madness. Such a Brand may prove unpredictable.”

      “So, we’ve got a new Brand to take down,” I said, pumping out bravery to mask my worry. “Nothing we haven’t handled before.”

      “It won’t be so easy this time, lad,” Reggie countered. “Without their right heads, none of the people in the Marches will make a good army to rally against the barony. We’ll need to find a way to at least weaken this spell over the land if we are to have any chance.”

      “From what I know from my battle tactics training,” Shikun added, “any fighting force needs organization and clear communication to be effective. These people have neither of those.”

      “That’s well and good,” Petra said, “but how would we even begin to break this spell without destroying the Brand?”

      “We’ll figure something out,” I said, trying to keep morale up, “We just have to keep moving forward.”

      They raised a good point, though. Without a clear starting point, we could be aimlessly wandering the Marches until  Khaba decided to rally his remaining forces against us. We didn’t have a lot in the way of time.

      “Solannus!” the hooded man cried as he threw off his hood and showed his face, “My name is Solannus.” His face was yellow as a flower and slightly gaunt. His jet-black hair was speckled with bits of yellow and had a bit of a fuzzy quality to it. Hiding behind his bangs were a pair of eyes like the darkest obsidian. In all honesty, he kind of reminded me of a bumblebee. Probably one of those anthophilans Amalthea mentioned.

      “Finally able to speak up, old bean?” Reggie said, clearly impressed, “How did you manage that--?”

      “You’re an anthophilan!” Petra exclaimed before the healer could respond. “That means you should know something about what happened to the Marches. Can you confirm that the Brand is corrupted?”

      “I-I don’t really know,” Solannus stammered a bit. “My head still feels fuzzy. That name only just now came to me.”

      “Wait, you couldn’t remember how to say the names of those kobolds,” I remembered as I recalled what had happened in his tent, “and you didn’t tell them your name. You really couldn’t before, could you?”

      “No, I couldn’t,” Solannus said, “but something is making my head clearer. I am not as consumed by a need to just eat, sleep, and take a dump. By the moment, I can remember more.”

      It doesn’t take a genius to link matching coincidences together. We came by carrying the Brand of Freedom, and all of a sudden, the people could think again? Obviously, the power of the two Brands were fighting against each other.

      “Good news!” I said. “I think our lovely Libritas is doing her work. I’m pretty sure her influence is overpowering this… curse of savagery. You’re a lifesaver, my dear.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t go that far, William,” Libritas said as the warmth in my hand let me know that she was blushing, “but that may be the case.”

      “Brilliant!” Sir Reginald exclaimed. “Now, we must determine the most efficacious task for us to undertake to spread the influence.”

      “Like you said, I don’t think we have that kind of time,” I replied with a sigh, “but I get the feeling that if we can weaken the Brand of Savagery’s hold on the land, this brain revitalizing will be much faster.”

      “Toda, you mentioned something before we came here,” Amalthea addressed the kobolds quietly listening to the conversation. “Something about a great beast lord named Chimarra?”

      “Yes! Chimarra!” Toda screeched, excited to be helpful to us. “Chimarra the

      Great Beast Lady of the East! Big owlbear. Very nasty.”

      “Branded!” Kai interjected, “Very strong. Strongest beast in the east! No fight alone. No fight at all if smart.”

      “It’s never simple, is it?” I joked to the group, “It’s never something like a small turtle of evil that you’d just have to tip over and call it a day. Always gotta be some sort of intimidating super-evil.”

      “Always will be, lad,” Reggie responded. “‘Tis an adventurer’s life.” He smiled at me with a glimmer in his eye. He wouldn’t have it any other way.

      “You fight beast?” Kai shook her head. “Bad idea.”

      “Very bad!” Toda agreed.

      “I’m sorry, guys,” I told them, “but it looks like that’s where our journey is headed.”

      “Then, before you go,” Solannus said, “you should know about the Great Beast Lord, as well.” The healer paused to clear his throat. “The Great Beast Lord and Lady were the protectors of the realm. With the Brand of Civilization, they had gained a modicum of sentience and patrolled the borders of the Marches to keep bandits and invaders out. But they turned violent one day, and before now, we didn’t know why.”

      “So whatever happens to a Brand,” I finished, “will happen to the people that have been branded.” I tried to hide the worry that wanted to crawl onto my face, as well as the weight of responsibility on my shoulders.

      “All the more reason to protect you, William.” Petra put her hands on my shoulders, “Not that this wasn’t my primary goal, to begin with.”

      “I’ll do everything in my power to keep you safe,” Shikun added, “even if it were to cost me my life.”

      “Now, let’s not get hasty,” I told Shikun, “You can’t protect me if you end up dead, and I would never forgive myself if I let anything happen to you. To any of you.”

      “We feel the same, my savior,” Amalthea intoned with utter sincerity. “From the bottom of my heart.”

      “Now, now, girls,” Reggie said when he saw how uncomfortable I was at the sudden attention. “We’re not nearly far enough in the day to get the waterworks flowing, so that’ll be enough of that.”

      I chuckled a bit. I was a lucky son of a bitch to have surrounded myself with these people. What a life I had found here in Etria. I can’t thank you enough, Father.

      And that’s when a thought crossed my mind.

      “The name Solannus cannot be just a coincidence,” I asked our anthophilan host. “You have some connection to Solanna. Something you haven’t told us yet. Do you think you can remember?”

      “Yes,” Solannus said, bowing his head a bit, “I am an anthophilan male royal, born with sentience like a female royal, but without the psychic connection to the mindless drones. In fact, the Baroness of Solanna, of the same name and 47th in her line, is my sister. And it is she that wields the Brand.”

      “Wait,” Shikun said, “does that mean…?”

      “The Baroness is a Black Rune,” I said. That complicated things. How were we supposed to free the barony if there was no baron or baroness to rule? Maybe Solannus could fit the role, but he hardly seemed equipped to take on such a task.

      “Please! You have to save her!” Solannus fell to his knees in a sudden fit of emotion and grabbed at my belt loops, “You have to save her! There’s no way she would willingly do these things. There has to be a way to save her.”

      “If there is, we’ll find it,” I assured the bee man as I lifted him up to his feet. “You have our word that we will protect as many as we can.”

      “With the increased power of this Brand,” Libritas interjected, “it’s quite possible that the Brand of Savagery has a similar influence over the Baroness as well.”

      “Can Brands do that?” I asked her. “Can they just take over their wielder’s personality like that? Can you do that?”

      A somber coldness flowed through Libritas’ handle. “By all technicalities, yes. But you see, it’s against my very nature to control others like that. I would never--”

      “Relax.” I stopped her in her tracks. “I know you wouldn’t. And this is good news. It means there’s hope for the Baroness.”

      “I hope you’re right, William,” Libritas said to me. “I will trust your judgment, as always.”

      “You were saying about a second Great Beast?” Amalthea asked with the curiosity of both a cat and an academic. “What are we to expect from this one?”

      “Both the Beast Lord and Lady have control over the animals in their domain,” Solannus explained as he calmed himself. “Chimarra the ironfeather owlbear has the giant owls and the bears, while Atroclus the ppus has the latopi and the crocasaurs. They will more than likely be surrounded by their subjects when you find them.”

      “Um, just a brief overview of latous and crocasaur, por favor?” I whispered to Amalthea.

      She leaned down towards me to whisper back. “Latopi are a terrestrial form of the octopus but larger as well, with tendril spikes on their legs. crocasaurs are lizard creatures that dwell in shallow waters and crush their victims with their jaws.”

      “Much like the crocodiles in your Upland,” Libritas said to me. “Only bigger, with longer legs and much more mobility on land and water.”

      “How do you know about crocodiles?” I sent back to her, but then mentally slapped my own forehead. She was in my mind. Of course, she knew what I knew, but that didn’t help my fear of all these monsters we’d have to face up against just to reach the capital, let alone what we do once we’re inside.

      “Remember, you’re not facing these creatures alone,” Libritas reminded me.

      I looked upon all the women I’ve met along this journey, the powerful forces in this world. But more than that, I saw the beautiful, courageous women that they were, and I couldn’t help but tear up a bit. Luckily, I don’t think they noticed.

      “Well, we have our heading!” Reggie triumphantly declared. “A no-good owlbear to the east, and a vicious latopus to the west! A land in desperate need of saving! Danger at every turn! What are we waiting for, my good friends?”

      “A direction, good sir knight,” Petra answered, “Which Great Beast do we face against first?”

      “I vote for the owlbear,” I said, a little tinge of fury in my voice. “I’ve got a bone to pick with her.”

      “I second that,” Shikun said. She was hiding her own passion for killing the owlbear as best she could, but it was hot as a sun just beneath the surface. I could tell she was even ashamed of her own emotional expression. Hopefully, we’d be able to fix that one day.

      “And in that spirit, we set afoot!” The ‘good knight’ stomped to the east, leading the way to our next quarry. Maybe he was a little embarrassing, but he was family, and no one was going to make my family worry again.

      This owlbear wouldn’t know what hit her.
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      “Confound it!” Reggie tried to swipe his knife through the dense evergreen foliage in the eastern border of the Marches. “How could I have forgotten to bring a machete? Of all the essential tools!”

      He continued to bring his blade down on the ‘nefarious’ bushes, insisting that Petra save all of her strength for when we found Chimarra. We all interjected at the foolishness of it, but if Reg was anything, he was a stubborn Brit, so we continued at this pace for a good chunk of the day because, believe it or not, it was still quite quick.

      Amalthea seemed particularly distant after we left the Stalker tribe. She seemed unable to look me in the eye. I could see all of the beautiful chains flowing off of her and the remnants of the iron chain that seemed to jingle as she toiled in thought. And let me tell you, I was sick of the hierarchical, one-above-the-others, self-induced shame-cycle I found myself in with these ladies. They all had these amazing talents. If they could just see the greatness inside themselves like I did, they’d soar like… well, like Amalthea could.

      So, I decided to nip this particular bit of shame Amalthea was feeling in the bud. I was going to break all of these iron chains even if it killed me.

      “What’s wrong, Amalthea?” I said, walking beside her, “You don’t seem like yourself.”

      “It’s nothing, my savior,” Amalthea said, turning away, “I’m perfectly fine.”

      “Tell me, in what section of the Khalati Record does it say that the phrase ‘It’s nothing, I’m fine,’ has ever been convincing?” A little humor always lightened things up.

      “Nowhere, my savior,” Amalthea smirked, not even bothering to check the Record, “but it is nothing you need to concern yourself with.”

      “It is if it concerns you. You’re important to me.” I nudged the great sphinx’s soft shoulder as she blushed at the comment.

      “It’s, well…” Amalthea paused as she parsed her words. “It was when you were unconscious. I tried to help heal you by accessing the medical knowledge of the Record, but in the end, I just held everything up. Petra and Shikun, they were so efficient under Reginald’s guidance. Me and my big paws.” She looked down at her lion paws and scoffed. “I could only speak to the kobolds, and they showed us a healer. I’ve never felt so stupid in my life. I wish I could have done more.”

      “You found the guy who fixed my shoulder, and yet you’re still wondering how you could have helped fix my shoulder?” I summarized. “Do you see how that’s a little bit backward?”

      “Well, when you put it like that…” she mumbled out, blushing beneath her smooth face. “I still think I could be of more use to you.”

      “Even if you didn’t have powerful lioness strength, the ability to fly, and access to every written work in this world, all amazing abilities innate to you,” I said, bringing myself closer to her face as I stroked her hair, “I would still want the beautiful, stoic, smart, primal fury of a woman that you are by my side in all of this.”

      I kissed her lips, and she pushed back against mine. Even though she was quite a bit larger than me, we naturally clicked in that moment as I felt the softness of her back, still feminine to the touch.

      “Thank you, my savior,” she said, breathing a little heavily. “You are far too kind to me.”

      “It’s William, by the way,” I said, pulling away from her and regretting it every second, “William Tyler. And you can put that in your Record as what to call me.”

      “But you will always be my savior,” the sphinx purred, “and not a single heroic feat less.”

      “Now who’s being far too kind?” I replied. We kissed once more. Even though I couldn’t be physical with her, due to the obvious limitations, our hearts touched at that moment. As we parted lips, her iron chain flickered away into dust like a flame on a wick.

      It hadn’t gone away completely, but I sensed that it would with time.

      “You’re learning quick,” Libritas said to me. “Your mastery over these chains continues to impress me.”

      Petra came to my side at that moment, dragging Shikun along by the hand. “You are far too hard on yourself, sister,” she said softly to Amalthea, “You would think that every failure is a mark on your soul. I felt the same way under Uruk.” She went over and kissed the sphinx on the cheek, “If my time with this group, with William, has taught me anything, it’s that we get to decide who we are, not our failures.”

      “You will always have a place with us,” Shikun added, “We love you so much.” The draconian came to Amalthea’s other cheek and kissed it as well. We all took that moment to stop and embrace, our bodies pressed against each other. As I looked above, all of the beautiful chains between all of us grew thicker and stronger, interlocking in ways that could never be broken. At that moment, I knew we could handle anything.

      “Tallyho, my friends!” Sir Reginald exclaimed, before immediately ducking down and wincing a bit at how loud he was. “Tallyho, my friends,” he whispered only half as loudly. “I do believe we’ve found our quarry.”

      As he waddled over to us, Silver in tow under his arm, he blinked a bit. “Pardon me, have I interrupted something important?”

      We broke our group hug, and I patted my old friend on the shoulder as we went to find some bushes to hide behind. Once we were all settled, we peered over.

      Not half a football field away, a rocky formation held an opening trimmed by moss. A quiet but voracious snoring pervaded the area, which must have been like a foghorn up close. That would have been the most conspicuous sign of Chimarra’s presence, were it not for the small battalion of beasts just outside the cave. Three owls the size of motorcycles perched atop the entrance, and at least a half dozen full-grown grizzly bears lounged in front of the entrance.

      This could be a problem.

      “What’s the battle plan, chap?” Reggie whispered over my shoulder.

      “Well, there’s no way we can fight all of those things unscathed,” I whispered back, “so we’ll have to find a way to break this group up a bit.”

      “Wait, shush,” Petra said before looking at Shikun, “What do you see?”

      “The owls are looking for us,” she said, stifling her worry and volume, “I think they can still hear us.”

      Sure enough, the owls’ giant heads were swiveling like they were scanning the area, looking for something. And their gaze was pointed back in our direction.

      In an instant, a tingle started up in the back of my head. It spread to the entirety of my mind, and suddenly, I could see words appearing before me. They were completely foreign to me, but at the same time, I could read them like they were taught in Upland Kindergarten. These were names and places, titles and phrases from famous books throughout Etria. I just inherently knew that somehow, like I was connected to all the knowledge in the world.

      “Can everyone hear me?” I heard Amalthea speak from inside me, like how Libritas did.

      “By God, man,” a familiar British voice called inside my head, “this is bloody brilliant!”

      “Dear Gods, what is happening?” Shikun’s worried voice spoke within as well. “Why can I hear you all in my head?”

      “Calm down, Shikun,” Petra chimed in. “I believe this is the Khalati Record that the sphinxes use. We’re all connected to it now, somehow.”

      “You would be correct,” Amalthea explained, “I’ve been feeling a greater degree of power since William gave me the Rune of Freedom. It was a complete guess, to be honest, to see if this would even work, but one that is paying off handsomely.”

      “I’m so glad that I could help you, Amalthea,” Libritas said, “I could never dream of this even being possible.”

      “Hot damn, who is that?” Reggie exclaimed within our heads. “Silver, is that you?” He smiled at me as I almost audibly chuckled. Silver chirped an unknowing chirp… and that chirp gave me an idea.

      “Oh, my! Libritas,” Petra said, a respectful tone entering her inner voice, “it is an absolute honor to meet you. You have done so much for me, too much for me to convey in this moment.”

      “And so with me, great Brand of Freedom,” Shikun stated with that same deference, “we are all forever in your debt. I could never repay you in a thousand lifetimes.”

      “Enough of that, girls,” Libritas said, “I’m a part of this family, same as you. Like William has been trying to say this entire time, we are all equals in this circle. In fact, it is my absolute honor to meet the both of you.”

      “Now that introductions are out of the way,” Amalthea returned to the task at hand, “I don’t think I can hold this forever, so let’s be quick about this. We have a little time, but not a lot.”

      “Amalthea, you’re amazing,” I said, “We should test the range on this later, but you’re right. Time to focus. For right now, I think I have a plan. How much wyrm-fire do we have?”

      “I’ve been collecting it since we left Kaldua,” Reggie pulled out his satchel full of glowing bits of feces. “What do you have planned?”

      “At the end of the day, these are animals, especially with the influence of Savagery about,” I explained. “And like any animal, they’re disorganized and innately afraid of fire. I think we can at least spook most, if not all, of the guards away, then we can attack Chimarra five-on-one.” Silver chirped grumpily. “Sorry, six-on-o-- Wait, did you put Silver into the Record, Amalthea?”

      “I haven’t quite mastered the power yet.” The sphinx looked down and blushed a bit.

      “Well, anyway, we can make this work. Wyrm-fire me.”

      Reggie placed a good chunk of wyrm-fire in my hand. I tried not to think about the fact that this was Silver’s poop. Like a pitcher at the mound, I chucked that thing straight across the clearing, right in front of the bears in the cave. Fortunately, they were all asleep, so they didn’t notice. The owls did, though, prompting two of them to step off their perch to investigate the disturbance.

      As I turned my head, I saw Petra already prepping a miniature ballista grown out of the nearby tree. Amalthea pulled the drawstring taut with her mighty paw, then Shikun blew a short breath of white fire onto the arrowhead already in place, lighting it on fire.

      What was crazy was that they were doing exactly what I was thinking for the second part of my plan, which I was just about to tell them…

      Oh, wait, we were in each other’s heads. Duh.

      The sphinx released the arrow, the spectral flames creating an arch in the sky. The arrowhead struck the ground, perfectly bifurcating the wyrm-fire in two pieces for half a moment before exploding in an infernal torrent. The flames flew like fireworks across the clearing, catching the grass and spreading wildly.

      The owls followed suite, spiraling wildly in the air in their attempt to escape the flames already on them, being so close to the initial explosion. Only one bear woke up to the sound of the blast, but the rest were roused by that bear’s fearful roars in response to the all-consuming blaze. In a pandemonious flailing of fur and claws, they struck out at each other, trying to crawl away to safety in their panic. After a couple of moments of rampant roaring and groping, they broke free of each other and ran deep into the forest.

      The giant owls weren’t long after, even the one who had stayed on top of the cave quickly left, and soon the clearing became empty of all life and motion, save for the flickering flames left over from the wyrm-fire.

      Even over the crackling of the burning grass, we could all hear the pervasive snoring cease at that moment. Shortly after, the shambling thumps of a massive creature picking itself up reverberated through the clearing, followed by a very pissed off owlbear emerging from the cave.

      If the last owlbear was the size of a Buick, this one was the size of a monster truck. The feathers on her back brushed against the top of the cave’s mouth as her lumbering claws scratched at the rocky floor, cutting through them like a hot knife through butter. Despite the bear-like structure of her body, her long neck carried its owl head back and forth, looking upon the charred grass left in the wake of the wyrm-fire. When she was done, she looked out to where we were hiding and thundered out a chilling mix of an owl screech and a bear roar. I thought it was safe to assume that this was the famous Chimarra, and we just pissed her off. Even with all of us so close together, I could tell she was staring right at the guy who had branded her other owlbear to death.

      “Go around,” I told the others through the Record. “Flank it. I’m pretty sure I’m the one she wants, and that’s going to bite her in the ass. Don’t attack her until I tell you to.”

      “Please be careful,” Shikun said, even the voice in her head holding a tremble. “This one seems even more dangerous than the last one.”

      “Yeah, but she’s way too big,” I assuaged her fears. “Probably doesn’t corner well.” I then strode into the clearing to take on Chimarra’s challenge.

      As I walked closer, she planted her claws deep into the stone in the entrance, ready to charge at any given moment. Petra and Amalthea took a wide berth to the left, Shikun and Reggie to the right.

      “Remember, you don’t have to face this alone, William.” Libritas cooed in my ear. “Even you can’t go up against a brute like this with strength alone.”

      “I know,” I sent back “My part’s the easiest, anyway. She’ll be a cakewalk to take down once I’m done.”

      Chimarra dug deep into the stone, kicking herself off in a blindingly fast sprint. As she flung dirt and burnt grass into the air, I jumped to the side, rolling back onto my feet as Chimarra zoomed by me and crashed into the trees bordering our arena. They bent as far as they could before snapping her back to her feet, and the Great Beast Lady shook off what must have been a terrible headache.

      Just as I thought. While I was pretty sure any one of those grizzly bears would have been able to correct their courses and hit me during my roll, Chimarra had too much heft to change her direction even a little bit. And if she kept charging like this, she’d tire herself out long before I did. If my hunch about the Brand of Savagery was right, she was going to be too wild to adjust her tactics to fit our approach.

      Turns out, I was spot on. She charged me again, and I dodged just as dexterously as before. This time, she crashed into the side of her cave, pulverizing a chunk of the opening to rubble. She shook off the pebbles and rocks caught in her feathers and positioned herself to charge yet again.

      While this was going well, there was a big downside. If any of these charges hit me, no amount of healing magic would bring me back.

      This bullfighter’s dance of ours went on for a few more rounds. Each time she crashed into the trees, she made more and more of a bowl shape out of the bent trunks. I’m sure her cave would stop qualifying as such if she pounded it even two more times, too. And like I planned, she was getting slower.

      But so was I… and I needed to make these next moves carefully.

      “You better!” Shikun shouted into my head. “I-I mean, if it’s not too much trouble. I’m sorry for distracting you.”

      “You are more than fine,” I sent back to her, almost forgetting we were all in the same ‘headspace.’ “But I think I’m going to need an assist in the next little bit.”

      “Don’t have to tell us twice,” Petra added into the conversation, “I’ve been getting itchy to jump in and help.”

      “I’m ready when you are, my savior,” Amalthea asserted. I eyed her and Petra inching out from the trees in front of me, right behind where Chimarra had just landed by the barely functional remains of her cave, which meant that Shikun and Reggie were right behind. Now was the time to act.

      Chimarra charged again, not bothering to prepare herself this time. As the beast loomed closer, panting as she pushed herself to run, I heard Shikun’s wings unfold as she soared up to meet the Great Beast, rushing past me in a flash. Shikun planted her feet and thrust herself up, swinging her fist into an uppercut right to the beak of the giant owlbear.

      The combination of power, muscle, and impact propelled Chimarra into a standing position. The Great Beast Lady could only take one step backward before Amalthea struck both her paws against Chimarra’s neck, slamming the owlbear into the ground. She began to thrash, but only for a moment as a swarm of vines wrapped themselves around her like a wolf’s jaws, her body sinking into the earth as she lay there. Flail as she might, Chimarra couldn’t break free of the vines. Soon, only her arms and head appeared above the viney floor Petra had made.

      Chimarra continued to throw her limbs out like socks in the wind, roaring and screeching wildly, but she was simply unable to leverage her mass and strength properly for it to be effective.

      “Damn fine work, ladies,” I congratulated the group verbally as my connection to the Khalati Record fade. “Damn fine. I told you Chimarra’d be no problem after I was done.”

      “Bloody hell.” Sir Reginald came strolling up to the thrashing owlbear limbs. “I wouldn’t want to get on these girls’ bad side. Good gracious.” He walked around the pinned beast, the color in his face a little drained at the sight of the spectacle he had just witnessed.

      “I believe it is my turn to contribute,” Libritas cooed to me, pulsing warmth into my hand.

      “Let’s calm you down, Chimarra.” I walked over to the owlbear’s head as it tried to snap at me with its minimal range of movement. With a wave of her hand, Petra moved the vines obscuring the Black Rune on the base of the beast’s neck.

      The spot was shaved, save for the undercoat of feathers around the Rune that grew back, but the Rune itself wasn’t nearly as nasty as I thought it would be. Most of the other Runes I had covered over were jagged or vicious in design, reflecting the nature of their dark masters, but this one was elegant and refined. If it weren’t for the bleeding on the edges of the design and the inky blackness pouring into her skin like veins of darkness, it would have been beautiful. I suppose that this was what was left of the Brand of Civilization, having been corrupted after the Branding.

      I wasn’t used to Branding outside of a dangerous situation or a battle, so it took a little while to focus my will to see this beast freed of her chains. There was also the fact that the situation was much different this time around. There were no evil wizards or maniacal spiders trying to kill us or torture their slaves. These Great Beasts were just caught up in this war.

      Instead, I concentrated on how much Chimarra must be suffering under the weight of the Brand of Savagery and brought Libritas to bear. She heated up in my hand as her branding tip flared with fiery yellow. I thrust the Brand deep into the Rune, replacing the inky black with Libritas’ silvery white.

      So far, those I had freed from the Black Runes had sounded grateful, even if it’d been through a moan or a cry. But Chimarra was just as wild as ever. In fact, she may have been flailing her limbs even more than before, screeching and roaring like she was going to bleed out her throat. More than that, there was no connection, no insight into the owlbear’s heart and mind. As I looked into the rune I placed, its silvery-white strands not pulsing with the same life that the other brands had, I couldn’t help but tear up a bit.

      We all took a step back. I sighed a heavy sigh. This wasn’t going to end well.

      “Maybe she’s afraid,” Petra reasoned. “If we just let her out--”

      “I don’t believe that will be necessary,” Amalthea interrupted. “Without the Brand of Civilization upon her, she’s lashing out like a feral beast. Whatever sentience she may have possessed before is long gone.”

      “But the Brand of Freedom should have released her,” Shikun argued. “Shouldn’t she be okay now?”

      “She was probably a wild animal before she got the first Brand,” I said solemnly. “Without it, she’s just a beast.”

      “A rampaging one, at that,” Reggie added. “What with all the Branding being such a taxing experience, there’s only so much an animal’s mind can take before it snaps. If we let her loose now, there’s no telling what damage she could do to the Marches before she tuckers herself out and… dies.”

      “She’s free now,” I said solemnly. It was small comfort, but I truly believed that it was better to die free than live in chains. “That’s all that matters. Let’s put an end to this.”

      “Allow me, chap.” Reggie put his hand on my good shoulder. “A mighty beast like this deserves to be killed by a hunter, not her liberator.”

      I stepped aside as the British hunter came upon the beast’s head. With a quick shot from his Webley revolver to the top of the neck, the Great Beast Lady lay limp. It was quick and painless as anyone could have hoped for.

      We all took a collective breath at the accomplishment. One Great Beast down, one to go.
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      After we had ended Chimarra, we headed west to find Atroclus. Hopefully, the savage spell over the Marches was already wearing off. It was a good bit into the night when we finally made camp. The roaming hills of the Marches made for beautiful scenery, and the night sky couldn’t have been more full of stars if you stuffed them up there. Petra made each of us a tent from her plants, but I wanted to stay outside just a bit longer. I had always been locked up in some dungeon under the Weaver, so I planned to savor every moment outside that I could. Even the chill of the night couldn’t deter me from just listening to the breeze dance through the blades of grass. It was almost perfect.

      Speaking of which, William had headed to bed a little early. It seemed even someone as amazing as him had to sleep off the exhaustion of fighting a Great Beast alone. Still, I would have loved for him to see this with me. But Petra and Amalthea were with me, and that was okay too. The good Sir Reginald had decided to try to teach Silver some tricks before heading to bed himself. Eventually, Amalthea and Petra went to their tents so they could be well-rested for tomorrow’s troubles.

      I looked at how lonely my tent seemed to be. I didn’t think I could sleep there tonight.

      As quietly as possible, I slunk my way over to William’s tent. Even though my scales didn’t make for the best stealth, I was pretty sure I made it inside without waking anyone else up. And there he was, hands behind his head cradling his golden hair, blanket covering up to his navel. I had never seen him without his shirt, and I was… very appreciative of the opportunity. All of his heroic deeds and training showed in every muscle in his body. I couldn’t help but run my hands up his abs, just to feel them.

      I yelped and pulled back as soon as I realized what I was doing, snapping my neck to see if I had woken him up. I sighed in relief when I saw his peaceful face fast asleep. Slowly, I tucked my wings down and placed my head down on his bicep, careful not to poke my horns or spikes into anything. I leaned into his shoulder and placed a hand upon his chest, feeling the breath enter into him and leave, and let my own breath match it.

      His arm swept down from off his head, and I panicked. Even so, I couldn’t bring myself to move. He brought his hand down to my hip and pulled me in, pressing me against him. I didn’t see him open his eyes once. Maybe he thought that I was Petra? I was going to let him continue to do so. I couldn’t give up this moment. Not just yet. Just a little while longer, and then I would return to my tent.

      It felt like a perfect eternity laying there with him. He doesn’t lash out in anger, he doesn’t lose his temper when things seem impossible or aren’t going his way, he doesn’t even berate me when I speak out of turn. In fact, he loves it when I talk to him. He loves me. Maybe not as much as Petra, but still, I don’t need that much. Just knowing that he wants me is enough.

      I felt his arm against me, pulling me even closer to him. Before I knew it, I was on top of him. Or maybe I put myself there. His other arm wrapped around to the small of my back, and at that moment, he kissed me.

      “Took you long enough,” William said. He looked into me, and I saw his golden eyes for what felt like the first time. Are all Uplanders blessed with such eyes?

      “W-what?” I stuttered out. I mean, what was I supposed to say?

      “You’ve been doubting yourself all this time,” he told me, “Always holding back, always thinking you’re beneath someone. No matter what I did, I couldn’t get it through your thick skull that you are worth more than you think. So, Petra and I made a plan.”

      “A plan?” I stuttered again, so overwhelmed with happiness and terror and I don’t even know what else. “What plan?”

      “A plan to finally get you out of your shell.” Petra’s voice answered. I looked behind myself to find her at the tent opening, looking at both of us. Oh, it must have been so embarrassing! How was I supposed to explain this to her?

      “Oh, first sister!” I apologized profusely. “I mean no disrespect by any of this. I was merely trying to--” I tried to get off of William, to prostrate myself before Petra, but William’s hands wouldn’t let go of me.

      “Relax, sister,” Petra cooed at me. “I’ve been holding off on William just so you could get your chance. But since you took so long…” She coyly flipped the tent covering closed so that only her curvy silhouette was visible. “You only have fifteen minutes. Then I’m coming in.” Her dryad shadow drifted away, leaving us alone. I looked at William desperately.

      “Do I only get that long?” I winced at the lost chance of more time with the man who made me who I am now.

      “Shikun, I think she just meant ‘alone,’” William said, kissing me with a heavy breath. “You can stay as long as you want.”

      With that, as I leaned into a taste of his soft lips, I wasted no time in showing him everything he meant to me, in sharing both of our bodies until we had explored to our hearts’ content.
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      As soon as Petra sealed the tent once more and left Shikun to her own devices, things heated up rather quickly. The rush that surged through my body as our lips met set me ablaze in a way that I hadn’t felt before. It was a different sensation than the one that ran through my veins with Petra, not certainly not a bad one by any stretch of the imagination. It scorched my lips and had me tingling from head to toe. 

      The emotions that Shikun was conveying, love, desire, desperation, I could feel it all in the way our lips moved together. Each one tasted of something specific, though I couldn’t put a name to the flavors, and they blended perfectly into her kisses. 

      I hummed against her lips as my hands settled on her flushed cheeks. I needed to catch my breath before she took it all away. Our eyes searched each other’s wordlessly for a moment before Shikun looked away shyly. Gently, I guided her gaze back to my face. I could get lost in those flecks of gold for eons and find myself to be perfectly content. Her eyes were mines of riches buried in depths of darkness and fear, and I considered myself to be lucky enough to hold them this close and regard them for the beauties that they were. 

      “Why do you look at me so, Will? Have you changed your mind after all?” Shikun’s voice trembled, though whether it was out of fear, anticipation, or perhaps a mixture of both, I couldn’t be sure. 

      I smiled softly and ran the pads of my thumbs over her scaled cheeks reassuringly. “Not a chance. I just wanted to cherish this part of you while I could.”

      A slight giggle bubbled from her lips then, which surprised us both as she quickly covered it up with her hands. When she saw my encouraging gaze, she slowly dropped them onto my chest and giggled again. 

      “Then, I wish not to interrupt you,” she started, “however, I should like to take advantage of the time that Petra has given us while I can.” 

      I blinked several times before a small grin spread over my lips. Who was I to stop her when she was so willing to allow herself to be open with me? 

      “Of course,” I agreed, “if that is what you wish, then I will be more than happy to indulge you.” 

      “I do wish this,” Shikun confirmed, and our lips connected again. The shyness and hesitation that had kept her at bay before dissipated as her talons fisted into my hair, holding me tightly to her impressive body. Pressed together like this, she couldn't have missed how hard I was already. 

      To accentuate my thoughts, I rolled my hips. Immediately, her legs shook, and a sharp shiver raced up her spine. 

      “William,” she gasped, and her talons constricted more. “You are very stiff.” 

      “It’s all for you,” I breathed hotly into her ear, and I punctuated my words with a kiss. 

      “What about Petra?” she trilled as she pushed herself against my covered cock. 

      “Right now, it’s just you and me.” I kissed her again, relishing in the way her scales seemed to twitch and quiver with pleasure. My hands gripped her hips, and together we created glorious friction that left us both wanting, no, needing more. 

      Shikun gasped again and then again as our bodies continued to move together. Our time alone was running short, but neither of us wanted to break the intense heat that was building between us as she continued to ride me through the thin sheet. By now, she had worked the tip of my shaft free of my shorts, and precum had started to drip onto my torso. What was more was that Shikun was more than a little damp, and it was evident in the smear of moisture that stained the fabric separating us. 

      “I think you’re ready for more,” I panted, and Shikun replied with only a moan and a feverish nod. I held onto her tightly as I sat up, keeping her firmly in my lap. My fingers glided along the scales on her back, and I made sure to tease the ridges of her spine. Dragonkin or not, the press of fingertips in such a sensitive area always seemed to be a surefire way of riling a girl up, and it appeared Shikun was no exception to that. 

      “Your hands feel magical, William,” Shikun purred as she leaned into the erotic touch. 

      “Oh, just wait until you feel what else they can do,” I teased as I brought my hands around to her front and pressed my palms lightly over her breasts, rubbing her nipples with a slow, circular motion. My reward was another soft moan and an arch of her hips as she pressed herself down onto me again. Shikun was eager, that much was obvious, but I was going to draw this out for as long as I could. If Petra saw, well, she knew what she was walking into, and I had a feeling that she would be more than a little delighted. 

      Despite my own desire to have my way with the beautiful draconian, I didn’t want to pressure her. Shikun had been through so much, more than any one being should ever have to endure, and it was important to me that she had most of the control. 

      Yes, I couldn’t dispute the fact anymore that I was her master. She was bound to me. However, I wasn’t going to abuse that, not this way, at least not tonight. I would guide Shikun, but I wanted her to be the one that called the shots. She would know how far she was willing to let herself go. If that happened to be all the way, then that’s what it would be. If she wanted to stop, I would reassure her that she was okay and that I would wait, because damn, was she worth it. 

      With that in mind, I teased my fingertip under her bikini top and met her eyes. “May I?”

      Shikun took a deep breath before she nodded in consent, and as my fingers reached further up her top, her own digits pulled the knot around her neck, and the top fell from her bustline. Before me were two impressive breasts, nipples pert and ready to be ravished by my skillful tongue. I cupped one in my hands and leaned forward, giving the perky nub a delicate taste before enclosing my mouth around it. The tip of my tongue swirled over her nipple as I sucked lewdly, and the wet sound sent shivers down my spine, doing nothing to ease the ache in my groin. 

      Talons clenched my shoulders as Shikun tossed her head back, allowing me better access to her full chest. Of course, I took advantage of such a view, and I worked her hard. Each ministration brought her wave upon wave of pleasure, and I could only hope that if this were how she moaned now, she would be even wilder once I was finally inside of her. 

      “S-stop…” she stuttered out between breaths. “Not l-like this.”

      “Then how?” I asked slyly, though I knew full well what she wanted. Still, I wanted to hear it from her. She was in control of how this went down. 

      “W-Will…” she breathed, and a shiver raced down her spine as I pressed my fingers to it once again. “P-please.”

      “Use your words,” I instructed gently. “Tell me what you want.”

      Shikun hesitated, though I had a hunch that it was less out of embarrassment than it was that she couldn’t form the words properly with how wound up she was. 

      “... I need you inside of me,” she managed. Her tone was darker than it had been only moments ago, and her pupils were so blown with lust that the gold flecks nearly disappeared behind them. This was the side of Shikun I had longed to see, the one that wasn’t afraid or ashamed of her own desires. It was as though she was setting herself free of the cracked iron chain that held her in her past. The fractures deepened through Libritas’ powers. It was only a matter of time now. 

      As much as I wanted to take control of her, bend her on all fours, and make her mine, Shikun kept me pinned to the ground with her weight. I watched in awe and complete fascination as she undid the knot on her back, allowing her top to fall completely away, and then followed her hands to her bottoms. Slowly, tantalizingly, she undid the knots at her sides and pulled the already skimpy garment out from under her, allowing me to see her in all of her beautiful, naked glory. 

      “Wow,” I gasped, and immediately my hands were on her again. I trailed them along the inside of her thighs and observed how she twitched there as well. It wasn’t long before my fingertips were dancing along her soaked lips. She was more than ready to take what I was more than ready to give, but I wanted to work her up just a little more. 

      Shikun trilled as I ghosted my finger into her slick folds, and she bit her lip to keep herself quiet. She trembled and rocked herself against my finger, still eager to create that heat and friction. Soon, I thought, and it was then that she ventured towards my cock, finally allowing herself to feel it between the palms of her hands. 

      “So hot,” she purred as she pulled me completely free and licked her lips. “I desire it greatly.”

      “It’s yours to do what you want,” I chuckled heavily. 

      She swallowed thickly, as though she were running the mental gambit of all the things she could do with my cock, and then hummed softly. Without being prompted, she took me into one hand and steadied herself with the other, then sank down. 

      That… was not what I had been expecting, but far be it from me to complain. 

      Shikun was tight and almost unbearably hot, but her pussy devoured my shaft hungrily until we were flush together. Her talons fisted into her own hair as though to keep herself from going mad with pleasure, and her mouth hung open in a silent but undeniably pleasurable moan. 

      “Fuck,” I groaned for us both and clutched her hips. I wanted to enjoy that gripping heat for as long as I could before we lost ourselves within our passion. Steadying my breath, I locked eyes with Shikun, who had been watching me with her own needy gaze.

      “Move, Will,” she pleaded, and it was all I needed to hear. 

      I rolled my hips up sharply, drawing out a hard moan from Shikun, and then did it again and again until she was bouncing on my cock in a steady rhythm. Each motion was fluid, like an erotic dance that was made just for the two of us, and with each beat, another fracture appeared in the chain. Our deep affection for one another and the love we were making was setting her free of her bonds, and I was determined to destroy that nasty thing once and for all. Shikun deserved better than the life she had lived thus far, and I was going to give that to her. 

      As our love filled the tent, so did a peculiar pink glow. It was emanating from Shikun. Her scales, though normally dark red and black in color, were so heated and driven by her lust that she had started to give off a soft light. It was more raspberry in color, but I also noted that her horns also took a golden hue. Was this normal for dragonkin? I didn’t know, but I took it as a sign of Shikun letting go of the fear and darkness inside of her, and it was absolutely stunning. 

      “You’re beautiful,” I complimented through my ragged panting and wrapped a hand around her neck to tug her down for a fiery kiss. 

      Shikun moaned against my lips and pressed her forehead to mine as I continued to thrust into her wildly, spreading her open wider and wider. I entertained the idea of Petra crawling into the tent to see Shikun so vulnerable and imagined how wickedly turned on she would be, but only for a brief moment. That fantasy would be lived out another time, I was sure. For now, this was all about Shikun. 

      If she had anything to say against my praise, she didn’t speak them. That, or she was too gone to argue. Her moans had turned to drawn out cries, and though she tried to conceal them into the crook of my neck, there was no doubt in my mind that everyone could hear us. It bothered me none, and I wasn’t about to tell Shikun, not if it meant she would close herself off again. 

      “I-I’m…” she stammered as her pussy began to tighten around my cock. She was getting close. 

      “It’s okay,” I whispered and placed a kiss to her temple. “Let go.” 

      I wrapped my arms around her and held her to me, reassuring her that she was okay and that I was here. This seemed to encourage her, and she frantically pushed back against me, desperate for release. 

      When she came, it was the most beautiful scene I’d ever witnessed. She broke my hold on her, and she shot upright, releasing her sweet juices and soaking the sheet. The entire tent was filled with that bright pink light, and her horns and spikes turned full gold. A staggered, beautiful moan tore through the camp that almost sounded more like a roar, and with her orgasm, the chain that bound her to her past shattered into dust. She was free. 

      I shot up into her once more before I followed suit, coming deep inside of her with a strangled noise before the both of us collapsed back to the ground. We lay in silence for a long moment, simply content to listen to the rise and fall of the other’s chest. The pink and gold hues subsided, and her pupils constricted again, revealing the gold flecks once more. 

      “How do you feel?” I asked as I brushed my fingers through her hair. 

      Shikun took a moment to respond, but when she did, it was the happiest I’d heard her since we first met. 

      “Liberated.”
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      When the morning came, I did not rise with it at first. In fact, I was the last of our circle to leave the tent. In my defense, I tried to go to bed early the night before, but Petra and Shikun are very appreciative ladies. A lot of iron chains dissolved that night. And I was still trying to recover from fighting that Great Beast owlbear. So, in summary, I was understandably exhausted, but in a good way.

      I grabbed Libritas and my clothes and shambled my way to the tent’s entrance. Fortunately, Petra had some fresh-from-the-beetle zym, boiled by Shikun’s flames, ready for me when I finally was roused from my slumber.

      “By Jove, the man lives!” Reggie said with a laugh as soon as I sat down next to Shikun and Petra. Amalthea sat behind us as I rested my back on her, only half-listening to Mr. Thorpe’s diatribe. “You could have slept through our invasion of the capital, and we would have dealt with it all without your knowledge. What has you so dog-tired?”

      “Reggie, please,” I took a long sip of my zym, “Don’t tell me you’re still that heavy of a sleeper!”

      “I don’t see what that has to do with anything!” Reggie said, indignant at the accurate accusation. Shikun and Petra giggled, and I could feel Amalthea stifle a chuckle in her chest. “I could have been ready at a moment’s notice had danger arrived. Unlike some people!”

      Somehow, I doubted that. Shikun was not quiet.

      Sir Reginald pulled out his dagger as he “displayed what he would have done to those nasty villains” and pretended to sword fight with Silver, the little wingless dragon playfully snapping at his knife. I kept sipping my zym.

      “The knight does raise a good point,” Shikun admitted. “We shouldn’t use any more time than we need to.”

      “Then we won’t.” I sat up and stood, maybe a little bit sorer than I was willing to let on. “We should head out. Petra, get rid of the tents. Shikun, gather up our things, Amalthea, see if you can get some intel on where we’re headed. Reggie--” I saw him still trying to defeat Silver in swordplay. And losing to Silver’s cuteness. “You just wait until we’re done, then.”

      “En Garde!” Reggie took a few more thrusts at Silver, who just stepped around him and started wrestling with his leg. I thought Silver only came up about shin high before, but now he was up to Reggie’s knee. Rockwyrms grew faster than I imagined.

      When we finally packed up, along with packing up Reggie and Silver, we started making headway to the west.

      “From what I can find,” Amalthea said as she came over to me, “we can expect many wetland terraces, with irrigation tunnels and canals connecting them. These records are from a few decicycles ago, so there’s no way to tell the current state of it.”

      “More importantly, we can expect trouble,” I stated. “And probably some crocasaurs.”

      “Don’t forget one dastardly terrestrial cephalopod!” Reggie added in.

      “At least one dastardly terres… terre… ceffala…” Shikun tried to repeat Sir Reginald’s vocabulary. “At least one latopus. If not more.”

      “We need only find Atroclus,” Libritas reminded me. “We don’t have to waste our time with any of the wild animals under the savage influence.”

      “Problem is,” I said as I looked out westward, toward where the irrigation terraces were just barely in view, “that latopus is going to have himself surrounded just like Chimarra. And I don’t think we can get as lucky with wyrm-fire in a wetland.”

      “But you are very clever, Will.” Petra came to my side. Will was a new nickname. I didn’t think anyone had called me that in at least a decade, if ever. “If anyone can find a way through this, it’s you.”

      “Thanks, Petra.” I held the hand she put on my shoulder. “But we may just need another miracle.”

      A good old-fashioned nature-hike later, we were at the wetlands that Atroclus made his home. Like a staircase for a titan, the terraces leveled off like platforms stretching far into the west, reaching up to the size of a small mountain to the edges of the Marches. Each terrace was covered in wetlands, much like a rice paddy field.

      And they were crawling with crocasaurs.

      Like Amalthea had said earlier, crocasaurs were like crocodiles in many ways. The jaws could bite down harder than a vice, they could swim alarmingly fast, and they weren’t as slow as you’d think on land. Differences were, crocasaurs were better crocodile things than a crocodile, and had a build more like a Komodo dragon or a dinosaur, complete with longer legs, sharper spines, and a generally more colossal size. They were like a fishing boat that could swallow you whole.

      And these crocasaurs were no exception. They practically covered the surface of the terrace we were approaching and were literally crawling over each other farther in. Thousands, if not tens of thousands, blanketed the wetland like giant reptile-skin leather bags. I found myself spying on one that was thrashing particularly violently closer to us in the less dense area. It whipped itself so hard that it smashed against a stone sticking out of the water. There was red bleeding out from it, spreading through the wetland. That’s when my circle started looking at them, too.

      Without a moment to breathe, the surrounding crocasaurs flew into a wild frenzy, latching onto the wounded crocasaur and tearing it limb from limb, flesh from bone. The wounded one completely disappeared under the flood of slimy lizard scales and leather, and in less than a minute, the crocasaurs dissolved their feeding frenzy, still staying somewhat congregated in that spot. I could see the remains of the crocasaur floating on top of the water. As I looked upon the pieces remaining, I realized that they belonged to two different crocasaurs. Another must have gotten bit during the frenzy and was eaten along with the original.

      “That’s not good,” Petra said solemnly.

      “That is the opposite of good,” Reggie agreed.

      “That is very good,” I countered, much to the circle’s surprise. They gave me horrified looks like I was in that frenzy, too. “Hold on, let me explain. They obviously are obsessed with any meat, right?”

      “Of which most of us are primarily composed of, William,” Reggie pointed out.”

      Oh, ye of little faith, Sir Reginald Thorpe.

      “Yes, well, all we have to do is get a piece of one of them,” I explained. “We can then get one of our flyers to take some meat and distract the crocasaurs away from where Atroclus is.”

      “And you happen to know that?” Shikun asked.

      “He’s going to be where the crocasaurs are densest as a natural barrier, like with Chimarra and the bears,” I answered. “Our flyer then throws the meat far away and flies back, and we’re all in the clear to find that latopus.”

      “This is still an incredibly dangerous plan,” Libritas said. “Even I’m not sure I could survive the jaws of one of those creatures.”

      “Yeah, it’s not ideal,” I assured her personally, “but it’s either distract the horde or fight them. And I like the odds of fighting them even less.”

      “Okay,” Libritas relented. “But please be careful. We can’t afford to lose you.” She warmed up in my hand in what could only be her form of a blush. “I can’t afford to lose you.”

      “We’ve got nothing to worry about,” I said, trying hard not to sweat about actively agitating a nest of primal predators. “We’ve got strong people here.”

      “And you can trust them, William.” Libritas’s heat turned into a comforting warmth. “They can be as much of an asset to you as I am.”

      “I’m counting on it.” I motioned to Amalthea. “We’re going to be the flying distraction. As soon as we kill a crocosaur, we’ve got to immediately head to the densest part of the swarm, then out to the edge of one of these terraces. With any luck, we can get a few to fall off the cliff as we throw it.”

      “That should be simple enough,” Amalthea stated proudly. “Traveling with that much weight may be slower than I usually fly, but I think I can keep you far away from their grasp, at least.”

      “Maybe I should fly you,” Shikun said, her fear for me obvious in her tone. “Not to undermine Amalthea’s skills, but I fly more nimbly than she can.”

      “I thought of that, already,” I told her, “but I don’t know how much crocasaur meat we’re going to need to distract the lot of them, and Amalthea can carry the most out of all of us.”

      “Okay,” Shikun relented, still distraught at my jumping into danger. “If you really think that it’s best, I will not argue.”

      “Shikun, your job is just as important.” I grabbed her hands in mine. “You must fly Petra, Reggie, and Silver above the swarm as soon as we get the crocasaur to bleed. If Amalthea and I haven’t distracted enough of them, you can keep them out of danger.”

      Shikun perked up at the importance of her station. “They will never come to harm, William. I swear it!”

      “I have no doubts about it, Shikun,” Petra added in. “I can’t wait to see what flying is like.”

      “If it’s anything like flying in a plane without the plane,” Reggie said with a twinkle in his eye, “It’ll be like nothing else we’ve experienced.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that.” Petra gave me a wink. That made me blush, possibly for the first time since I’ve known her.

      “Before we get ahead of ourselves,” I calmed everyone down, “we have to single out one of the crocasaurs.”

      “I think I can handle that.” The dryad stood triumphantly. She placed both her hands down low, her palms facing up. “Amalthea, get ready to catch one.”

      “Petra has grown to be quite feisty in our company, hasn’t she?” Libritas commented to me.

      And she really had. It’s been happening to all of the girls, but Petra the most prominently since she’d been with me the longest. Honestly, they all just seemed to be getting happier. It was amazing what a little chain-breaking could do.

      “I think she was put in a good mood today,” I said, mentally winking at Libritas as I headed over to where Amalthea stood.

      Petra’s quick command caught Amalthea off guard, but when she saw the determination in Petra’s eyes, she snapped to the ready. Like the lioness she was, she was poised and ready to pounce on some unsuspecting crocasaur like it was an unlucky mouse.

      “I suggest you get on, my savior,” Amalthea told me. “Something tells me our fair dryad is getting impatient.”

      You didn’t need a magical record of all writing to know that the look in Petra’s eyes meant she was a hair-trigger’s pull away from unleashing her magic. I was already heading to mount Amalthea when Petra got into her stance. As I climbed aboard the sphinx. I braced myself for the whiplash of a lifetime.

      “Go now!” Petra said, lifting her arms up in the air like she was flipping a table. At the same time, a flurry of bark, branch, seaweed, lily pad, and vine exploded out of the ground right underneath one of the crocasaurs, launching it skyward. Without a moment’s hesitation, Amalthea speed towards the airborne lizard, flying almost faster than I could brace myself for. Clinging for dear life onto Amalthea’s shoulders, I clutched Libritas tightly as we shot like a bullet towards our target. In the blink of an eye, we made contact with the crocasaur as it reached the apex of its flight.

      Amalthea latched onto the barely conscious crocasaur, and I prepped Libritas for a killing thrust. She blazed with an intense yellow heat as I swung myself down onto one of Amalthea’s arms, simultaneously burning a hole right through the crocasaur’s throat. I then reduced the heat dramatically as I dug the Brand deeper into the crocasaur before immediately pulling it out again, and some of the clotted blood with it. It began to pour like a dripping faucet. As the other crocasaurs sniffed around, they snapped their gaze and their jaws at us, immediately bursting into a frenzy like before. That could not have gone better.

      These crocasaurs had a trick up their sleeve, though. And by a trick, I mean a complete fluke no one could have guessed coming. As they snapped and clawed at us aimlessly, their claws dug into each other. Their clawing and gnawing began to build upon each other, the pile of slithering scales building upon themselves. With rapid and alarming speed, the mound crawled upward into the sky, topped with chomping crocasaur teeth. Somehow, as the pile was growing upward, it was moving toward us as well.

      And they were starting to gain on us.

      “You got another Khalati chat room ready for us?” I said to Amalthea.

      “Already on it,” the great sphinx called back in my head. The fountain of knowledge spiked in my brain, the same as before. I had to ignore the flying words appearing in the air to focus on the growing crocasaur pile. It was already halfway up to us in height, and almost right below us. That had to take either a serious amount of coordination, which I doubted the crocasaurs had, or just a blind stubbornness for a taste of something. I would have put my money on the latter.

      “Shikun, can you hear me?” I called out to her. I looked over behind the crocasaur pile to see the flying Amazon holding a very terrified British soldier by the armpits, who was himself holding an obliviously playful rock wyrm, topped off by a dryad backpacked onto the draconian by vines, carrying four vine whips in four arms, two of which were clearly recently grown.

      Could Petra change her body before? Was it just me, or were these ladies getting exponentially more powerful by the day?

      I didn’t even have to hear Libritias in my head to feel the coy look she would be giving me if she had a face now. Yes, I knew her rune was unlocking their inner potential. I was just remarking at the rate of new powers being so high.

      “That would be you’re doing, dear William,” Libritas explained. “You’ve been marvelous about breaking the remnants of those chains.”

      “Yes, I can hear you, William,” Shikun responded in my head, bringing me back to focus. Luckily, mind speech is much faster than talking. “Are you okay?”

      “We will be, just hold tight,” I said back as I readied the Brand of Freedom. “Once we steer the bulk of these things away, find a spot out of reach and hide there until we call for you.”

      “Don’t be rash, Will,” Petra seemed to whisper in my ear. “If we need to, we can fight these things together.”

      “It won’t come to that,” I promised her. “Amalthea, disconnect us and save your strength.” At my command, Amalthea’s eyes glowed with runic symbols etched into her irises, and a moment later, the knowledge ebbed away.

      The crocasaurs were still steadily gaining. Now that we had passed the largest bulk of them, the swarming pile started to grow even faster. It was now far too close for comfort, as the distance between Amalthea’s feet and the pile could easily be closed by a particularly ballsy crocasaur.

      “Can you fly higher, Amalthea?” I asked her, already guessing the answer.

      “I can…” Amalthea paused to catch her breath. “I can try, my savior.”

      “Don’t worry about it, I’ve got another idea.” I tightened my grip on Libritas. “I’m going to need all the heat you can give me,” I sent to the glowing Brand.

      “I’ll do my best not to burn you, then.”

      The shaft began to glow red, then to a dull yellow. I positioned myself on Amalthea’s left side, leaning over to see the dead crocasaur cradled by four lion paws like a crane machine. Libritas’ glow then surged from dull yellow to a bright, blindingly white. Even without the heat in the handle, I could feel the intense burning on my face just from the proximity of it.

      Yeah, I was pretty sure this was hot enough.

      I swung around, glowing brand out, and slammed it through the side of the crocasaur corpse, passing through it like a thick jelly. With my momentum, I pushed the rest of the way through the giant lizard’s wide frame, bringing the brand out the other side. Amalthea’s back paws instinctively let go of the crocasaur’s lower half as I swung onto Amalthea’s back once again. The giant chunk of meat dissolved into the thrashing mess of primal hunger below like it never existed.

      “Thank you, my savior,” Amalthea said, beating her wings harder to elevate our flight. “We’re approaching the edge.”

      I looked out to see the wetland cut off to the ground far below. If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say it was at least fifteen stories to the next level, if not more. Perfect for dumping a horde of nuisances. Amalthea climbed higher and higher into the sky, with the conglomerate of crocasaurs not far behind. As we flew past the edge of the terrace, the crocasaurs gave chase, stretching themselves out farther and father, the pile thinning out as a few crocasaurs fell to their deaths and then were immediately consumed by their brethren.

      Once we had made it far enough out, Amalthea threw the top half of the crocasaur carcass as far as she could. The pile of ravenous lizards followed the fresh scent of blood, dipping down to catch their meaty prize. The crocasaurs that made up the base, all latched onto each other with claws and teeth, lost their grip on the ground. That tipped the whole mass of them down to the depths of another terrace. They didn’t even have the sense to try to climb back to safety, all of them diving headfirst towards the allure of meat. Crazily, I could actually hear the consistent cracking of several thousand lizard bones as they finally crashed into the wetland floor below.

      “Let us hope they do not find a way to crawl back up,” Amalthea hoped as she witnessed the carnage. “Their tenacity and willingness for death do not bode well for combat against them.” She began to fly back towards the upper terrace.

      “I doubt it,” I assured her with a stroke to her neck. “They seem pretty crushed down there.”

      “Well, it is true that larger objects experience far more force as they impact the ground. With any luck, most of them will be dead, and the others seem more than content to pick apart the corpses of their brothers.”

      “Good thing, too,” I remarked, taking one last look at the smear of crocasaurs we helped create. “This qualifies as an infestation, to be sure, so the less of them left, the better.” I scratched the side of Amalthea’s neck, both hearing and feeling her purr at my touch. “You were a real trooper today.”

      “I live to serve the clan, my savior.” She purred once more. “My exhaustion is a small price to pay in that service.”

      “Don’t you start pushing yourself too hard,” I warned her as we coasted down to one of the dry strips of dirt. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in all my training back in the Upland, it’s the wasted energy of putting everything into one strike when there’s plenty of fight left. We still have a latopus to crush.”

      “Of course, my savior.” Amalthea conceded as her paws touched the ground. I’m sure she would have bowed or looked down in her attempt to reconcile if she could. “I do not mean to go against your wishes. Please forgive me.”

      “You know, I’m going to have a talk with you girls about this ‘over- apologizing’ thing you keep doing.”

      “I would never willingly disrespect you, my savior.” Amalthea prostrated herself. “If you could find it in your heart not to be angry with--”

      “Hey!” I stopped her. “Hey. We’re equals. We’re all partners in this together. If you agree with me, just agree and move on.”

      Amalthea stammered a bit before she could get a word out. “Y-you’re right. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, Amalthea,” I said back to her. “I like being treated like a person. You honor me when you do so. And I assume you like being treated equally, too.”

      “I do find it quite pleasing,” She agreed, if a bit hesitantly.

      “I’m glad.” I smiled at her. “Now call Shikun. We’re ready to face Atroclus.”
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            Khaba Va’Khem

          

        

      

    

    
      “The arrogance!” Via’s Avatar, in its pure white metallic gleam, peered through the looking glass of Mada’s Eye. I had summoned it up while I sat upon my obsidian throne, stroking my chin as I contemplated William Tyler’s actions. “He grows more powerful by the day. As if he would dare challenge the might of the invincible Khem! Our sister’s pride knows no shame.” Her glistening form glided over to me where she prostrated herself at my feet.

      Inside the Eye, William took to the skies of the western terraces of Solanna’s Marches. He was approaching the second of the Brand of Savagery’s thralls, already preparing to destroy it. And he was riding my former slave.

      “We should kill him now.” Nethum slunk to my side, her black reflective fingers stroking the back of my hand. “We can’t let that upstart get any closer to accumulating enough power to fight you in this state.” She brushed her hands up my arm and my chest while resting her head on my shoulder. “You’ve worked too hard to let this boy challenge you now. Retrieve Libritas, and he will crumble to dust.”

      “I considered this, my beautiful girls.” I beckoned them closer. Nethum placed her legs upon my lap, and Via came to sit upon the arm of the throne. They were both alluring, from a primal perspective. Perfect curves and smooth metal skin throughout, all things I desired a long time ago. Now, beauty was little more to me than the stagnant air within my dead lungs. “His power is alarming. In time, it will indeed rival my own as it is now. But that may work in my favor.”

      “How can that be, Lord Khaba?” Via cooed into my ear. “He unravels your masterful work wherever he goes. The pall of resistance against you swells with every step he takes!”

      “Yes, I had hoped to keep the forces I have collected over these many cycles.” I glared at the usurper through the Eye, his yellow hair fluttering about in the breeze of flight. This was the one who posed a threat to me. This boy. This chink in the armor of my machinations. He was a great force of change that I should have anticipated long before this, but that mattered little now. “But it matters not. They will be nothing compared to the power I shall have in due time.”

      “The Necropolis is far from complete, Lord Khaba,” Nethum attempted to inform me. “The boy will be at your doorstep within the month at this rate! We have to kill him before he can interrupt our progress.”

      “Nothing will interrupt my progress.” I glared at my concubine avatar, reminding her of where she stood in my presence. “Any attempt on the boy’s life that does not succeed will only serve as kindling for him to spark a greater rebellion against me. We need not kill him so hastily. We must merely slow his progress diving into our territories to a halt until everything can be set in motion.”

      “When everything is in place,” Via said as she curled up against my chest, “will you punish the boy?”

      “Oh, I bet you’ll make him one of your servants,” Nethum purred against me. “He’ll spend the rest of his unnatural life trapped within himself, licking your feet and thanking you for the opportunity!”

      “Please, my loves.” I stroked Via’s back with my dried hand. “When all goes as planned, I will need no such frivolities.”

      “Do the slaves we make not please you, my lord?” Via put a hand up to my face, pointing my gaze towards her. “Are your loyal minions not enough for your desires? I can make them stronger if you would wish it.”

      “And I would make them more loyal!” Nethum pushed my chin towards herself as they both vied for my attention. “I would make them crawl to the ends of the earth to please you, my master. Your wish is my command.”

      “Do not embarrass yourselves, my concubines.” I clenched my hand in the air as if holding a heart in my palm. Via and Nethum both grasped their chests, right above their hearts before collapsing to the floor. Via clambered onto the robes around my feet in pathetic desperation.

      “Please, my lord,” she pleaded with me. “Please do not be angry with us. We only wish to give everything of ourselves to you!”

      And that was precisely why I despised them both. Neither of them was a challenge to break. When I began my conquest, their wielders resisted me, as all of the younger Brand’s wielders did. But as soon as they were dead, both Via and Nethum could not help but fall before me. Only one challenged me to be greater than I was. Only one set me on the path to greatness that this boy threatened to crash down upon me.

      And now that boy had her in his grasp.

      I unclenched my hand, and my girls breathed a deep gasp of fresh air. In their Avatar forms, they were far deadlier but also prone to the weaknesses of the material world. I would share no such weakness. This body meant nothing to me.

      But as I released my hold on them, a deep pain rushed through my own chest. My powers were eroding my flesh. It was foolish of me to expend my magics so carelessly at this time, but this was all the more reminder of why William Tyler had to live.

      So that I could take his body… and take back what was always mine.
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      Amalthea and I scouted the area, following the mental signal she gave off inside the Khalati Record. It was a fortunate thing we had access to the record because, without it, we would have been searching between these irrigation crevices for hours. There weren’t any giant swarms of crocasaurs to mark where Atroclus had placed himself. In fact, there were hardly any left, save for the couple that somehow didn’t make it into the giant crocasaur mound. We found where Shikun had sequestered herself and the others in a little shelf deep inside the irrigation crevice, and we both flew in to meet her. Thankfully, everyone seemed okay.

      “How do you do it, Master William?” Sir Reginald said while he gripped the side of the wall that the shelf was built into. “I spent my fair share of time flying in planes into combat zones, and thanks to these damn scaled sorry-excuses-for-geckos,” Reginald kicked out against the edge without leaving the wall he pinned himself to, “I can’t stand to see more than a foot between me and the ground.”

      “Well, it’s not like I wasn’t about to shit myself up there, too.” I walked up to my oldest friend and grabbed his shoulder. “But I had a job to do, and if I didn’t, people I loved would die. Simple as that.”

      “Yes, well.” He scoffed at me. “I was decidedly jobless and useless in this recent encounter, so my mental occupations had the freedom to ingrain a primal fear of elevation.” He tried to take a step away from the wall but quickly snapped back to it. “Get it together, old boy.”

      “Thankfully, there aren’t crocasaurs everywhere,” I assured him. “You can rest easy knowing that this is the only place infested with prehistoric crocodile demon creatures.”

      “And it didn’t help that I was left out of the mental loop,” he replied, scanning the girls and stopping at Amalthea, “You needn’t keep me in the dark, madam.”

      “You seemed preoccupied with fearing for your life, and I did not want to cloud the mindspace with that,” Amalthea stated matter-of-factly. “It would have been a deadly distraction. If you wish to be included, you’ll have to learn how to control yourself.”

      “You,” Reginald glared at the sphinx, still riding the fearful high of this experience, “are a bad kitty.”

      Amalthea gasped a little, as did the other girls. Her eyes started to glisten a bit as if she was going to shed a tear.

      “You know what? Just for that…” I looked over at Shikun. “Would you be a dear and take us for a short glide?”

      “What?” The terrified British explorer dug his fingers into the dirt wall. Shikun pulled him by the collar of his shirt, spinning him around. Before he could flinch, he was under her arm like a bundle of wood. I walked over to her as she took me by the waist. With one powerful beat of her wings, we launched upward. Reggie yelped as Shikun took us through every aerial maneuver. We looped, we barrel-rolled, we flew upside-down, we rose high into the sky, and finally, we dove straight down.

      Reggie’s screams echoed throughout the whole crevice as we headed straight to what I’m sure he thought was our doom. At the last possible second, Shikun pulled up to a level glide as we slide deeper into the crevice. We were approaching the tunnel entrance when she slowed down to a gentle float, placing us gently in the calm waters.

      “You are a right bastard, master William,” Sir Reginald said softly, shivering from the cold water on his feet and from the life-threatening terror.

      “Now, Sir Reginald, this new experience should have taught you to be nicer with your words, even in stressful situations,” I said with a grin. “Especially to my girls. When Amalthea gets down here, you’re apologizing.”

      “Oh, alright,” the noble Brit relented.

      “And thank you, Shikun.” I kissed the draconian gently on the lips. “I can always count on you. I think our good knight has been thoroughly reminded of his manners, wouldn’t you say?”

      “I will always catch you when you fall, William.” She kissed me back as we embraced, and she pressed her toned physique against me. “I hope he learned his lesson.”

      “Believe me, I have.” Reggie sighed. “If I never have to leave the ground again, it will be far too soon.”

      Amalthea came flying in, Petra and Silver on her back, and they landed beside us. Amalthea kept her stoic expression, but Petra seemed particularly steamed as she stared daggers into Reggie. The British soldier felt every stab as he came before his offendee.

      “Let the Khalati Record show,” Reggie started his apology, “that I am dreadfully sorry for my hateful words. I spoke them in fear and anger, and I apologize.”

      “What kind of kitty is she?” Petra demanded, stepping off of Amalthea’s back. She seemed as hungry for justice as a crocasaur for its own tail.

      Sir Reginald sighed. “A very good kitty.”

      “The best kitty.” Amalthea flipped her hair back and trotted regally deeper into the crevice towards our next target. Petra followed behind her, head raised and stance as proper as Amalthea’s. Shikun trailed behind them, followed by Reggie and me as I wrapped my arm around his opposite shoulder and pulled him in, kissing the head of the man who helped raise me.

      Maybe I was a little too hard on him, but I knew we were both going to be safe. And he made Amalthea tear up. I didn’t care if someone was my father, my estranged mother, or my oldest friend. No one made my girls cry and got away with it.

      The light of the two suns grew dimmer and dimmer as we slowly entered the crevice to the irrigation tunnels. As we sloshed our way through the pathway, the light eventually was too dim to see anything deeper in.

      “Oh, I’ve got just the thing for this.” Sir Reginald pulled out his bag, and a red glowing piece of wyrm-fire out of that. “May I have a branch?”

      Reggie held out his hand to Petra, and she placed a freshly grown stick into it. Taking the red wyrm-fire, he stuck it to the end of the stick, following that with the reveal of a lighter. I winced as he lit the wyrm-fire, afraid that it might explode and kill us, but instead, it glowed a dull white, then a brighter white, eventually becoming a little hard to look at. The tunnel illuminated, showing another tunnel cutting through perpendicular, forcing a right or a left turn about thirty feet down the path.

      “I thought the wyrm-fire only created large fires or explosions,” I mused. “Glad to see we aren’t exploding or burning.”

      “Since I’ve been cleaning up after Silver, I’ve had time to study the wyrm-fire up close.” Reggie began to showcase a few of the different chunks he had collected. “They come in different colors, and each color does something different. These red ones, for instance, have a slow burn, great for producing light. The yellow ones do the fiery explosions we usually see, and I think the purple ones are fairly more concussive than incendiary, but I’m rather cautious about trying them out.”

      “Only you could find so many uses for crap, Reggie.” I patted him on the shoulder with a big grin. “Lead the way, huntsman.”

      “Tallyho!” Reggie stomped deeper into the tunnel, and we followed.

      When we came to the split path, Reggie kept towards the left, so we kept following his lead. The further in we went, the more the whole place smelled like a rundown sushi shop. If the latopi weren’t here, they definitely were at some point.

      I straggled behind a bit, holding Libritas up. I channeled my focus into the head of the Brand until it glowed brightly. As I looked out into the tunnel, I saw a pathway turning left deeper into the terraced rock. Something dark and slimy slunk into the left pathway as soon as the light touched it.

      I was not going to get ambushed in these tunnels, not today. I stayed in the back and kept Libritas handy, preparing for any latopi that planned on making a stupid mistake. While the danger was starting to rise, at least we were in the right area.

      We continued down the tunnels for a while longer, and I became more and more unnerved with how few latopi we encountered. That is to say, none. Either we had missed the mark entirely on where the latopi were, or we were walking into some sort of trap. And that slithering thing I saw before suggested we had found the latopi.

      “This is pure poppycock!” Reggie came across another intersection and stopped. He scratched his head, furrowed his brow, and swung his fire in all three new directions. “What manner of tunnel system is this? How in the blazes is a man supposed to find a damn latopus in this godforsaken place?”

      “Perhaps the Record may give us a clue,” Amalthea said helpfully. “Or maybe I can smell them out?”

      “Hopefully, your nose is better than mine,” Shikun said in defeat. “I can’t make anything out in all these salty smells.”

      “Keep your eyes open,” I told the group. “They’re definitely here.”

      As I scanned the walls, one particular spot seemed off. It was the same color as the rest of the stone, but it was slightly elevated. The closer I got to it, the more intense the rotten fish smell got.

      If these latopi were similar to the octopi back Upland, they could probably camouflage themselves the same way. And if that were the case, this chunk of the wall was a latopus.

      Without hesitation, I drove Libritas into the spot, and the camouflaged latopus squealed a slimy and piercing cry that flooded the tunnels with noise. I winced a bit as I pushed the Brand through with a twist, and the squealing stopped.

      But after that squeal stopped, about five more started.

      I brandished Libritas, keeping her between me and whatever we were about to fight against. Large spots on the wall, similar to the one I killed, started moving around all of us, crawling on the ceiling and scaling the walls in circular motions.

      “Prepare yourselves,” Amalthea declared as she spread her wings out. The mystic runes of the Khalati Record flew out from her, floating over each of our heads. They each emitted a glow that illuminated the entire tunnel, making it easier to spot where the latopi were on the walls.

      “Why did I even bother with the wyrm-fire when you had these magical baubles on reserve?” Reggie shouted at Amalthea, just as Petra shot a vine straight through a latopus like a bullet before doing the same to another in quick succession.

      “You never asked,” Amalthea coyly countered, “and I didn’t think it was a bad kitty’s position to step on a hunter’s moment.”

      “I apologized!” Reggie said, firing at one of the latopi. “I apologized on the Khalati Record!”

      “A woman’s record is far more challenging to inscribe upon,” Amalthea said. “I hope you’ve come to understand.” With both her claws, she wrenched a latopus apart, spilling its liquid guts through the water we waded in.

      “Where do you find these women, William?” Reggie put a final round into the latopus he targeted, putting the beast down with a booming report.

      “Are you saying you don’t want a giant magical sphinx with all the written knowledge of the world at her claw tips to be helping us?” Shikun asked Reggie in a tone that almost sounded serious. She twisted her foot into the wall where a latopus took its last squishy breaths.

      Reggie grumbled as he pulled a custom speed-loader from his bag and expertly twisted a new set of rounds into his Webley. He really could not catch a break today.

      I spotted two more, and with a couple of quick jabs with Libritas’ Brand, I ended them quickly. While I was glad that we were taking out these wild latopi with relative ease, I noticed a distinct lack of a latopus I would have called Atroclus.

      Worse, after I was finding it hard to spot any more. As I looked to my circle, it was clear that they couldn’t find anymore, either.

      And that’s when I saw it. A couple of dozen feet away, another latopus showed itself. Unlike the others, it just laid there, barely cresting the water. I kept Libritas in front, ready for anything this thing would throw at me. It rose out of the waves on long, black tentacles, and the bulk of its body changed from the dirt browns of the wall to a sickly red. As it inflated to its full bulbous girth, a tendril popped out from underneath it. At the end, a moist beak that kept grabbing at the air slithered its way to the front of it. Its eyes opened, and I could see its giant purple eyes and triangle-shaped pupils.

      This was an ugly one, let me tell you and absolutely had to be the famed Atroclus. It squealed louder and lower than any of the other latopi as it rushed us.

      On reflex, I quickly dodged underneath one of its tentacles, and the barbed spikes tipping it narrowly missing me. In a blink, I scanned the bottom of this tentacled beast but couldn’t find the Black Rune. In the same fluid motion as the dodge, I jabbed the giant latopus at the base of its beak tendril, and it screeched in pain. Unfortunately, the tendril wrapped around my arm as I finished my thrust into its base. I thought that would make it let go, but to my surprise, the tendril didn’t let up an inch, and the beak kept snapping at me.

      Alright, so this one was a little thicker than the others. I could still work with that. No one was invulnerable, not even this giant monster. But I also hadn’t found this thing’s mark. Something like that would be hard to hide. I decided to think about it as I kept jabbing at the thing’s underside.

      Its tentacles began to lash out at the group. Petra took a gash across the leg as a tentacle tore through her bark armor, and Amalthea collected a slice along the shoulder, but thankfully, Shikun’s scales were too thick to penetrate. Amalthea didn’t say anything about poisonous barbs or anything, so at least, we didn’t have to worry about that. Just the usual deadly death.

      But then Atroclus began to wrap itself around Petra, and its oozing suction cups fondled her all over her body. As much as her vines tried to tear herself free and her spiked thorns dug against rubbery flesh, the monster kept tightening its wrap around her as she cried out in pain. It took the beak tendril off of me and brought it towards her, ready to take a bite at her.

      I saw red. I heated Libritas’ tip as hot as I could in that one moment, and with one swing, I slammed it into Atroclus’ body, the heat forcing its suction cups to release Petra. As I carried the swing through, the latopus flew across the tunnel, landing far away from my girls.

      Despite my fury, I had a feeling about where Atroclus’ Brand was. It would be hard to hide it anywhere on the outside except for the bottom, and I’d already been there. That meant it wasn’t on the beast’s hide, so there was only one place left: down its throat.

      Or maybe I just wanted to see him suffer more. Either way, I was going to end this.

      It rolled a couple more feet from the impact of my blow as I ran over to meet it. While the creature was still trying to recover, I grabbed the beak tendril and shoved Libritas’ Brand inside of it, feeding it through the meat tube like a wet sock on a foot. Eventually, Libritas reached the base of the latopus, with my hand down its lengthy throat, and I forced the Brand all the way to the back of Atroclus’ bulbous body. As I heard its muffled searing and screeches, I couldn’t help but smile just a little bit.

      Even if Atroclus survived his rebranding,  I didn’t think I would let him live after what he’d done to Petra.

      That’s when I felt the Brand connect to the Black Rune like a magnetic lock, guided by some unforeseen magic I still barely understood. When I sensed that Libritas’ work was done, I pulled her out. Her bronze shaft and my whole arm glistened with purple slime. Or was it mucus? It was gross, either way. The Great Beast simply lay there, its bloated head slowly inflating and deflating.

      I couldn’t tell if I was disappointed in his survival or not. All of its actions, however dark or savage, were compulsory. He didn’t choose to become a Great Beast or to become corrupted. They were forced upon him. But he was free now. No matter what happened next, whether he succumbs to his wounds or manages to live, he at least had that.

      “Sorry to have to do that to you,” I apologized to the revered Brand of Freedom as I caught my breath a bit. “That was very unpleasant.”

      “It had to be done,” Libritas called back to me, glowing hot to steam off the purple sludge upon her. “An interesting place to place a Brand, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Definitely,” I responded. “Tactically brilliant. The Baroness was really thinking long term when she placed these.”

      “It certainly would hide his true nature from those who did not know about him,” Libritas commented. “A royal animal protector would be the first target of an assault to breach the Marches’ defense, but no one would think twice about a random creature before it was far too late.”

      Our mental conversation was broken up as Shikun strode over to my side. “That was amazing! Even I’m a little jealous at your strength.”

      “You never cease to astound me, Will.” Petra came to my other side, grabbing my arm. “Never a dull moment around you.”

      “Truly, you are full of surprises, my savior.” Amalthea nuzzled against my back. “I did not know Uplanders were capable of such feats of muscle.”

      “We are certainly capable, but...” Reggie walked over to the exhausted latopus. “I know a few strongmen who would absolutely soil themselves at the sight of what you’ve just accomplished. Where could you have been hiding such muscular resilience all this time?”

      That was a good point. I didn’t realize it in the heat of the moment, full of rage at what Atroclus had done to Petra, but there was no way I could have normally done that. It reminded me of the battle Petra and I had with the great rock wyrm when I’d hurled Libritas right through the immense monster.

      “Libritas?” I sent over to the Brand, almost completely clean at this point. “Did you do this somehow?”

      “I do provide a release from physical limitations, but that acts more as a slight increase in strength,” Libritas answered. “It cannot allow you to do the impossible. No, this titanic power suggests something else at play here.”

      So, these surges of superhuman strength combined with my shoulder healing faster than it should be made three instances of unnatural abilities I’d experienced since coming to Etria. Something strange was going on, above and beyond everything else, and I needed to find an answer.

      The only explanation I could think of was my mother, Laurelin. I knew absolutely nothing about her, save for the few times Dad had mentioned her. Every time he did, though, it was about how beautiful and strong she was. I thought that was about speaking about her strength of will, but maybe he was referring to something more literal.

      “Amalthea,” I called over to my magical bookworm sphinx. “What can you give me on races in Etria with amazing strength and fast healing?”

      “I will consult the Record,” Amalthea said as she spread her wings out.

      “Maybe not here, friends.” Reggie sloshed through the waters to the way we’d come from. “We should retreat to somewhere we can address these wounds the nefarious Great Beast has dealt. Besides, who knows how many more of those latopi are skulking around to give us more?”

      I nodded to Reg’s wisdom as Shikun hung onto the arm I held Libritas in. “What are you thinking, William? Are you not from the Upland?”

      “I was raised there, definitely,” I told her. “But I was born here, and I’ve never known my mother.”

      “So there’s no telling what you could actually be,” Petra said, a tinge of excitement in her voice. “Half Uplander, half… elf? Orc?  Maybe even a cat-woman? Like a mighty lion cat-woman! Oh, this is going to be fun!”

      “I’m glad my mysterious genetics make you so happy,” I said with a smirk.

      “How could it not?” Petra cooed in my ear. “Life has so many unique and interesting things to show us, and you could be an entirely new form of life!” She walked her fingers across my chest, finishing with a flick of my nose. “Think of what kind of achievement that means for Shikun and me.”

      Damn, these girls were relentless. If we were in almost any other situation besides an underground tunnel after a bloody battle, I would have taken them there and then.

      Those thoughts were interrupted by slimy slaps on the water, and we turned around to see Atroclus desperately trying to stand on its tentacles. It let out a low gurgling growl, like a dirt bike motor made out of steak. The tentacles lashed about frantically, pulling its support out from underneath it. We all backed away slowly as it manically continued to kick up the water in its sad attempts to attack us.

      “Let’s end this quick, you big oaf.” Reggie pulled ahead of us, loading a round tipped with something purple into his revolver’s chamber. Probably the special wyrm-fire he mentioned before. I wasn’t sure now was the best time to test it, but it was too late to stop him to check. “You’ve caused all of us enough trouble as it is. Go find some peace.”

      He pointed his Webley right at the latopus and fired. The shockwave shot through Reggie, and even through us, knocking the British marksman into the shallow waters. Hell, I think I was pushed back half a foot. The sound pounded through the tunnels, blasting thunder right into all of our ears. It was all I could do just to cover my ears to muffle the sound a bit.

      Atroclus practically disintegrated at the shot. His guts smeared every corner of the tunnel up to the next intersection, purple slime now oozing from the ceiling. The only thing left intact were the barbed ends of the latopus’ tentacles and its beak, which floated to the surface of the water we all stood in.

      Sir Reginald stood up, also covered in Atroclus’ remains. We were fortunate enough that the purple wyrm-fire’s blast propelled most of the fluids forward, sparing us the same fate as the shooter who was too close. He shook as much off of his hands as he could, trying to wash his off-hand clean in the waters.

      “What in the Rotting Wood was that?” The pissed-off dryad massaged the sides of her head. I assumed the Rotting Wood was the dryad version of Hell, where I’m sure she wanted to send Reggie to right now.

      “Your weapon has never been so… explosive.” Shikun’s fiery wings sizzled dry as she shook them. “Was that wyrm-fire?”

      “I was just thinking,” the embarrassed Brit began as he brushed his hand behind his head, “since I was running low on rounds from the surface, maybe I’d cobble up some Etrian-grade ammunition. With the different kinds, I thought I would experiment, try to find the equivalent powder grain yield of the different types. This time, I tried the purple.”

      “Maybe not inside a tunnel?” I said as I walked over to check on him. A shot like that must have mangled his hand from the backblast, let alone what it could have done to his gun. Somehow, it was still in one piece. The end was warped open wide like a blunderbuss, but still functional otherwise. Not that I would have gone testing that.

      “Maybe not inside a tunnel, Master William,” he agreed as he showed me the wounded hand. As far as I could tell, nothing was particularly broken, but he definitely couldn’t go shooting with that hand for a while.

      “Allow me, my savior.” Amalthea walked over to Reggie and placed a paw upon his hand. She closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them to reveal runic symbols encircling her irises, clear signs of the Khalati Record. Her paw began to glow a calming blue for a second or two before fading away as she placed the paw back down. Reggie moved his fingers freely as he inspected his hand.

      “Good as new!” Reggie clenched his fist in satisfaction.

      “I’m glad that worked.” Amalthea smirked. “I found that spell in a tome of ill repute, The Magnus Chromagnus by Chromagnus Malfire. After cross-referencing the spells with more trustworthy records, this was the most promising one. However, some of the records said it may instead liquefy flesh.” She then trotted along towards the exit, satisfied in the terror she left in her wake. The rest of us followed shortly after.

      “Why would you risk that on my shooting hand?” Reggie shouted back, trying to keep up. “What if it had gone wrong?”

      “I thought we were all still wildly experimenting with dangerous and unstable materials we barely understand.” Her lion’s tail whipped very close to Reggie’s face to emphasize her point. “I was just playing along.”

      “Is this still about my comment outside?” Reggie said, exasperated. “How many times must I tell you that I’m sorry?”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Amalthea sighed a bit. “Maybe I am being too hard on you.”

      “I think there’s a solution here,” Petra butted in. “If Reggie declares Amalthea a very good kitty a couple of hundred times, maybe that will fix this severe mistake.”

      “At least that many,” Shikun added.

      “William, please.” Reg pleaded to what he thought was a higher authority. “Help me survive your girls.”

      “Do have pity on the poor man.” Libritas giggled in my ear. “This may be far more than he signed up for in this adventure.”

      “One hundred fifty,” I said as I rendered my judgment. “Then Amalthea has to give her mouse up.”

      “I accept your terms, my savior.” Amalthea nodded, and she came up to my side and kissed me on the cheek.

      “Amalthea is a good kitty.” Reggie put his hands up and started to raise his fingers one by one to count. “Amalthea is a good kitty--”

      “Excuse me, what kind of kitty?” Shikun interrupted Reggie’s count.

      “A very good kitty. Amalthea is a very good kitty. Amalthea is a very good kitty…”

      We continued our pace back to the surface, listening to the dulcet tones of a British soldier’s apology as we went.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            13

          

          

      

    

    








            Baroness Solanna

          

        

      

    

    
      Something was happening.

      Something dark, something wicked… but also good. I didn’t really know anymore. It was so hard to think.

      I buzzed around the golden halls of my throne room in the Solspire, drifting on my bumblebee wings through the black decorative banners hanging above the pillars that lined the edges of this vast empty space. A second stinging sensation pulsed inside of me, very uncomfortable, and I could not hold still anymore. Three of my drone guards fought below me, clawing at the gold trims of their black armor, trying to peel it off of each other to bite. Another guard sat against a pillar, banging his head against it over and over. A fifth gnawed on his spear, an elegant thing now covered in teeth marks.

      And I held my Brand. This platinum rod with a gilded head. My Brand of Civilization. Or what is that? I couldn’t remember. I couldn’t remember anything. I didn’t remember the trim of my robes being so tattered. I didn’t remember the golden yellows and luscious blacks of my dress being so faded. I didn’t remember my hands being so dry.

      I fluttered back down to the ground. I needed to find the shiny thing. I had forgotten what it was called. It let me see someone who looked like me. I think it was a… mirror? I didn’t know. Words didn’t come to me anymore.

      But I found the shiny thing, and I looked at it to see the lady who looks like me. She was very beautiful, but she looked so tired. She had slim features, her skin like honeyed silk. Her eyes were so dark, I felt I could get lost inside them, but the swollen bags under them made her look so sad.

      Why were you sad, beautiful lady? What has happened to you?

      Wait, that was me! I remembered for the first time in a decacycle. I am the one inside the shiny thing. And it’s a mirror. The deafening silent noise, the itching inside of my head, was finally growing quieter, and I could hear myself think again. What had happened to me?

      I looked down at my hand. I was clutching this brand, a platinum rod, only now it was tarnished and rusted. How could that be? It was made of the purest platinum. I was assured when I received it that it would last me to the end of my reign and the reign of a thousand baronesses after me. I was to rule the barony with the Brand of Civilization and watch over my people. Officium’s Brand was my charge. What happened to it?

      I remembered… a man. Not a normal one. He was wrapped in bandages from head to toe, but pieces of his skin weren’t covered. Well, if you could call what laid beneath skin. The memory of the withered, dry grey leather that stretched over his skeletal frame sent a chill up my spine. I remembered more that he was dangerous. That I had to stop him from taking my barony.

      So I tried to strike him, but he merely caught my Brand in his hand, and a spectral sludge of shadow crawled out from under the bandages. It dripped down to my hand, groping its way up my arm. Before I could pull myself away, before I could let out a terrified scream, I was entombed in it.

      Everything after that is fuzzy. Something had happened to me. Something dark. But it was weakening now. Its hold on me was weakening. And I could finally fight back.

      “You cannot resist.” a raspy voice dripping with bloodlust lashed out in my mind. “You are too hungry. You are too sleepy. You must claw. Must feed. Fight. You will die if you don’t! Everything will kill you if you don’t kill it first!”

      “No!” I grabbed the sides of my head. I felt I could fly away from this voice and took to the air above my grand hall. Higher and higher, I flew towards the glass ceiling.

      “You cannot leave!” the voice called again. I recognized it now. It was Officium, but he sounded different from what I remembered. He was sickly and oozed a bestial ferocity in his tone. “You cannot stay! You cannot leave! You cannot stay!”

      “Stop it!” I shouted at him, flying ever upward. “Get out of my head!” I flew up to the glass ceiling. “Leave me alone!” I struck the Brand against the glass over and over again, trying desperately to break either it or the roof, whichever came first.

      “You dare try to kill me?” Officium roared in my ear. “Then I will kill you instead!” The rod heated up, glowing brighter and brighter as my hand burned in its grasp. Try as I might, I couldn’t compel myself to drop the Brand even now. But the burning continued, forcing a tear from my eye.

      In my rage, I dove towards the ground, holding Officium down towards it. I closed my eyes and prepared to kill this cursed rod at any cost. His rasping voice screamed at me, a crude mixture of a battle cry and a terrified howl.

      I made a wish in that moment. No matter what happened next, I would do anything to be free of this torment, and I would be eternally grateful to anyone who saved me from it.

      “That’ll be quite enough.”

      A second voice called out from inside me. Softer, darker, with an even greater malevolence undercutting every word. Without my command, my wings flared, arresting my dead weight fall, then beat harder, levitating me above the ground. My arms and legs no longer listened to me. My grip on Officium still continued without my consent.

      I remembered this voice. I remembered the bandaged man. He’s the one that did this to me. A name came to me then: Khem.

      “You need not remember anything,” Khem breathed into my ear, “except for this: William Tyler is your enemy. William Tyler wants to kill you. William Tyler is not welcome.”

      Like a mantra, those words repeated in my head. William Tyler is my enemy. William Tyler wants to kill me. William Tyler is not welcome. Again, the commands came, but in my own voice. Once again. And again. And again.

      “William Tyler is my enemy.” I felt my own mouth sound it out as my throat pushed the air out. “William Tyler wants to kill me. William Tyler is not welcome.” I continued to repeat this over and over again, while it sunk deeper and deeper into me.

      Why was I in this shiny room? Where was I? Why was I floating? Why was I holding this stick? I felt so scared and confused and hurt, and I couldn’t remember why. Did William do this to me? Of course, he did. He was my enemy. He was trying to kill me. He wasn’t welcome.

      “He will be in the hills of the Marches ahead of your palace in a few hours,” a dark voice called out, though I couldn’t remember who it belonged to. “Send your drones out to kill the common people. They would be his strength against you.”

      Yes, that’s a good idea. I’m glad I thought of it. But why would I do that? Didn’t I like the common people? I thought I was supposed to help them.

      “Kill them! Now!” The dark voice seared into my mind, and my body began to move on its own.

      I floated out to the balcony that overlooked this glittering kingdom of gold, full of round buildings shaped like beehives. The roofs were covered in dents and scratches, and down in the streets, there were trails of matted dirt covering every doorway, every trail, and every little yellow anthophilans that roamed the streets. My head pointed my eyes to look out beyond the wall to the rolling hills the voice talked about. I pointed far out towards them.

      “Kill the common people!” I heard myself screech at the top of my lungs, echoing out into the town. “Kill them! Now!”

      In a second, the buzzing of a thousand anthophilans rose up from the tattered streets, flying over the wall and heading deep into the hills.

      I didn’t know why, but I knew I had to stop William Tyler from trying to kill me. He was my enemy. He was not welcome.
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      “You are a very good kitty. You are a very good kitty. You are a very good kitty.” Reggie repeated his penance over and over as we finally made it out of the tunnels. He didn’t have near enough fingers to count as many as he needed to, and despite his learning and brilliance, he couldn’t keep track of so many repetitions, so I imagined he was just guessing at this point. “You are a very good kitty.”

      He sighed a sigh of victory. “I do believe that’s enough.”

      “Not by my count.” Amalthea strode along as Petra and Silver rode on her back. Shikun walked beside them as I led from the front, while Reggie found himself in the back yet again.

      “Blast it all, I was sure I counted right!” He took back to shuffling through his fingers as he looked up, lost in his cataloging.

      “Just say a few more, sir knight,” Shikun encouraged Reggie, looking behind herself. “You’re probably almost there.”

      “Wouldn’t hurt to say some extra just in case,” I pointed out.

      “That will not do,” Amalthea said adamantly. “I demand an exact count, or I can’t be certain if he’s sincere or if he’s just fulfilling a quota.”

      “William told you that you were not to be pulling these shenanigans anymore, Miss Amalthea,” Reggie chastised her. “Such childish behavior is not befitting of a sphinx of your stature.”

      “I distinctly remember him saying I was only to stop after you submitted your one hundred and fifty statements,” Amalthea restated. “And I shall not release you a second sooner.”

      “William, do you know how many I need?” he asked me.

      I was as lost as he was, so I decided to go for the merciful approach. “Three more.”

      Reggie repeated his penance just so. With a pleading stare, he stepped forth to the great sphinx and put on his saddest puppy dog eyes. Amalthea looked upon the pitiful knight who had gone through so much today.

      “I release you, Sir Reginald Thorpe.” Amalthea waved her paw regally. “Your apology is accepted.”

      Reggie almost collapsed from relief, then picked himself up before he became too soaked from the wetland. He pumped both his arms into the air as he stepped ahead of the group and into the sunlight of the setting suns. We all watched as he screamed at the top of his lungs in triumph.

      “How many did he actually get?” Petra whispered into Amalthea’s ear.

      “One-hundred-fifty-three,” Amalthea answered.

      I swear, my gut almost busted open from laughing so hard.

      As I calmed myself down, I looked out past the terraces, far into the distance to see the Solspire, the great palace complex in the center of the Marches. Glimmering in the evening light, its golden walls looked breathtaking from here. A perfect subject for a landscape painting, if I had the talent to try it.

      Something was moving by the great palace, though. As I squinted my eyes, it looked more like a couple somethings. Or a hundred. Or a thousand. I immediately jumped onto Amalthea. It didn’t matter what it was. If it was coming from the Solspire, it wasn’t good.

      “We have to move. Now! To the Solspire,” I called my circle into action.

      Petra raced over to Shikun as she took flight. Amalthea and I ran to pick up Reggie, who was still in awe of the growing swarm above the Solspire. In the blink of an eye, we were in the air and rushing towards the giant swarming army.

      Amalthea’s eyes glowed with more Khalati runes, and a giant circle of runes made of white light appeared before us. As the circle pulsed, our speed doubled until we shot forward like a supersonic jet. I looked to the side to see Shikun and Petra, also being led by the same circle of runes. The wind stopped blowing in my hair, and the air pressure against my body died down. From my reckoning, this rune circle was blocking the air resistance against us, allowing us to fly faster than I could have hoped for before.

      Before I knew it, we were right where the swarm was. We hung over a small town, and several thousand armored soldiers with insect wings spiraled above it. The people underneath cowered in their homes or struggled to find things to put between them and the menace above. I could feel the familiar tingle of the Khalati Record in my head as I prepared my strategy. Amalthea knew this battle was going to spread us out, just like I did, and we needed to coordinate if we were to win.

      “Shikun, Petra,” I commanded in their heads. “You’re on crowd control. Kill as many as you can as fast as you can. Shikun takes the sky, Petra the ground.” I turned my focus down to the sphinx. “You’re on containment. Keep them from flying somewhere other than here. Reg, we’re protecting the people. Not a single drone touches them, got it?”

      “Oh, thank heavens.” Reggie sighed with relief. “I appreciate the earthbound duties, William.”

      “I’ll try my best.” Shikun dropped Petra off in the center of the town before flying straight into the heart of the assault. Her chest expanded before she breathed out a giant swath of silvery fire, charring several of the drones to ash before disappearing into the swarm in a flash of silver light.

      “We have this handled, Shikun. Don’t worry.” Petra dug both her feet into the ground as roots grew from her shins, cementing her in her spot. Her legs cracked and bent as they morphed into a single trunk, and her hands stretched out to the clouds. They grew longer and longer as spiked branches grew from them, and more spiked branches from those. Soon, the sky above her was filled with spiked and barbed branches, like a colossal winter tree, each of the branches moving to skewer any drone that flew too near to them.

      “Hopefully, this will help.” Amalthea flew in a circle around the swarm, and a trail of glyph circles followed behind her. The bee-like soldiers that bumped into the glyphs jolted from an electrical discharge before falling down to the ground. Before long, there was a floating dome of glyphs trapping the striped soldiers in a death cage. It was like a big magical bug zapper.

      Soon, with Shikun char-roasting the skies and Petra skewering the airspace above the town, the swarm was suffering and, more importantly, bottlenecked.

      Reggie and I, we had our own battle after the girls got us to the ground. Several of the soldiers were already there, and a few more made it through the blockade, and all of them were looking for townspeople.

      They moved like monkeys, their arms stretched out in front of them, hobbling from one spot to the next. If they weren’t hobbling, they were gliding with their insect wings, trying to get the drop on any living thing that they could find. Their black and yellow-trimmed armor could have been a problem if it weren’t for the rusting and tattered nature of their kit. None of the soldiers had intact armor that covered anything vital.

      One had thrown a door open, and as he scanned the inside for any unwary prey, I flipped over his back, using the momentum to throw him over mine in one fell swoop.

      As he lay on the ground, I stuck him quickly with the Brand, turning his twitching body into a corpse. Another drone swung wildly at my side with his spear, but since he held it more like a club, I parried it quickly before landing a quick jab to his throat. As the drone stumbled back, another quick thrust of Libritas ended him.

      Sensing someone behind me, I swung around and caught another one trying a similar tactic. I could only block the blow because his savage impulses seemed to imbue him with unrestrained strength. Before I could make my next move, a gunshot rang through the air, and the drone fell limp to the ground. I looked over to see Reggie unload another few shots into drones rushing him from his side.

      He went to reload his revolver, and a couple of drones tried to take the opportunity to blindside him. I ran over to intercept them. I swung Libritas like it was Babe Ruth, and the impact and follow-through pushed my target into the one next to it. Both went flying off to the side before crashing to the ground in a broken heap.

      “Much obliged, good sir,” Reggie thanked me as he snapped the cylinder closed, then fired off a few more rounds. “Though the Webley does good work, I’m starting to miss my poor machete.” Reggie shot the last two, ending another two drone’s lives with shots between the eyes, “but the reload is murder in a swarm like this.”

      “We can’t all have magical weapons,” I said as I smashed Libritas into a drone’s jaw. He fell like a ragdoll. “I’d let you borrow the Brand of Freedom, but that seems disrespectful.”

      “I wouldn’t want to.” Reggie tried to reload, but a drone closed the distance between them faster than he could put the bullets in. In one motion, the cunning Brit flipped his gun over so he could hold the barrel and struck the bottom of the drone’s jaw with enough force to snap the creature’s neck. “A good whack seems to do the trick just as well as a bullet, either way.”

      “Which you don’t have a lot of,” I reminded him. “Hard to conquer a battlefield with superior technology…” I stuck one with my Brand and slammed my elbow into the other as part of the same move. Continuing that momentum, I extended my arm to crack the Brand’s rod against the drone’s neck. “... when a simple supply shortage makes it just a small blunt whacker.”

      “I’ve been working on that with wyrm-fire.” Reggie jerked one forward by the neck until it was right in front of another drone charging him with his spear. The drone’s momentum knocked his compatriot’s spear to the floor, giving Reggie the room to let off another round to the other’s neck. “Several problems: One, I don’t know the yield of the stuff yet.” He pulled off three more rounds before having to reload once again. “Especially with the different colors to consider.”

      “Have you tried mixing them?” I pinned two drones’ necks against the Brand’s rod. With a quick slam against the side of a house, I broke both of their necks. “Maybe using one like a primer and the other as the payload?”

      “Oh, dear God in heaven.” Reggie looked dumbfounded as he shot a drone to his side without aiming. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

      “Probably a sign of your elderly state of mind.” I playfully jabbed Reggie in the ribs before planting another killing rune into an oncoming drone’s heart. “You can only spend so much time acting like a young buck before your mind starts slipping.”

      “Is that so, my boy?!” Reggie was grabbed from behind by a drone but quickly flipped his attacker over his shoulder and fired a round into it before it could hit the ground. “I could still show you a thing or two. Take the piss right out of you, I tell you what!”

      I could see Reggie sweating beads by this point, and his movements became more sluggish with fatigue, and I wasn’t getting any faster, either. We talked a good game, but neither of us could last forever against these guys. There were just too many of them, and they didn’t seem to care for their own lives. That made them far more dangerous.

      Of all of my least favorite ways to die, “torn apart and eaten by bee men” was near the top of my list, right below “dipped into a vat of acid feet first” and “found in a restaurant bathroom after I tried a six-star dish.” We needed to end this fast, and I thought I had just the way to do it.

      “Do you think that will work?” Libritas asked me, reading my thoughts. “It’s very unconventional, to say the least.”

      “Unconventional is my forte, Libritas,” I sent back to her. “At any rate, it’ll get at least part of the job done.”

      “Anyone left can be dealt with.” Libritas warmed up in my hand in anticipation. I think it had been far too long for her since she was last used so frequently. She seemed to be enjoying herself as I used her power.

      “Shikun!” I called out to the dragon-girl through the Record. “Get down here. We’re finishing this now.” I turned to Reggie as we fought side-by-side. “Reggie, how much regular wyrm-fire do you have?”

      “Enough for something dramatic, I suppose,” Reggie answered. “Just give me the signal.”

      “Brilliant.” I started piecing my plan together for the others. “Petra, start throwing drones up into the air. Amalthea, close your sky dome off at the bottom. Shikun, get ready to light it up. Reggie, stick some wyrm-fire onto a drone before Petra throws it.”

      Amalthea tore the drone she had in her teeth apart before diving down to the bottom edge of her floating dome of glyphs, while Shikun dropped through the swarm of anthophilan drones, tearing through a couple before landing on one knee, bracing herself with her wings in a gust of dust and wind. Petra’s giant tree arms reached downwards, just as Reggie smeared a few handfuls of wyrm-fire over the nearest drone. A moment later, the dryad’s spiky branches skewered that drone and several more on the ground and threw them into the air.

      Before any of them could fall back down, Amalthea’s trail of glyphs began to close off their chances like a caterpillar's silk wrapping into a cocoon. Before the glyphs closed the dome into a floating sphere, Shikun doused the shrinking entrance in flame, trapping the drones with her silver fire. They buzzed around in their cage, shocking themselves against the glyph walls and desperately trying to put the fires out.

      Amalthea finished her circular pattern, finally shutting in all of the drones and landing with the rest of us as the fire finally caught up with the wyrm-fire, creating a fiery explosion inside the sphere and engulfing many more drones. There wasn’t a single drone in sight in the village, they all managed their way into the dome one way or another.

      With the immediate danger over, Petra’s tree form retreated back into her normal, slender one as she pulled her legs out from the dirt, and Amalthea landed unsteadily by Reggie and me.

      “Not to disparage your plan,” the sphinx said, wobbling from side to side from all the spinning she just did, “but these glyphs won’t hold forever, and the fire isn’t burning hot enough to consume all of the air in time. If you were hoping to suffocate them to death--”

      “Nothing so cruel.” I firmly held Amalthea’s giant sphinx head in my hands, stabilizing her drifting pseudo-vertigo. Since they didn’t already know what my plan was, I could tell the Khalati Record was fading with Amalthea’s strength. “I mean, not that they wouldn’t deserve it, trying to attack an innocent village and all, but I’ve got something much quicker in mind. You feeling okay?”

      “Yes.” The large winged cat shook her head in response. “I’m feeling alright.” The fires inside the floating trap finally died down, and the flying soldiers drifted down slowly towards the bottom of the sphere, holding their necks as they began to run out of air.

      “Do you think you could go to the top of this thing and open one glyph?” I asked her.

      “For you, my savior, anything.” Amalthea shot upwards, pushing all of us back in the wake of her takeoff. She zoomed around the edge of the runic field, reaching the top in no time. With a swipe of her claws, she dispelled one of the glyphs, flying back down the other side.

      In an instant, the dying fires inside the glyph bubble burst into an explosion, lighting up the entire sphere like a humongous disco ball. As quickly as they came, the flames vanished, leaving nothing behind of the remaining drones but ash.

      That was a little trick I’d learned in science class. Light a fire inside a large enclosed space with plenty of fuel, and it’ll eat up all the oxygen. Then, cut a small hole in the top, and the oxygen from the outside gets pulled into a vacuum, creating an explosion of chemical reactions. I was glad I was able to recreate it on such a large scale.

      “Bloody fucking hell!” Reggie lost some of his posh demeanor at the sight of the ball of fire he helped create, then straightening his shirt to regain composure, Silver curled up at his feet. “Did you mean to do that?”

      “I didn’t expect it to turn out so smoothly,” I told him, “but, yeah, I was going for something similar.”

      “Impressive use of natural forces, my savior,” Amalthea said, breathing a little heavy. “I couldn’t have devised a plan half that clever even with an hour in the Khalati Record.”

      “I’m sure you’d have thought of something.” Petra walked up to where we were standing. “It was still very tricky, Will.”

      “That’s a lot of ash left over in the ball,” Shikun pointed out. All the drone’s ash, bones, and armor had collected near the bottom, and it was enough to fill a hot tub, to be sure. The sphere was still right over the town, and that just sounded like an ecological hazard, let alone a huge mess. “What are we going to do with that?”

      “Do not worry, my friends,” Amalthea panted out. “Now that all of the drones are gone, this will be much easier.”

      She spread her wings out as more runic glyphs from the Khalati Record appeared. Her eyes glowed with the same symbols, her paw raised to show yet another rune floating in front of it. The sphere began to vibrate, and all of the armor rained down from the sky, clumping into one big pile in the town’s fairway. The rune on her paw spun, blurring into a white circle of light before evaporating into nothing.

      As the glyph disappeared, the circle of glyphs shrunk twenty sizes in less time than we could tell what had happened. Smaller and smaller, it shrunk until it was about the size of a baseball, not a single mote of ash escaping. As the ball slowly lowered down to us, I held my hands out to catch it. When I caught a better glimpse of it, I saw a glittering sphere inside a sphere of tiny glyphs. The glyphs dissolved into streams of light, and the diamond orb dropped into my hand. The light glistened inside the surprisingly heavy diamond as I toyed with it.

      “Could you not have done that in the first place?” Reggie asked the great cat as I placed the diamond in Reggie’s bag. A loud thump resounded behind all of us as we turned to see Amalthea on the ground, her chest filling and emptying with gallons of air. “Right, shouldn’t push the good kitty any more than we already have, eh?”

      I could feel the Khalati Record, now a subtle buzz in my head, slowly leave as we were all disconnected from it.

      “Good call, Reggie.” I went over to Amalthea, stroking her hair as I knelt down beside her. She smiled in her semi-conscious state as she pushed into me. Shikun and Petra knelt beside her as well, Petra laying down on the sphinx’s furry belly as she fell into an exhausted slumber.

      “Maybe it’s time we get some rest.” Petra nuzzled against Amalthea’s fur, her eyes weighed down to closing. Her feet bled into the ground as it swallowed them, Petra smiling her way into a deep sleep.

      “Oh, thank the Gods!” Shikun slammed down into a seating position, wrapping her wings around herself. “I didn’t want to say anything, but back-to-back days of monster fighting is killing me.” She scooted herself back until she was laying on Amalthea, finding her way to dreams nearly as quickly as the dryad she lay beside.

      Thinking about it, this could be one of the drawbacks of the Brand of Freedom. Even though she could release limitations and allow for a release of hidden potential, Libritas couldn’t supply the energy to accommodate all of those avenues of release. If we were to continue our quest to liberate Etria, we’d have to be careful how much we pushed ourselves.

      “I never realized the danger,” Libritas called into my head as she sensed my worries, “but it makes perfect sense. Freedom can release hidden reserves of energy for the branded to use, but once that energy is gone, it may take a while to build up again. We’ll need someplace safe for the night.”

      “Well, we are in a village,” I said, looking upon the buildings eroded by neglect. “Their hospitality might just be our saving grace.”

      I just had to hope that they weren’t savage as well. Otherwise, we had another fight on our hands.
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      I felt a splitting headache come on like my skull was going to crack open. My body, my upper back especially, felt like it was about to burst open like a zit. A quiet grunt escaped my lips from the pain as I tensed my hands to distract myself. As quick as the pain came, it vanished as if it were never there. I tried not to look distressed about it. Even if that was some sort of poison from Atroclus we didn’t know about, I didn’t have the time to nurse it now.

      “What was that, William?” Libritas said to me, a quake to her voice. “The pain was almost unbearable. I don’t know how you’re still--”

      “We’ll worry about it when we’re safe,” I told her. “Right now, we’ve got priorities.”

      “Are you thinking we’ll stay here, master William?” Reggie looked around in the town. “We’d need to get the girls inside one of these buildings and fortify it, but I believe that could work.” He didn’t seem to notice my ‘seizure,’ for lack of a better word for it.

      While we’d been discussing our situation, the townspeople slowly opened their doors and peeked out to see what was happening. They were all short and stout, like barrels with arms and legs. Their faces were dirty and dry, and the beards on the men where monstrously frizzy. Each of their faces had a beet-red, sunburned nose almost the size of the diamond I held. As they all looked around, they carefully stepped out into the fairway of their town. Their clothes were barely held onto them by strings and straps, hardly covering up anything. The women seemed to be deftly aware of this, pulling up whatever cloth was available onto themselves for the sake of decency.

      “These would be dwarves,” Libritas informed me before I could ask the question. “For their lack of height, they are the best craftsmen in Etria. Try not to be too uncomfortable with their… unorthodox manner of speech.”

      Alright, so exactly how I thought dwarves would be. It just served as more evidence to me that Earth myth was derived from Etrian reality. As much as I loved to learn, I was glad that I didn’t have to process too much new information considering our situation.

      “Did you get the lot of them?” one of the people said, his beard frizzier and greyer than the others. The hair on the top of his head must have retreated to the sides of it and his face. You could barely see his beard ruffle as he spoke in the equivalent of a Highland Scottish accent. And it was completely coherent. I was glad to see the savage impulse was wearing off for now. I wouldn’t say that it was terribly unorthodox, though.

      “It’s hard to explain,” Libritas sent. “Just wait. They’ll show you a good example.”

      “Yeah, we got them.” I coaxed the dwarves out of hiding. “It’s safe again.”

      “Thank you, laddy.” The short, grey-faced man sighed all of his worries out. “Soon as I could remember me own name, those damn drones came flying in to kill us. Damn brain’s been fuzzy for gods know how long!” He walked up to me, and his head came about to the top of my ribcage, his nose adding a few inches to his height as he looked up to see me. “Name’s Thorton Hammerstone, by the way. Do you know what’s happening with all the fuzziness?”

      “Yeah!” another one of them called out, his beard red like a fox. “And why can we start thinking now?”

      “I can explain everything in just a bit,” I said as I raised my voice to address the town. “But first, these women need a safe place to rest until they regain their strength. We don’t know when those drones may come again, or how many more of them they’ll be. We’ll need a good, defensible spot until we can come up with a plan to handle this permanently. Is there any place in town that’s built sturdier than the others?”

      “Oh, the mayor’s house is pretty strong,” Thorton said. “And plenty of room. Your friends can hole themselves up in there awhile.”

      “Perfect. Thank you!” I said. “Do you know if the mayor will be needing it?”

      “No, I won’t be needing it,” Thorton replied. So, he was the mayor? Why didn’t he just say that?

      “That’s what I meant,” Libritas said to me. “They often talk in misleading ways, leaving out key bits of information when they explain things. It can be… frustrating. Welcome to Hillrock.”

      “The drones will be back?” one of the women asked as she finished tying the shoulders of her dress.

      “I don’t know for sure, but we can’t take any chances.” I walked over to Shikun, scooping her up in my arms. She pulled her arms around my neck as she continued to sleep. “Can you help me get the girls in, Reg?”

      “I think I can carry the dryad,” Reggie said, kneeling down to do just that.

      “We’ll have to come back for Amalthea,” I said as I walked towards the largest building I could see. Silver came hopping along, like a shepherd dog leading sheep.

      “Where are you guys going?” Thorton asked.

      “… to your house?” My tone belied my uncertainty.

      “Oh!” Thorton perked up. “That’s this way.” Thorton pointed in the opposite direction.

      I let out a breath, my sigh carrying a tinge of irritation.

      “How about you show us the way, old boy?” Reggie suggested.

      “That’s a good idea!” Thorton said, standing almost completely still. Already, I was at the end of my nerves. We all stood there for at least five seconds-worth of eternity.

      “You should do that now,” I said, maybe a bit more rudely than I was going for. I was tired, too, but I couldn’t rest up until we were completely safe. Maybe that’s what the pain from before was about. I just needed to get some rest.

      I would have loved to take them back to the Stalker tribe, far away from any immediate danger now that the Great Beasts weren’t agitating the wildlife, but transporting the girls there would be stupid when we’re so exposed. We couldn’t leave until they rested up. We’d just have to hope that the anthophilan drones would need time to recuperate their losses before launching another attack. And without most of my circle to bear the brunt of the forces, we’d be in serious trouble if they did.

      Thorton eventually shook into action, leading the way to his own house up this hill aways. It was like the other wooden buildings around town, but with a second story. Which, you know, didn’t mean a whole lot with these dwarves being so short. As we took the girls inside, placing them on couches so small that their shins hung off the edges, I looked to Thorton.

      “Get some healers. They’re wounded.” I told him as I started heading out the door. I motioned over to Reggie. “I can take Amalthea’s head if you take her back legs.”

      “Of course, give me the arse, how gentlemanly of you.” Reggie smirked as we both headed out of the house, ducking our heads to exit the door.

      “Do you guys need to move the sphinx, too?” Thorton called from inside.

      Of course, we did, you absolute rockhead. I swear to God, I was considering braving the drones.

      “Yes,” I said, hissing a bit as I finished the word. “We need to move Amalthea, too.”

      “We can take care of that, no problem!” Thorton gave out a loud whistle as he exited the house. He put his hands up to his mouth like a funnel. “Hey, bring the sphinx up here, too!”

      I heard the scattered shouting of a few dwarves agreeing to help, followed shortly by Amalthea’s passed-out body riding atop about eight dwarves climbing the hill, all carrying her above their heads. They marched and grunted in unison all the way on their approach to the mayor’s house. Silver followed them along in the same way, panting and hopping as they went. When they reached the door, they stopped, and it was plain why.

      She was not going to fit through a dwarf door, no matter how you angled or pushed her.

      “Think we can fit her?” one of the dwarves said.

      “Think we can fit her,” another dwarf answered.

      “Just needs a little stretch, is all,” a third dwarf said as two dwarves broke off the formation, walking up to the wooden railing surrounding the porch to the house.

      As they rubbed their hands on it, the railing bent to how they formed it, peeling out of the way to create a much wider opening. They both went to the door as well and pushed against the frame until it moved wider, stretching the top beam to accommodate it. One of the dwarves jumped onto the other and pushed the doorframe upwards, making it more than tall enough to fit a bear through. The one jumped off the other, and they returned to underneath Amalthea as they carried her easily through the newly sized opening.

      It must be easy to craft almost anything when it bends to how you shape it without any tools. I knocked against the peeled apart railing just to see what it felt like. Still as hard as wood. It gave me an idea.

      “Hey, Thorton,” I called to the absent-minded mayor as the dwarf platoon laid Amalthea down next to the other girls. “What could you do in the way of making weapons out of tattered anthophilan armor?”

      We could use all of the tools we could get, at this point, and these dwarves seemed like the perfect people to get them from. We could kit ourselves out in something more substantial for the upcoming battle, and we might be able to arm the people, too. The more they could defend themselves, the better off we’d be in the long run.

      “Yeah, we could do that,” Thorton said happily.

      “Do you think you could get enough to supply your citizens with some armaments?”

      “Oh, for sure.” The barrel-bodied man laughed. “Maybe honeysteel is hard to work with for your kind, but we’ve got every metal licked.”

      “What is honeysteel, old boy?” Reggie asked, placing a hand on my shoulder.

      “It’s the gold-colored metal that’s found in these hills,” Thorton explained. “Very durable, almost impossible to shape with hammers and forges. Unless you’re a dwarf.” I was willing to bet that those spears the drones had were made of the same metal. That’d be handy to have around.

      “Do you think I could borrow some, William?” Reggie had a tint of excitement in his voice. I nodded in approval, prompting him to run up to Thorton. “Can I work with one of your smiths? I have some things I need to be crafted.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Thorton said. “Just pick a dwarf. We’re all pretty good at working with it.”

      “You should start getting your townspeople working on creating more weapons and armor,” I told the mayor. I was no longer going to mince words or waste time.

      “Oh, yeah, that’s a smart idea!” Thorton agreed with me, again standing completely still.

      “Now, Thorton,” I demanded. Once everything was set in motion, I would get some sleep and get rid of this snappy attitude.

      Thorton shook into action, walking down towards the town fairway as the other dwarves followed. Reggie came down shortly afterward, flagging down one of the dwarves to help him with whatever crafting project they were working on. He picked up Silver, placing him on his shoulder, and they went off towards where I assumed was the forge. Hopefully, he was clear enough to get accurate directions.

      By the time all the activity died down, it was only the ladies left at the house with me.

      I looked back to my girls. All of them, peacefully asleep. Shikun and Petra had slunk down from their couches, landing on top of Amalthea in what must have been the most uncomfortable of ways, but they were all still out cold. When they woke up, I was going to have a banquet prepared for them. They deserved it. But in the back of my mind, I hoped they would wake up soon. Without them, we didn’t stand a chance of winning against the savage barony, and we were completely exposed.

      That’s when my back flared up in pain again. My brain felt like it was on fire, and I couldn’t help but fall to my knees. It took every ounce of willpower I had not to scream at that moment, and, once again, it disappeared without a trace.

      I looked back at my girls again. They still seemed perfectly at peace. Since they seemed to not be feeling these throngs of pain, maybe it was just me. But then what was it? It felt like my body was trying to do something, but it couldn’t. Like I was trying to break a chain I didn’t even know I had.

      “We need the healers to look at you, too,” Libritas called to me. “Whatever is happening to you should be addressed immediately.”

      “Once we get the defenses settled, that’s the very next thing on the list. Then a rest.” I jogged my way down the hill, knowing full well that this was going to be a long night.
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      Dear God, it had been quite the rowdy past couple of days. Ever since we entered these Marches, I didn’t think I’d had a single wink of good rest. And without the girls’ magnificent powers to fall back on, we would be in for a rough time if anything of significant magnitude came to claim our lives. I was finding it hard to keep a stiff upper lip, and I could feel this anxiety upon me, both tired and agitated simultaneously.

      And I could see it in William, as well. His fuse was shorter than it had ever been in the decades I’d come to know him. Like his patience was being tested by pain. To be fair, these dwarves were a trying lot.

      “Yes! Bullets! I need them to look like this!” I held up one of the last .445 rounds I had left as I attempted to explain the exact nature of my design to the dwarven fellow I had conscripted into my metallurgical efforts. “I’m in need of the creation of more ammunition so that I may continue to use my revolver in the coming battles.” I pointed to the objects as I mentioned them.

      “Ooooh!” the dwarf lad said, his black beard obviously obscuring his ears. “I can make these ‘bullets,’ no problem.”

      The dwarf, Figert Longthrone, had brought us to the town’s forge, which was more like a full crafting hall in the shape of a stone igloo. There were work tables with several odd golden baubles on them, made of the honeysteel we scrounged from the drone soldiers, and several different clamps and wedges for holding pieces in place. The walls were lined with weapon racks, completely empty now since the townspeople took them to create their defenses. Not a single forge or anvil was in sight, however.

      Dwarves, it seemed, didn’t require heating or treating metals the way others did. With their natural magics, any material they worked with molded like clay until they let go, in which it resumed its natural sturdiness. Depending on how they worked it in their hands, they could treat and temper the material however they saw fit. After what felt like an eternity of words, Figert finally managed to grasp the concepts of firearms I explained to him.

      “Is that the ‘Webley?’” Figert asked me, pointing at the revolver I had placed on one of the crafting tables in my many attempts to conjure up a simple point.

      “Thank you for noticing,” I said to him, becoming as exasperated at the dwarf’s simplicity as William seemed to be, if not more so. “I’ve only been using it to explain my point for the past hour or so, nothing of real importance.”

      “Oh, well, I had a suggestion, but if it isn’t important, we don’t need to go about it,” Figert said, taking my words literally for the umpteenth time.

      “Figert, what were you going to say?” I clenched my fists in the air in a foolhardy attempt at quelling my cantankerous mood.

      “Oh, I was just saying, I could probably make the ‘Webley’ better using honeysteel,” Figert explained. “You know, so it doesn’t explode?”

      “Why would it explode?” I asked.

      “It’s made of regular steel.” I’d have mistaken his tone for condescending had I not been in an infuriating conversation with the man for the past couple hours, learning the precise nature of his simpler mannerisms. “Given the explosive power of this poop you gave me,” he motioned to the wyrm-fire I’d set on the table, “if that’s what’s supposed to fire them, that thing’s going to suffer if you use any of these bullets in it. Looks like something did a number on it already.”

      “Yes, that was me,” I said to him, trying to hide my embarrassed expression. “I was trying to augment one of my shots by placing a bit of the purple wyrm-fire in there.” Saying it aloud, I felt right foolish.

      “Do you want me to fix it?” he said, looking at me as plainly as ever.

      “Yes, please.” I handed the revolver over to him.

      “honeysteel Webley, coming right up.”

      He placed the gun on top of a large ingot I would have thought was made of gold. With a slight press of his fingers, the metal sank into the honeysteel like it was jello, completely disappearing. He took the block and massaged it every which way, tossing it and flipping it as he toyed it in his hands. Quickly but ever so subtly, the ingot took the shape of a golden revolver. As he ran his fingers along every edge, intricate designs were left behind, along with the appearance of some of the grey steel that the Webley was comprised of, trimming the illustrious gold with a tasteful silver. As he finished playing with his piece, the custom molded grip rose to the surface of the golden coat, completing the new golden Webley. He passed it over to me.

      “It’s beautiful, Figert,” I said, wiping away a tear. For all their social faults, their craftsmanship surely made up for most of it.

      “I mean, it’s a ‘Webley,’” Figert said, looking a bit awkward. “Do Uplanders always get so emotional when they see their weapons?”

      “Sometimes,” I responded. “Sometimes, they do. Can you make the bullets to match like I originally asked?” I remembered who I was talking with and decided to be clear. “Please make the bullets to match like I asked.”

      “Oh, yeah, sure, just a jiffy.”

      He placed his hands on a set of ingots, gathering the different types of wyrm-fire I had set on the table. Silver began to yelp excitedly, but goodness knows why. Figert spun the ingot and the wyrm-fire into one big swirl. He grabbed the tip with one end, squeezing off perfect bullets like bits of dough. One after another, ten or twenty pristine golden bullets were out, and then another twenty more.

      “So, what are you gonna do now?” Figert asked, grabbing another set of wyrm-fire and another ingot before slapping it down as if he were going to apply a pin roller to it.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “By my reckoning, they’ll keep sending those bees at us.” Figert started popping out more bullets. “Them bee-folk can make a mess more drones, believe you me. They got lots of larvae preserved, just waiting to turn into more drones to replace the ones they lose. Keeps them stocked with soldiers. I’m thinking they’re going to just keep sending them at us.”

      That had to be the smartest thing he’d said all night.

      “I suppose we’ll have to collect some soldiers,” I answered.

      “Great! Do you know where to get some?”

      “Well,” I said rather timidly, “we were hoping that towns like yours would be willing to supply some.”

      “Oh.” Figert popped one last bullet out before stopping completely. “I don’t know if I can fight.”

      “I’m not the one who could convince you properly,” I admitted. “William’s the talented one there. But in my experiences in battle, one soldier could be the difference between victory and defeat.”

      “Yeah,” Figert said, continuing to pop out more bullets. “Maybe.”

      That’s when a loud boom resounded outside, interrupting our conversation. On instinct, I picked up the improved Webley and poured as many of the honeysteel rounds as I could into my bag. Silver climbed my back to my shoulder, and we were out of the forge in a jiffy. The night air bit against my nose as I rushed up the hill to the main fairway. I could already hear the shouting and clanging of metals I’ve come so accustomed to.

      As I crested the hill, I looked upon the carnage already in progress. Several more drones had overrun the town, these fully clad in pristine black and gold-trimmed armor, unlike the other ones we fought only the day before with their tattered protection. Many of the dwarves in town were there to meet them, donned in full honeysteel armor and weapons. Before I could fully think through a tactical approach, I found my soldier’s reflexes already unloading bullets into the drones.

      Every time I hit a drone, the bullet bored its way through their armor like a drill, killing them almost instantly. I didn’t know honeysteel was that potent, but I certainly would not complain about it.

      As I reloaded, I looked up towards the rooftops to see more drones. Only one of our soldiers was there to fight them back, and I recognized the glowing Brand he carried silhouetted against the full moon. William parried the wild swings the drones attempt to use against him, taking each one down with a countering thrust, but there were so many of them. A dozen, if not more, were upon him, as he expertly kept most of them at bay.

      As I finished off a few more drones, I searched for a quick way up the side of one of the buildings to assist him. Failing that, I found a spot secreted away from the bulk of the battle that maintained visual contact with William and his oppressors, as best of a sniper’s nest as I could find. I picked off as many as I could, but more seemed to come upon him. Try as I might, I could not kill them faster than more of the endless horde could replace their losses.

      Soon, ever more drones from the ground battle flew up to William to swarm him. Even when he was swatting off groups of the drones at a time, he couldn’t seem to break free. As they came to surround him, he clutched onto his sides in pain. I feared for him as if he were my own flesh and blood.

      “William!” I cried out to him in vain. He disappeared from view, clouded by the bodies of drones jittering and fluttering as they encased him. For a moment, I lost hope.

      Everything slowed down to a halt. Time seemed to move at a snail’s pace as my adrenaline enhanced my senses, and I could see every moment in full view. A blinding flash of pure white light burst forth from between the drones covering William before they burst apart, flying in every direction. As the bodies separated, I witnessed William, standing triumphantly.

      And a glorious pair of snow-white wings adorned his back.
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      I didn’t know exactly what happened. I saw the drones come in from the Solspire. I rallied the citizens into battle formations, and though the dwarves fought hard, the enemy kept coming in endless waves.

      I tried to lead some of them away from the people to the rooftops, but more of them kept coming. Just when I was being overwhelmed, the pain came back again. Then everything turned white, and the pain slowly dissolved into nothingness as I felt myself become weightless and float up into the infinite whiteness.

      My muscles pulsed like lightning, filled with a power I could only describe as divine. I heard the fluttering of a butterfly over a mile away, the scrounging of a mouse over two miles in the opposite direction, and the breaths of every citizen, every drone around me. All distinct, nothing overlapping or overloading my senses.

      My eyes saw right to the surface of the moon, and I could count all of the rocks in the crater I looked upon. And yet I could see Solspire, the Marches ahead, the town just as clearly. Every movement, every twitch of muscle anyone made around me, I could tell who made it and what they were doing. It was as if I was blind my whole life until this moment when I was shown the world for the first time.

      As I breathed what felt like the first breath of fresh air that I’d ever had in my life, I glanced to my sides. Drone soldiers surrounded me, all fallen to the ground. Some of them were missing entire portions of their legs, torsos, and arms as if they had been surgically removed. The pattern of missing body parts made a perfect circle around me as I looked down to see the missing chunks of the house I once stood upon continuing the sphere. When my gaze found my feet, they stood upon air alone. I turned to see where the other drones could be.

      The only drones I saw still alive were those who were fleeing back to the Solspire, showing the first signs of fear we saw in these bestial anthophilans. Good riddance.

      I wasn’t sure how I was flying or floating or what, but when I tried to turn, my body obliged. I took in the heart of the town to see the citizens all directing their attention at me. Some of them were shielding their eyes, others stared as if they couldn’t turn their heads, a few were crying unashamedly, but the shared trait amongst all of them was abject awe. Even Sir Reginald had a tear run down his face at the sight of me.

      More than that, I could see soft, colored auras coming off all of them, each one a different shape and form that seemed to express their whole lives. Despite the vast complexity of the kaleidoscopic color, I felt like I knew what each one meant. What their fears were, their doubts, their hopes, their secrets. Everything about them laid bare before my sight.

      I looked at my hands. I had a golden glowing aura around me, illuminating every inch of my body. Even the honeysteel plate I wore over my clothes looked dull in comparison.

      That’s when the glowing aura began to fizzle out, like a light losing power. My godly senses dwindled, and I assumed that meant whatever was happening to me was fading. I had to find a safe way to land fast. The problem was that while I could seem to move myself some, my control was far from perfect. When it became clear that I wasn’t going to get that graceful landing, I braced myself for a hard one.

      When the aura disappeared completely, my ethereal flotation vanished along with it. I tried to keep my balance in the air, so I could roll with the landing and hopefully break the fall a bit. I managed to get my feet on the edge of the house my aura had cut a piece out of for a second, but my momentum sent me slipping down towards the ground below.

      As I spun, my feet eventually caught the dirt, and I tried to roll forward, mitigating the pressure on my body. While I successfully came to a kneeling position, every muscle inside me clenched in pain, even a few I didn’t know about. Most of all, my back felt like claws had torn through it. I pushed myself up into a standing position as Reggie ran up to me.

      “What…? I mean what in the…? How in the…?” Reggie struggled to find the words to express what had happened. “What in the bloody blue hell was that?”

      I looked at him, as dumbfounded by the whole experience as he was. Sure, maybe I had a hunch that I wasn’t all human, but I never would have guessed I was… whatever that was. It was as if I could see through people to their very souls. Who the hell was my mother?

      “I don’t think that would be entirely accurate, William,” Libritas answered. “I had only met Laurelin a couple of times, but I believe I now know what she was.”

      “Do you know what happened to me?” I asked her frantically.

      “Not exactly,” Libritas answered. “Your father only told me so much, and it is clear that he kept secrets from me, as evidenced by your experience. I can merely speculate, but your inhuman nature may be more… divine than we initially thought.”

      “What, what are you saying?” I couldn’t hold back the anxious tone. “That I’m an angel? Like, a literal angel?”

      “Perhaps, but I thought they were a myth,” Libritas continued. “They were ascended beings, said to be the caretakers of Etria before the time of the Brands. According to the legends, they were hunted down by the people they were sworn to protect out of fear for their power. They were supposedly wiped from existence…”

      “But my father found one,” I finished her thought. “He then fell in love with her, and, together, they had me. That’s why I’m stronger and heal faster. And why I can…” I trailed off. I didn’t even know what to call it. Angel-mode? That seemed disrespectful to the power. Divinity form? Eh, maybe a name wasn’t important right now. What was important was answering this: If she was so powerful, what happened to her?

      “I can’t be sure, William,” Libritas said, a somber tone overtaking her. “Whatever it was, it sprung your father into action against the Black Runes fiercer than ever. He picked me up again as his weapon and began his intermittent visits between here and the Land above. He had a certain zeal about him, then, as if the fight had become personal.”

      She sighed softly. “I should have questioned it more, but I was too eager to fight to notice. That many transitions between realms separated in time and space, the stress upon the mind and body, are not to be taken lightly. Family and love were important to him.”

      “You think Khaba did something to my mother,” I said, reading her mind. “Why didn’t he tell you? Why didn’t he tell me?”

      “I can’t say, William,” Libritas answered. “Your father must have had his reasons. Or maybe, to the best of his knowledge, he thought she was dead, despite her holy lineage. We were both there when the doctor declared it so. I’m as confused as you are about this.”

      I didn’t want to believe it. I already hated the bastard Khaba, but this was too much. I don’t know how, but he was the reason I never knew my mother, why I could only see my father sparingly, and why he was practically gone by his death. Sure, I had Reggie, and I was incredibly thankful for him, but I would have given almost anything to take that time back. I was going to wring payment for every second I’d lost with them out of his hide.

      “Speak to me, man!” Reggie slapped me across the face. “Can you hear me, Master William?”

      “Ow!” I said, rubbing my cheek. “Yes, I can hear you! I’m not deaf.”

      “Then speak up a bit, you blasted fool!” He pulled me into his arms, hugging me tightly. “I don’t know what was happening, but I felt my heart in my throat when they surrounded you. I thought you were dead for sure.”

      “I’m fine now, Reg.” I squeezed him tighter. “I’m more than fine.”

      “Do you know what happened to you?” Reginald asked me. “Was it your blood? Your mother?” He released his hold on me.

      “Yeah, I think so,” I said, releasing Reg from my grip. I walked over to the other citizens, see if we were missing anyone. It looked like we had a few injured, but nothing the healer couldn’t handle. Thankfully, the bulk of them was trying to fight me, and when I’d disintegrated half the army, the other half had fled. We were fortunate today.

      “I’m going to check on the girls, make sure they weren’t hurt in all this.” I started walking towards the hill the mayor’s house sat on.

      “Once you do that, you need to rest,” Reginald said, coming up behind me. “The dwarf helped me with my revolver had a theory that they won’t stop sending people until we’re all tuckered out. They’re going to try to outlast us, and it seems they have the manpower to do it.”

      “But that’s… a strategy,” I rebutted. “Do you think that savages could come up with that, even if it were coming from the Baroness?”

      “That’s the alarming thing,” Reggie said with a slow nod. “Even this level of organization, coming in these swarms, suggests a mind behind these attacks. The rapid succession of strikes suggests a tactician.”

      “Khem,” I said, pulling the name out of me like it was a poison. “He’s controlling the swarms.” When Reg gave me a curious look, I continued. “Think about it. He’s the head of the Black Runes, and he wants us dead. It makes sense that he has some kind of hold on the Baroness. And he’s trying to keep us from her by keeping us exhausted.”

      “That bodes ill for us,” Reggie grumbled. “This sorcery doesn’t sit well with me. If I were in charge of the rules of engagement, magic would be cheating!”

      I chuckled. Even in these times, I was glad we could still find some humor in all of this. We came to the base of the hill and began our climb up. Khaba had more soldiers than us, he had more powers than us, and he had more time than us. We couldn’t depend on me bringing out my Divinity Form again to bail us out. I had no control over it, and I didn’t have time to learn about it with these constant drone attacks.

      We needed to bring the fight to them, but that would take an army. We didn’t have an army. We had two villages.

      As we reached the mayor’s house, I looked in to see my girls chatting. My legs almost gave out in relief. They were perfectly safe, and they were being taken care of by one of the dwarves, who had fresh food prepared for them as they sat in a circle. I could only assume that the large explosion from my transformation had managed to wake them up.

      At our approach, Shikun stood up immediately and ran to me in a straight line, smashing through the wooden wall in front of us and ignoring the perfectly open door, crashing into me before I could take a step on the porch. It wasn’t long before Petra was doing the same, using the door this time, and I was surrounded by women kissing me as they clung to me. This lasted for a second before we were all pounced on by our favorite sphinx and sent rolling down the hill. When we finally stopped at the bottom, all of us laughing until our sides hurt, I sat up from our pile of limbs and bodies to kiss each of them personally in my thankfulness that they were alright.

      “You have no idea how worried I was,” I told them. “I’m so glad you’re all doing well.”

      “Dwarven food is very filling,” Petra said, getting up herself. “I feel like I could take on another ten swarms of drones now. When we heard that explosion, we thought the drones were attacking, but our caretakers told us to rest and that everything was fine.”

      “More importantly, what about you?” Shikun said, looking me up and down as she got up. “There was this light, we heard a boom, and then a lot of buzzing, and we saw through the window that the swarm was flying away. What scared them off?”

      “It was you, wasn’t it?” Amalthea said, coming up beside me. “Because you discovered your angelic powers.”

      “How could you possibly know that?” I said to her.

      “Sphinxes do not sleep in quite the same way the other races do,” the sphinx explained. “We dream within the confines of the Khalati Record, and so I used this time to research a few things. With the terrifying light, which I assumed was you, to narrow my search, I found several instances of angels possessing similar powers in ancient times. In these texts, it says the angels could call upon their full divine blood in times of need to enhance their abilities and senses, see the spirits within living things, but most uniquely, to place emotions magically into the hearts of others. Their very presence can be calming, charming, encouraging, or even terrifying to any who would hold emotion. Even the savage drones wouldn’t be able to resist your powers.”

      “You learned all of that in your sleep, huh?” Petra said.

      “No,” Amalthea bluntly stated. “I learned that after we all woke up. I learned how to keep the drones at bay in my sleep. It seemed wise to consider protecting ourselves, even in the short term, from those soldiers for as long as it took for us to recover properly.”

      “Oh, Amalthea, you’re a genius!” Shikun said, hugging her large neck. “I wish I was as smart as you.”

      “Honey, you breathe fire,” Petra said, hands on her hips. “You’re practically invulnerable, you have super strength, and you fly. Giving you the Khalati Record would just be unfair at this point.” Petra hugged the other side of Amalthea.

      “Do not forget your considerable flora magic,” Amalthea told her. “I’ll be needing it for my plan to work.”

      “What is your plan, anyway?” I said, finally putting myself in the conversation.

      “I suppose now is a good time as any to start building,” Amalthea said, walking towards the fairway. “We’re going to be up all night, but when we’re finished, we can sleep the day away.” She swished her tail as she headed out.

      “Oh, I’m terribly excited,” Reginald said, popping in seemingly from nowhere. “This suspense is thrilling, wouldn’t you say?”

      “I think I’ve had enough thrills for a little while,” I said, breathing a heavy sigh. “Let’s just get this whatever-it-is built so we can all take a nap.”

      We all headed out to the fairway, past the buildings that I had cut the circular shape into, towards the edge of town. Under the moonlight, I saw the Solspire’s gleam from here, remembering what it looked like when I could see it in my angelic form. It was beautiful, and it would be even more so when we took it back from Khaba. Amalthea stopped at a flat patch with a perfect view of the Marches. She turned around to address us as we formed an audience around her

      “On this very spot,” Amalthea started her speech, “we will be building the saving grace of this town. With it, our victory is assured. We can gather as many forces as we need without fear of interference from the drones. Petra, are you ready?” She was exercising a surprising amount of theatricality, and I was enjoying every bit of it.

      “Um, yes, I suppose,” Petra answered, stepping forth beside Amalthea.

      “Shikun?” Amalthea called out to the draconian.

      “Yes!” Shikun called back as she glided over to Amalthea’s side. “What are we doing?”

      “Rock wyrms and gentlemen,” Amalthea said, talking to me, Reggie, and especially Silver, “we shall be creating the world’s most unique plant!” She waved her paw up to prompt us to clap, which we obeyed. Silver even barked in approval. We let out hoops and hollers for a little bit before it died down as we realized something.

      “How is a plant supposed to help us against the drones?” Reggie begged the question.

      “I’m so glad you asked,” she said as she dramatically explained her plan. “You see, these drones, being so far away from their anthophilan queen, will operate based on the last command that she gave, which will presumably be to kill us. They are also under the savage influence, so they will be very single-minded in that goal. That being said, this curse also decreases their intelligence and awareness, making them susceptible to traps and tricks meant for animals, like most insects. In that spirit, we can trick these drones as simply as if we were tricking any common flying insect.”

      “Were the theatrics really necessary for this, Amalthea?” Reggie asked, giving her a puzzled look.

      “No,” she answered with a grin. “No, they weren’t.”

      I stifled a laugh as Reggie shook his head and bit back a retort I was sure would net him an extra hundred and fifty “very good kitties.” Silver clucked and barked gladly on his shoulder as he soaked in the light atmosphere.

      “Amalthea seems to be enjoying herself,” Libritas said to me. “There’s more to these girls than one would think when meeting them.”

      “I think she’s feeling freer to express herself,” I mused, gripping Libritas’ handle twice. “They know they’re safe here.”

      “Petra, I researched several plants to find the exact abilities we need for this to work.” Amalthea began to conjure something in her paws as she spoke. “Can you make a plant that can meet these specifications?” Between her paws, a schematic of light showed a picture of a strange-looking plant, with diagram markings all over the separate parts. From what I could see where I was standing, it looked something like a giant wine glass.

      “I’ll try.” Petra squinted at the diagram. “I’m familiar with all of these plants, but I don’t know if I can mix them as well as you would like.”

      “Petra, you can make trees run across the land, grow armor from yourself, and create a giant tree that kills people.” I walked up to the magical botanist. “You can make plants do anything you want.”

      “Yeah, but those are singular things,” Petra explained, grabbing her shoulders to hide as she slouched. “Creating a multi-functional one is delicate work. If something goes wrong--”

      “We can find another way,” Amalthea finished for her. “I made several plans to stop the drones from attacking. This one just requires the least amount of maintenance from us while also being the most fun.”

      “If I can fly, you can make this plant.” Shikun grabbed Petra’s hands from her shoulders, holding them in her own. “You’re a hero, Petra.”

      “Okay.” Petra took a deep breath. “I’ll try.”

      “You’ll do it,” I told her. “And it’ll be amazing.” I gave her a kiss on the cheek, and she blushed.

      Petra spread her feet out, taking a wide stance as she shook her hands out and popped her neck. The fire in her eyes matched Shikun’s flames as she shoved both of her feet into the ground, rooting herself in place. She held out her hand, and a single dark brown seed grew out of her palm to match its size.

      “Can someone plant this a bit aways from me?” Petra asked any one of us. “This thing’s going to be big, and I can’t move out of the way.”

      “Sure thing, Petra.” Amalthea took the seed in her paw and made her way to the perfect planting spot a dozen or so feet away. She placed the seed down and began digging a spot for it to grow.

      “Do you need water or something?” I asked our fearless plant magician.

      “Yes, water would be excellent,” she said, breathing hard to psyche herself up. “Just pour it in the ground by my feet, I’ll get it.”

      I began to walk as I felt Shikun tap me on the shoulder, and as I turned toward her, she pointed to where Reggie was already jogging towards town to do the same.

      “Hey, there isn’t a chance you could get me some sun, is there, Amalthea?” Petra asked the magical sphinx. “It would have been better if we did this during the day, and I just want to make sure both I and the trap have the energy we need to work.”

      “I can provide a sunbeam, to be sure.” Amalthea placed the seed in the hole she dug before she walked over to provide sunlight to Shikun. “Could you take over covering the seed for me, Shikun, dear?”

      “That’s actually perfect,” Petra said. “The seed needs intense heat to crack open and grow, so you can begin the festivities!”

      Petra dug her hands into the ground as she squatted down in preparation. Shikun walked over to the seed and began breathing a small gout of fire over it as she knelt down. The seed began to crack as the little roots wormed their way to the dirt below it. I ran back to town to assist with the water gathering.

      Over the next couple hours or so, we all pitched in to help Petra grow Amalthea’s giant plant trap. Reggie and I provided water, Amalthea created some sunbeam glyphs, Shikun kept the plant warm enough, and Silver jumped around as we all watched the plant slowly rise from the ground.

      As it grew, the top unfolded into a wide fan that rounded outward, becoming like a wine glass cut in half. When it reached its full height, it was several dozen feet tail, overshadowing all of us as it covered the sky above. Its wide fan-like half-basin started about ten feet up and stretched out, covering the width of the town’s fairway behind us. Inside the half-basin, glittering beads of sticky substances dripped down to the hole at the top of a large sack growing off the side of it. The base of the plant trap must have been twelve feet wide, if not more, standing firm and solid.

      “Now, Shikun,” Petra said, breathing a bit heavy from the intense work needed to grow such a tree, “there should be a half dozen little stub-like wicks up there. If you could light those for me, that’ll finish Amalthea’s design.”

      “Wait, you want me to set this plant on fire?” Shikun asked, somewhat incredulous. “I know it needed heat to grow, but what if it burns up?”

      “I already thought of that in the design,” Amalthea said. “It should all be taken care of, even the sustenance necessary for its survival.”

      “It’s a plant, dear girl,” Reggie said, confused. “Would it not just need the light from the sun?”

      “It’ll need more than that if it wants to keep the fires from dying out,” Petra explained. “Drones will be drawn in from afar by the fires, then drawn to the half-cone by the smells the plant puts off. When they touch that, they’ll be stuck to the dripping beads as they roll down the side of the cone from the top. When they fall through that hole into the sack, they’ll be digested and turned into more fuel for the fires and more sticky beads.”

      “So, like a giant venus fly trap?” I said, maybe stating the obvious.

      “Yes, that was one of the plants I used in my designs for this Petra Drone Trap,” Amalthea said, christening the new plant as we beheld it. Petra blushed a bit as she playfully bumped the flattering sphinx.

      “Does it work?” Shikun asked, hopefully not jinxing it.

      “We’ll just have to wait to see that.” I yawned as I started walking back. “Someone should set up an alarm for the townspeople to wake us up quickly in case of an emergency. I’m heading to bed.”

      “Right behind you!” Petra said, walking up to my arm and leaning on me like a crutch.

      “I could use more sleep, I suppose.” Amalthea came to my other side as I scratched her back.

      “Hey, wait for me!” Shikun glided on her wings to meet up with us, hanging onto my back as we all headed to the mayor’s house to sleep.

      “Looks like we’ll be bunking, my crypto-reptilian friend.” Reggie picked up the dancing Silver, placing the drake on his back. “I wonder if Figert will help me tinker some more before we head to bed.”

      Now that the day had officially ended, and the next would start in about an hour, we all collectively hoped that the day to come would be less exhausting. I knew we still had a lot of work ahead of us, but tonight, I was going to sleep like I was in a coma.
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      My dreams featured a small island. On this island, a single weeping willow stood, glowing a bioluminescent emerald hue onto the sands of the island. The waters that calmly caressed the shore stretched out, only stopped by the horizon. The starry sky reflected upon this endless ocean, creating a feeling that the spit of land was floating in space. And I could see myself from the outside, propped up against the willow, sleeping peacefully.

      In the next moment, I opened my eyes, and I was on the island. I became the one sleeping on the tree. I shook off the sand on my clothes and stood up, looking out towards the infinite starry expanse. There wasn’t a single mass, another piece of land, not even a fish, anywhere in sight. Just an eternity of little lights as far as I could see.

      I picked up a stone to skip. The stone I found was perfectly smooth and flat, and I sent it flying across the boundless ocean. As it bounced, it made no ripples or sound, as if it was skipping silently along glass. I took a step into the waters, finding them cold, almost deathly, to the touch. But I passed through the water’s surface as I walked deeper and deeper into the ocean of night. My feet, then my legs, became submerged in the dark abyss. Then my waist, followed by my chest. I let my arms lay at my sides as the water reached my neck. When I couldn’t keep my head above the water anymore, I began to swim. I flipped over to my back to look at the island I left behind.

      There was no island.

      I panicked but thought I simply had to keep moving forward and hopefully find more land. When I turned back around to swim, a colossal leech awaited me. The creature rose from the waters, towering several dozens of feet above me. Its mouth dripped with a sizzling acid spit, housing thousands of spike-like teeth crawling deeper into its maw. Its long body was somehow dry and haphazardly wrapped in bandages from its mouth to where the ocean met it. It lunged at me, swallowing me whole before I could so much as scream.

      I didn’t find myself in the bowels of a giant leech monster but falling from the sky. Below me, an ocean of stars just like before surrounding a small island. I rushed down towards the island, towards the willow there, careening into my own body resting peacefully against the tree.

      I opened my eyes, once again resting on the sands. I got up and looked around. Endless ocean again. I searched the island for a weapon, something to fight the giant leech in the ocean. I circled the tree and found myself right back at the spot that I started.

      Except Libritas was there. She stood looked as she had in my fever dream I had a few days before, humanoid with her glistening steel skin bleeding into spirals of gold at her hands and feet. I ran up to her, picking her up in my arms as I spun her around in giggling joy.

      “I’m so glad to see another face!” I told her. “Do you know where we are?”

      “This is your place, William,” Libritas said, her lips moving like mercury. “I am a visitor here. Only you know where we are.”

      “Well, I don’t.” I looked around. “I’ve never been to an island stuck in the middle of nowhere before.”

      “This isn’t an island,” she whispered into my ear.

      “What do you mean?” I said.

      By means of an answer, she pressed herself up against me, and the steel skin covering her became soft and smooth, relaxing me to my core. I embraced her, and we both fell backward. We rested upon the willow, Libritas’ head upon my neck as she lay on top of me. I rested my hand by the small of her back, and we both took a deep breath. I stared out into the moonless night, thinking that this was a perfect moment.

      My peace was ripped from me as the giant leech rose from the water, splashing the island and us as it whipped around wildly. It peered its mouth down at us, and I tried to get Libritas off of me. Her eyes were still closed as if she hadn’t noticed the hissing monster at our shore.

      “Wake up, we have to move!” I shook her a bit, trying to wake her. She remained perfectly content and unconscious as the leech lunged at us, swallowing both of us in one gulp.

      Once again, I found myself falling from the sky, rushing towards the island with the emerald willow with my own body against it. And once again, I opened my eyes and got up to meet the starry waters. Except Libritas wasn’t there.

      I didn’t have a lot of options. If I went into the water, the leech would eat me. If I waited here, the leech would eat me. And I don’t know what happened to Libritas. Was she dead? Too many problems and not a lot to work with except this willow tree.

      I looked at the willow. Each of its drooping branches held a myriad of emerald lights, all dimming and brightening slowly and at different times. I tugged at one of the willow strands. The entire tree rustled as the lights bounced. I placed my hand against the trunk as I pulled a frustrated breath from my lungs.

      What was I supposed to do? I couldn’t leave, I couldn’t stay, and I had no tools. So many people depended on me. So many are going to die if I didn’t do something. I had to find a way out. But how could I do that? How could I save everyone? My heart sank to the bottom of my stomach, anchored by the crushing weight of being alone.

      “You are shouldering a great burden.” Libritas came to my side. I almost jumped at her voice as I turned to her, the reflective chrome of her skin meeting my hand as I ran it up her back. “You are not alone.”

      “I feel alone,” I said, looking down. How was I going to help anyone if I couldn’t even get off this island?

      “This is not an island,” she reaffirmed for me. “You are afraid--”

      “Of course, I’m afraid!” I snapped at her. I immediately pulled back, trying to calm myself down. “If I don’t do something, everyone will be enslaved or die or worse! What if I fail? What if I don’t have what it takes? I was so sure of who I was, who I could count on, but now? I’m finding out my dad lied about what happened to my mom for god-knows-why, and now, I’m some sort of half-angel freak that can’t control his powers! What if someone I loved was near me when that happened? I could have killed them.” I fought back tears at the thought of Petra, Shikun, Amalthea, Reggie, or anyone else dying because I couldn’t control myself.

      “Look at me.” Libritas pulled my head to match her gaze, her eyes a pure milky white. “You are not like Khaba. You do not kill without restraint or act out of selfish desire. These powers will not make you like him. You are my wielder. You are my champion. I chose you, and I will not be wielded by another.” She finished that last sentence adamantly as if she was determined to make it come true. “This decision was not made lightly. You will do great things, but not if you doubt yourself.”

      “But how do I control these powers?” I asked her, grabbing her by the arms. “This… divinity form is so intense, so raw, I don’t know what it’s going to do to me. When will this power show up again? Will I be safe when that happens? Is it going to kill me? Will it kill someone else? Am I changing into some kind of monster?”

      “You worry about the future as if it is set in stone.” Libritas pressed her lips to mine, the softness of her touch warming my frozen fears. “You are unlike any man that has ever wielded me. Your every action changes the world as you move through it. These angelic powers are merely another gift given to you so that you may use them to ripple through history as you have already done time and time again. This power is not your cage. It is your tool, one of many. You are a force of nature, William. Act like it.”

      She was right. These powers didn’t control me. They weren’t who I was. I was more than anything the world could throw at me. I was William Tyler, wielder of the Brand of Freedom, next in a legacy of heroes that serve Etria, and I wasn’t about to let some stupid fear boss me around.

      I looked back to the tree and instinctively pressed my hand against it. I focused on the desire to protect others, the desire to be the champion I was made to be. The bark pulsed a golden glow at my touch, and that glow flooded up the branches to the lights, changing them to a brilliant yellow light. A loud crackling boom split fissures into the island as sand and ocean water poured into them. The hanging lights of the willow burnt up to the trunk in gold and white fire. Soon, the branches were no more, followed shortly by the tree itself, consumed in an unearthly fire.

      The starry waters consumed the sands below me as it sank beneath the surface. With a gentle push, I rose above on snowy wings that sprung from my back. Libritas clung to me as we both floated above the ocean, the island sinking out of existence.

      The leech leviathan breached from the water once more, roaring and flailing as it splashed and thrashed against the surface. It struck out at me, but this time I was more than ready.

      With an outstretched hand, I fired a beam of pure light at the leviathan’s mouth, burning through its throat. The salty beast screeched in pain as my sacred beam cut through the back of its neck and sliced through the water behind it. The great creature began to melt piece by piece, unable to escape the blast of energy I forced upon it. As the beam pierced the waters, they dissolved into a white light which spread to all corners of sight. When it reached the horizon, it bled into the sky and burned away the night sky until the entire scene changed from a moonless night to a beautiful cloudy sky. The ocean, the night, the island, the willow, and the leech were nothing but a faint memory.
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      The sun shone brightly through the clouds, illuminating them as sunbeams graced every roll with light. Libritas and I floated in this perfect sky as I looked deep into her eyes, that snowy gleam staring right back at me. 

      “I never doubted you.” Libritas pulled me into her kiss, her arms desperate to wrap around me as we embraced in the air. We filled the midday sky with our love as we drank deeply of each other. I had nothing to fear. This power was mine to command as I wanted it. Nothing was holding me back now. 

      The Black Runes would never see me coming.

      Our kiss broke, but I wasn’t ready for my time with Libritas to end, not like this. She would always be at my side, yes, but I could feel in my gut that this was something special and that I needed to seize it before it slipped through my fingers. 

      Her silvery body pressed to mine, and I was able to feel every curve of her. She was defined, refined, and simply stunning, and though I knew she had chosen me, I felt unworthy of her at that moment. Yet here she was. Libritas knew my desires, and she remained willing to appease me. 

      “Yes,” she sighed with a glowing smile. 

      “I didn’t say anything,” I countered, but she could see through me, literally read my mind. 

      “You don’t have to, not to me,” she whispered into my ear and cupped my cheeks. “I know you, William Tyler, and I am one with you. To form this bond with you in the most intimate of ways would be an honor.” 

      A light blush crept up the back of my neck, and I couldn’t help the grin that pulled at my lips. “Then let us take advantage of this moment before it is too late.”

      Libritas sighed again, though this time it was because I attached my lips to her neck, covering her in kisses that appeared as butterflies that fluttered away seconds later. Their wings were bright orange and black, regal and beautiful as they flitted about us with each caress of lips. The sky turned blue and ground formed beneath us, catching us in its grassy hold and surrounding us with wildflowers. 

      Warm sunlight shone down upon us as our lips connected once again. Libritas seemed to glisten in the light of the sun, and I was entranced by the way her skin shimmered like liquid as she arched into my touches. She felt cool, but not cold, but the longer she was against me, the warmer she became, much like how steel reacted to heat, and I was delighted to feel how heated she already was. 

      “I might make you melt,” I teased with a deep chuckle against her throat, and she giggled in kind. 

      “If it were by your hand, I would allow it.” Libritas’ hands dragged down my chest, and I shivered as the icy-hot sensations raced through my veins. 

      The ground fell from beneath us again, but this time I was in control. I knew no danger would come to us now. We fell gracefully, still clung together as we glided through a purple sky now. Clouds of gold broke our descent, and we landed on our feet. I was a bit shocked that we didn’t fall right through them, but I wasn’t going to question it. As a kid, I recalled wanting to walk on clouds. 

      Now I was. 

      With a saucy grin, I stepped back and spun Libritas on her toes, and she laughed as she danced across the fluff, all while I lead her. She moved like fluid, like how we would battle, only there was no fight here, just us. Our hearts, I realized, were beating in sync, always in time. 

      “You’re a wonderful partner,” I complimented as I twirled her back into me with a kiss.

      “And you are a perfect leader,” she responded back as the clouds lifted us into the stars. “I meant it when I said that I would have no other.” 

      A hot flush raced to my cheeks as our foreheads touched. Libritas knew all of me but didn’t shy away. She accepted me, my destiny, and whatever lay in store without fear or hesitation. I partly felt as though I didn’t deserve such loyalty, but I was glad to have her at my side, nonetheless. 

      I didn’t have any words to express myself, but she already knew without me having to. Still, I wanted to show her somehow. 

      The clouds beneath us melted, and my newly acquired wings kept us aloft as colors and light shot across the sky around us. Small explosions, like fireworks, burst as my hands wandered her sleek body, cupping her breasts and thrumming over lightly pert nipples. Libritas gasped softly against my lips and arched into my palms as a silent plea for more attention. I would not deny her. 

      We stopped moving, I thought. My wings were no longer needed to keep us suspended in midair, but there was no solid ground beneath our feet. Somehow, though, I could move freely, as though gravity simply no longer existed. This was something else that I wasn’t going to question, not now. 

      I laid my branded woman on her back and dragged my hands over the expanse of her perfectly sculpted form. Everything about Libritas was molded to the finest and most pristine details, and I found that I could lose myself in her liquid silver-and-gold form for the rest of time. In this form, she was graced with the beauty of a goddess, one that I would worship for as long as I lived. 

      Lowering my head, I trailed a series of kisses along her stomach, delighting in the way she shivered under my lips. There was something amusing and yet utterly amazing about the thought of steel quivering at the kiss of another, and as I did, Libritas blushed. 

      “So lewd,” she commented, but I cut her off with a quick, purposeful taste of her wet folds. 

      “Are you complaining?” I smirked as I peered up from between her legs.

      “Not at all,” she replied with a shuddering breath.

      I dipped my head down again, only this time I kissed the inside of her thighs and nosed over her, relishing in the scent of her arousal. My tongue ventured between her lips again, more than sampling what she had to offer. I devoured her as though she were an angelic delicacy, swiping my tongue inside of her and then sucking on her clit, all the while drawing out fantastic moans that filled the surrounding void. 

      “William…” she breathed, and her thighs shook as she pressed herself firmly to my mouth. I took the chains that dangled from her ankles and held them tightly in my grasp, spreading her legs wider and diving my tongue into her. I so wished that it was my cock that was driving her mad, but that would come in time. At this moment, I was far too immersed in Libritas’ delicious noises, her eagerness to come put on display. 

      And she called me lewd. 

      Suddenly, her spine went rigid, and her back arched. A strangled, gorgeous moan tore through Libritas’ entire body as she came without any other warning, filling my mouth with her hot juices. Hungrily, I drank her down and ran my tongue along her soaked pussy to lap up any excess. Cheeks thoroughly flushed, I lifted my head and wiped my chin with the back of my hand with a smirk. 

      I wanted to tell her she tasted good or that she looked gorgeous with her legs spread and body shining with a glisten of sweat, but words didn’t seem right here. Instead, I pulled her upright to me again and held her close as she caught her breath. A few beats had passed before she steadied, and she kissed me, tasting herself on my cum stained lips. 

      She took the pout of my lip between her teeth and tugged, and her body temperature began to rise again, as evident by the icy-hot sensation that pulsed between us. Libritas wanted more. I could sense it in the way her legs hooked over my hips and her arms circled my neck, but more than that, I could feel her slick folds grind over my cock. Each roll of her hips just barely teased the tip of me inside of her. 

      I wouldn’t make her wait, not when she was asking, no, demanding so nicely. I gripped the curve of her ass and positioned her over my dick. Within seconds, she was sinking onto me until we were flush together. 

      Libritas was scorching hot and unbelievably tight, and I groaned loudly as I tried to move inside of her. Slowly, I pulled out, almost all of the way, and then pushed her back down. Again and again, we went slow until our bodies adjusted. Then I was unstoppable. I bounced her up and down on my cock with ease, filling her up with all of me with each deep thrust. Her exquisite breasts jiggled and danced as our bodies connected in mesmerizing circles. 

      Her golden hair fell into her eyes as our gazes locked, and it was all I could do not to cum right then and there. Libritas practically sparkled with the high of her previous orgasm lingering, coupled with the lust and love that coursed through her now. Her mouth hung open just slightly as she panted and moaned my name, and I seized the opportunity to crash our lips together for a more feverish kiss than we had shared before. 

      When it broke, I forced myself to slow down. I had a feeling that our time was running short here, and I was going to make the most of it. The field from before reappeared around us, and we were back in the grass and wildflowers. 

      I couldn’t pinpoint what the significance of this place was, but I knew in my gut that it was meant for peace and purity. While there wasn’t necessarily anything pure about making love to my Brand, there was a sense of poetry and meaning in it as well. Perhaps it meant that Libritas was my safe ground, the person I could retreat to when everything seemed dark and bleak. Maybe that was a little on the nose, but that was what I was going to chalk it up to. 

      Before she could lay back, I shook my head and held onto the golden chain that dangled from her wrist and tugged. Thankfully, she caught my drift without me having to spell it out and turned around, putting her back to me. As she lowered her body, face cushioned by the lush greenery, I had a beautiful, wide view of her, pink, soaked, and eagerly awaiting what was to come next. 

      I took her other chained wrist into mine and held her arms securely behind her back as I lined myself up with her again. In one slow motion, I was groin to ass with Libritas, and while she moaned low in her throat, I took a long, steadying breath. 

      Then, I drew back and pounded into her with a hard snap of my hips. A sharp moan forced itself from her lips, but she didn’t complain about the new position. If anything, she encouraged it with how she wriggled her ass on the tip of my cock. Again, I slammed into her, and then again. It wasn’t long before our pace was hectic and sloppy. 

      The distinct sound of my balls smacking against her clit mixed with Libritas’ cries of pleasure made my core tighten. She allowed me to bind her, to take control of her and use her. It was a sign of unfiltered love, loyalty, and, most importantly, trust. Libritas trusted me with all of her heart to do what was right, to carve my own path and not fall to the darkness that the world outside of this dream-like vision was brewing. She believed that I would be the one to restore order, and she was going to be at my side through it all. 

      With those thoughts in mind, I pulled her upright by her chains until her back was flush to my chest, and I wrapped an arm around her waist. Her back arched, and she in kind circled her arm around my neck, stabilizing this position before we started another wave of intense fucking. Sweat dripped down my body and clung to my skin from the heat we were both giving off, and I knew that I wouldn’t take much longer. 

      “William,” Libritas breathed heavily as I pulled out to thrust into her again. “Please…”

      I didn’t need to ask her what she meant because our bond allowed me to know already. Nodding, I held her hips tight enough to make her silver skin ivory, and I snapped my own at a breakneck pace. At the same time, our breaths hitched, and as Libritas came for a second time, I spilled my cum deep inside of her, claiming her as my own in a much more intimate way. My limbs shook, but I still managed to keep ahold of her as we rode out the initial high of an intense orgasm. 

      Several moments passed, and we had slumped into the grass side by side, naked as the day we were born. Well, at least as the day I was born. I wasn’t quite sure how Brand spirits came into existence. I draped an arm over her shoulders and held her close to my side as we watched the clouds we’d danced upon float through the cerulean sky. Sunlight beat down upon us, just like before, and there was just a touch of a breeze, enough to keep the sun’s warmth from being incredibly brutal. 

      “When I wake up,” I started, “will you still be with me?” 

      I was surprised by my own question, but I found myself clinging to Libritas in anticipation of her answer. This would all fade away, and I would have to face the blights and trials that awaited me. I knew I could do it, and that I wasn’t alone, but I also wanted to stay in this bubble, alone with Libritas. 

      “My sweet William,” she laughed softly, and her lips ghosted my cheek, “no matter where you go, I shall be beside you, but should you ever lose your way, you will always be able to find me here. I will be waiting, and I will bring you back.”

      “You say that as though I will lose my way in the first place,” I joked. 

      “I have faith that you won’t,” Libritas began, “but still, I am always here.” 

      I nodded after a moment, then turned to kiss her full on the lips. I knew that the next time I opened my eyes that she would be gone from her human form, and I frowned as we broke apart. 

      “Sleep,” she cooed as she ran her fingers through my hair. “Do not fear what is on the other side.”

      I did as instructed and laid back into the grass, allowing the light of the sun to bathe me and the scent of the flowers to lure me into slumber. The last words I heard Libritas whisper before I dozed off put a soft smile on my face. 

      “I love you.”
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      I opened my eyes. There was wood paneling above me. I was in a house, the mayor’s house, which is where I left myself the night before. No night ocean, no willow tree, and no island. Not even a cloudy expanse of nothing. We were back in reality which I was thankful for… except for the last part. I could have stayed there for a little while longer.

      I stretched awake, feeling around the tiny bed in the mayor’s guestroom I had plunked myself into the night before. I assumed all of the guests Thorton had were also dwarves, so while they would have been fine, but my feet hung off the end like I was a giant. Not to mention the blanket only covered from my knees to my neck. I really couldn’t complain, though. I was let into his home at no expense, so I was grateful for the free place to sleep.

      As I got up, I found my hand still wrapped around Libritas. I’d almost lost the functionality of that hand, it seemed. It was an extension of Libritas now. And I was more than happy with that, so long as she was beside me.

      “I can see why the girls like you so much,” Libritas purred in my head. “That was indeed fun. Thank you for giving me the chance to… enjoy you, like they do.”

      “Anytime, Lib,” I said. “You say the word, I’ll find a place to take a quick nap, day or night.”

      “I believe your regular sleeping hours will be more than enough for me.” Libritas giggled as she pulsed in my hand. “We should find the others. There’s much to be done.”

      “You’re telling me.” I shifted over to the edge of the bed. “Between the dwarves and the kobolds, we don’t have much in the way of an army. We’ll have to do some scouting to hopefully find some trained fighters.”

      “That’ll be more difficult than you realize,” Libritas pointed out. “The main military forces of the Marches were the animals under the Great Beasts’ control and the drones. You won’t find many warriors amongst the commoners.”

      “And unless I want to get all ‘Communist Russia’ about it, I can’t just gather up a million untrained people and keep throwing bodies at the Solspire until the Baroness gives up.” I could feel Libritas give me a look. “Hey, I said we aren’t doing that, but we don’t have any other options right now. So, we’ll have to find one.”

      I put on my coat and my honeysteel plates, expecting that we’d probably be leaving or fighting soon. The upside was that, since no one came to wake us up, I was guessing that there weren’t any drone attacks. I ducked under the guestroom door to enter the rest of the shrunk little house’s funhouse hallways. Eventually I made it downstairs and found Petra and Shikun waiting for me. My steps down the stairs interrupted their conversation, but they both seemed happy, almost giddy to see me.

      “You’ve got to come to see the trap!” Petra said, suppressing a child-like squeal of pride. “It’s working great!”

      “Another drone attack should be coming soon.” Shikun’s lips curled into a grin. “If we hurry, we can catch it before the trap gets them.”

      Before I could so much as say ‘yes,’ I was pulled out the front door by a dryad and a draconian and into the afternoon light, the latter woman quickly picking me up by the armpits and speeding off into the air. Petra latched onto us as we flew away, grappling herself to my chest before we rose above the town’s fairway.

      When we arrived, I saw the Petra Drone Trap down past the main road where we built it, rising high above all the Hillrock buildings. Shikun hovered in place as Petra pawed her way up my body to get a better look at the giant trap.

      “This is going to be great, just watch!” Petra pressed her cheek up against mine, forcing me to watch her masterwork unfold in all its biotechnical glory. “You’re about to see art in action!”

      “She’s been like this all day,” Shikun said as she rolled her eyes and smiled. “She’s very proud of her plant.”

      “She is my baby,” Petra said, not letting any of us take our eyes off ‘her baby’ for a second. “She is my baby, and you will watch her be amazing.” I worried about Petra. Referring to a plant by a gender meant she may be a little obsessed with it, but I let her have her fun. Besides, she was a dryad, and no doubt she saw plants quite a bit differently than we did.

      As the ladies had suggested, a drone battalion made its way across the Marches, angrily buzzing as they planned to slaughter us. They approached the trap, and the buzzing went from angry to curious. They spiraled towards the burning lights at the top of the immense plant, entranced by their glow.

      “Go to the other side, Shikun!” Petra said, waving her hand in a futile attempt to turn her plant for a better look. “We can see more from that angle. Go!”

      “I’m going, I’m going!” Shikun pulled us around the plant, giving the swarm a wide berth.

      As we made our way, I saw the inside of the half-cup of the trap right as drones approached it. As they came to the lights, they landed on the sides of the inner part of the cup, sliding down as soon as they began to rest. The drones that landed desperately tried to fly away as they all descended towards the green jug at the bottom, all of them buzzing as they fell in. No matter how many fell to their dooms, the rest seemed to still be mesmerized by the lights on top, trapping more drones to a fate as plant-food.

      Every last drone made their way to the lights, and every drone fell into the giant sack in the front as it swelled at the mass of them. Twitching drone arms, wings, and legs stuck out of the top, a sign of the sheer volume of drones that had managed to fall for the Petra Drone Trap. The protruding arms and legs sank into the sac as it shrunk, slowly deflating as a nasty gurgling sound heralded their digestion. Soon, the sac was back to its original size, and the drones were gone. Out the bottom of the sack, the honeysteel plates of the armor they had worn plopped out a star-shaped hole, covered in a sizzling blue mucus-like acid. Once that acid evaporated, the honeysteel would be ready for use.

      Petra giggled like a mad scientist at the sight of her handiwork, and Shikun let out an almost barbaric chuckle at the carnage that had just taken place. For a moment, I was concerned that I was stuck in the air with no way out from these two.

      “Wasn’t that awesome?!” Shikun carried us back towards the center of town.

      “My baby,” Petra said, a tear coming to her eye, “she’s glorious!”

      Shikun dropped us off in the fairway, where Amalthea waited for us, Petra finally letting me go. The sphinx rubbed her head against me like a giant house cat before giving me a kiss.

      “Did you enjoy the Trap?” Amalthea said.

      “I’m just glad it works,” I answered. “Now, we can focus on gathering people here instead of constantly fighting.”

      “Shall we head for the kobolds, then?” the sphinx continued as we began to walk down the fairway. “We should probably group those we know first before trying to gather strangers.”

      “Do you happen to know of any strong fighters in the Marches?” I asked her. “Does the Khalati Record show any people besides drones who can fight?”

      “I will check.” Amalthea’s eyes glowed with the familiar runes. “Even my colloquial knowledge doesn’t show any known militia besides the anthophilan drones here, and the Record does not show many more.”

      “We may have to train the forces we have here,” Shikun said, as she looked upon the dwarven people. “With enough time, we could turn even these dwarves into a fighting force, like you and Sir Reginald did with the Kauldans against me.” She shied away a bit at the mention of her time in the Weaver’s enthrallment.

      “We don’t have that kind of time.” I put my arm around her to assure her we bore no ill feelings from then. “Even though Petra’s trap is working, it won’t hold against a larger invasion force. Once Khaba realizes this, he’ll gather enough drones to overwhelm us. Plus, we’d train a portion of the people, and then we’d have to retrain others when we found them. If we find them.”

      “Let’s focus on what we can do,” Petra said, trying to keep the spirits up. “We find the Stalkers, gather them here, and we’ll decide what to do from there. Hopefully, something will come to us by then.”

      At that moment, Sir Reginald came rolling in, pushing a cart of honeysteel baubles as if he were a mine worker. He looked as if he were about to pop a vein from the weight of the cart, increased all the more by the full set of honeysteel plate armor he wore. Silver twirled upon his back, blissfully unaware of the extra weight he was applying to the poor man. When Reggie finally made his approach, he fell upon the bar he pushed against, sweating and breathing in gallons. When he finally caught some wind, he stood up and presented his haul.

      “Ladies and William,” he said, waved his hand over the top of the wagon, “behold the labors of my night.”

      “What are these, Reg?” I asked, walking up to see what he was talking about. Upon closer inspection, the baubles looked like various pieces of armor, including helmets, pauldrons, breastplates, and other pieces, each designed uniquely to fit, I assumed, each one of us. The large helmet that would only fit Amalthea was evidence to that.

      “There's something for everyone!” he said, beaming like Santa Claus on Christmas Eve. “And by everyone, I mostly mean Amalthea. I only realized too late that both Shikun’s dragon scales and Petra’s bark armor are more than enough to take on anything these would protect you from. Go ahead, try some on!”

      “We appreciate the thought, sir knight.” Petra tried on a helmet which slid to the side as soon as she let go.

      “I think I’m already covered, Reg,” I said, tapping the honeysteel plates I wore over my clothes.

      “Oh, yes, I’m aware,” he said, a real master-of-ceremonies, “but you’ve got the pièce de résistance.” He reached into the pile to pull out a broadsword, intricately designed with leafy swirl engravings, but not clunky. It had a handle that could hold two hands, but Reggie held it in one with ease.

      “Um,” I held up Libritas, “I don’t want to say it, but…”

      “You’ve got two hands, don’t you?” Reggie picked out a scabbard with a large slit crawling most of the way to the tip, barely wide enough to fit the sword through. “This little wonder is called an ‘adventure scabbard.’ It lets you carry the sword on your back without the awkwardly slow drawing and sheathing.” He placed the sword in the scabbard and tossed the ensemble to me. “Now, you can utilize both hands in combat. These honeysteel weapons never lose their edge, they say. You will not regret it.”

      “I’ll consider it.” I tied the sword to my back. I’d rather lose my free hand than let go of Libritas, but it never hurt to be prepared.

      “Thank you, William,” Libritas whispered to me. “I appreciate the exclusivity, but I won’t be insulted if you decide to use the other blade instead. I’m not much of a cutting implement.”

      “You can heat up enough to cut through crocasaurs,” I replied, a tad astounded she forgot. “I think that about covers up to ‘lightsaber’ status, let alone a sword.”

      “I assume a lightsaber is some sort of very powerful version of a sword?” Libritas asked.

      “An elegant weapon… for a more civilized age,” I said. I tried to hold back my laughter. How often did a chance like that come up?

      “And these plates are light but still shock-absorbent, so we should be more comfortable to wear while we go about our business,” Reggie continued as the girls put on Amalthea’s armor.

      She looked like a real war sphinx by the time they put on her helmet. It only accented Amalthea’s halo, and combined together, all the metal and steel made her glitter like a golden myth. Covered in head to toe, the armor on her back included a couple padded seats and handles for mounting. Very convenient. I would have loved to have those while avoiding the crocasaurs. The tail even had a small spike patterning all the way up to the tip which had a ball of spikes attached to it.

      “I’m surprised how light it is.” Amalthea looked over her gold sheen from top to bottom. “It almost feels like I’m wearing nothing at all.”

      “I am assured by our resident smith that honeysteel is stronger than steel by a good margin, so less is needed to provide even more protection.” Reggie looked over the armor he’d commissioned. “While the gold is certainly not ideal for stealth, I believe the added protection will more than make up for it.”

      “I am not one for stealth, my dear,” she said, rolling her enormous shoulders. “I believe that I will be fine.”

      “I think I should take a weapon!” Shikun said as she looked into the cart. “Something that lets me use my strength, and maybe a little bit more reach.”

      “You’ll be wanting a war maul then.” Reggie reached into the pile, pulling out the long shaft to something inside the pile. The Brit tried to lift it, but couldn’t so much as budge it from its place. He quickly gave up and motioned for Shikun. “Why don’t you give it a go?”

      Shikun glided up to the other side of the cart, placing both hands on the maul. As she picked it up, the giant hammerhead lifted free from the pile of honeysteel, clanging the other pieces around as it shifted through. She swung it over her head a few times, the two massive faces of the hammerhead swirling above her. The rest of us, especially Reggie, felt the need to duck as she danced with the massive blunt instrument of destruction. When she finished, she held the hammer in both her hands.

      “I like the heft of it, but…” She dropped it into the cart, lifting the front half just by the weight of it and accidentally smacking the cart’s pulling bar right into Reggie’s face. “Too shiny.”

      “Buggering hell.” Reggie held his nose as he seethed through the pain. “Buggering, buggering hell. Oh, blood on a biscuit.” He pushed his nose back into place. “Right, then. Do we have anything else to do before we head out?”

      “Oh, Gods, I’m so sorry!” Shikun glided over to try to help Reggie with the injury she inadvertently caused. He waved her off as he snorted out some blood.

      “Does anyone know where Thorton is?” I asked.

      “I’m right here.”

      I jumped and pulled Libritas right to whoever spoke. The rest of us, Reggie with his gun, Petra with a wooden lance, Shikun and Amalthea with their claws, all were poised to eviscerate Thorton, barely realizing in time that it was him that spoke. Knowing the danger wasn’t actually there, I sheathed Libritas.

      “How long have you been there?” I asked the grey-haired dwarf.

      “Since you all came back from flying and such,” he answered plainly. “Did you want something?”

      “Oh, yeah,” I said, still a little ashamed I’d never noticed him. “We’re going to be bringing guests here from many different places in the Marches. Could you find a place for them to stay for a bit?” I remembered who I was talking to. “Build some places for them to stay. Preferably enough for an army. Say, a couple hundred.”

      “Oh yeah, we’ll get right on it.” Thorton whistled, and several other dwarves zipped to a standing salute around him. In record time, eight dwarves were in a military-like formation.

      “Longhouse,” Thorton said simply as if that explained everything. “Yeah?”

      “Sure,” one of them said, and the crew zipped off towards the closest building. They jumped onto every side of it and began peeling it apart like a banana, reshaping and repurposing its walls to another shape. Some of the dwarves jumped to the next house, reshaping it similarly and connecting some of its pieces to the first. Soon, many houses were becoming connected in this fashion, forming what I was going to guess was a longhouse.

      The mayor nodded. “Yeah, we’ll have beds for them when they get here.”

      “I would not have gotten that from what Thorton said if I were a dwarf,” Petra confessed. “I’d still be standing here, twiddling my thumbs and wondering what ‘longhouse’ meant.”

      “They’re quite the simple lot,” Reggie explained to her. “I think building is where their culture really shines but not anywhere else, really.”

      “Should we tell them to prepare food as well?” Amalthea suggested. “It would dampen morale if we starved our army.”

      “Please feed them, Thorton,” I added. “Make sure they all get enough food.”

      “No problem, laddy.” The dwarf nodded.

      “Thank you so much for your help,” Petra added, kissing Thorton on the forehead. “You’ve been more than generous with everything you have.”

      “Ah, we’re makers, lass,” Thorton said, twisting as he blushed. “We don’t much care for the things we got, ‘cuz we can always make more from other things we got.”

      “Really, you’ve saved our arses.” Reggie walked up to him, slapping him on the shoulder. “We thank you graciously.”

      “What did I do wrong?” Thorton rubbed his shoulder as he looked up at me.

      “Oh, nothing,” Sir Reginald said, pulling his hand back. “It was supposed to be endearing.”

      “Why did you hit me?”

      “I was merely trying to make a friendly gesture,” Reggie explained. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend in any way.”

      “Oh, it didn’t hurt,” he said, rolling his shoulder. “Just confusing is all.”

      No, you dwarves were confusing, Thorton. Lovable, but confusing.

      “We should leave,” I said to the group, “before we overstay our welcome.”

      “Right-o, sport.” Reggie rigidly walked up to the rest of us as we started heading out. He pulled up a few bags from the cart and handed them to each of us. “Food and essentials, friends.” As we all strapped them to ourselves, Amalthea carrying a few more like saddlebags, we headed north towards the Stalkers.

      “Thanks again!” Shikun shouted back to the dwarves as we headed out.

      “For what?” a random dwarf asked from the crowd.

      “For…” Shikun almost couldn’t believe the bewilderment. “For all of the hospitality?”

      “Oh,” the same dwarf answered as if the thought had never occurred to him. “You’re welcome.”

      With that, we officially headed out. As we reached the edges of town, I heard a dwarf say one last thing.

      “Weird folk, those tall people. They don’t quite talk right.”
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      Oh, by the Great Queen, my mind was free again. I could already feel the savage illness leaving me. I could complete sentences, remember names, and my motor controls were completely restored. I think I missed those the most. For a while, after William had left, I felt the savage impulse swell again, but it had waned for the past day or so, and now, I felt like myself, like I hadn’t in years. Oh, what a blessing.

      Bless him and his team.

      The girls seemed to be very fond of him, including the sphinx Amalthea. Perhaps they were a harem? It would make sense. He was quite the hero, after all. He could have a host twice that size following him around, and I wouldn’t be surprised. The older gentleman followed them around, too, though. Was he also part of the harem? I didn’t know William was into that sort of thing.

      Nonsense. Obviously, Reggie was William’s attendant. A man of his stature should have one, of course.

      Also, the kobolds were doing much more splendidly than I could have ever expected. When I found them in my savage state, I could barely make sense of their garbled speech. Now, they were talking in full sentences like normal people. Perhaps it was my prejudice that blinded me to the possibility of intelligible conversation with these scaled people I found myself surrounded by. They were kind enough to take me in. I should have given them more benefit of the doubt.

      Ah, well, we were here now, and the past was in the past.

      Toda and Kai, whose names I now could remember with supreme clarity, were especially chipper as of late. Every day was a blessing with them. I believed that it was because they treated each day like it was a gift. They were saved from the owlbear by William and his harem, and William paid a dear price for his kind act. I so wished that we could repay that kindness twelve times over.

      I prepared healing salves in my little hut, each wrapped in two leaves for easy release and use. Now that my mind was clear, I remembered how to heal with magical medicines as well as spells. Of course, I mayhap overdid the production of the salves, as now there were more than a hundred to use. I couldn’t help but feel the compulsion to make as many as my hands could stand. Why? I wasn’t sure.

      Call it a premonition.

      When I finished the latest salve, I figured my work for the day was complete and so resolved to enjoy the village a bit. As I ventured out, the kobolds were playing, as happy as they could be now that they were free to live as themselves again. While Toda and Kai worked hard on renovations to one of the huts, I turned my gaze to all the previous huts before it, witnessing their handiwork in turning each hut before into an extravagant palace… or at least as much a palace as a hut could be like. Needless to say, they were luxurious in their own way. The pair should have been proud of what they’ve done in their time.

      As I listened to the gentle breeze brush through the treetops, I calmly let the music of nature take me away. I could never find this kind of peace back at the Solspire. I initially regretted leaving my home there in such a cowardly way. When the bandaged maniac came all those years ago, his presence was… like a grave. I could feel my will to live draining from me as I stood near him. When he brought my sister, in all of her power and stature, low to his whim like she was a belligerent child undergoing discipline, I couldn’t help but run. I ran, and I flew, and I ran some more until I couldn’t remember why I was running. But now, I was here. At peace with the nature of everything.

      The calm rhythm of the wind was quite abruptly stifled by the unfamiliar rustling of people. The kobolds could see it, too. The women guided the children to their huts, coming out with sharpened pieces of wood. The women each gave a stick to a man, and every kobold became armed. Whoever was coming was about to feel the wrath of the Stalker Tribe.

      Maybe I wasn’t so overzealous to make so many healing salves, after all.

      The kobolds snuck away to several distinct hiding spots throughout the village camp, disappearing from my sight. Clearly, that was why they called themselves the Stalkers. Soon, I was alone. Maybe the healing salves were meant for me. Regardless, I drifted to the center of town, ready to be the bait for the Stalkers to capitalize on with a swift and deadly strike.

      The rustling grew louder, the size of the creature we now faced revealing itself to be monstrous. Or many. Or perhaps both. I stood my ground, prepared to battle the wary foe. Louder and louder it grew as the enemy drew closer, inching its way towards me to kill me where I stood. I could not waver. I would not stand down. I would show my courage this day.

      The rustling stopped. As if it was never there in the first place. I wondered if I imagined it. Obviously, the other kobolds heard it. Were they playing a collective trick on me? That seemed highly unlikely. What was more likely was the force behind the rustling had ceased its movement to prepare to strike.

      Then, suddenly, From one of the bushes, a small creature leapt out. It was a happy lizard about the size of a large hound, curiously worming its way into our fair camp. I recognized it immediately: This was the rock wyrm Silver that William’s harem carried around. My heart fluttered in my chest as the fear turned to excitement

      “Stand down, Stalkers,” I called my hidden allies out. “We are safe here. William Tyler has returned.”

      A small javelin flew from behind me, lightly bouncing off the rock wyrm’s hide before softly and harmlessly falling on the ground.

      “I said, stand down!” I called out louder. “The rock wyrm is a friend! And he should have more.” I knelt down to the miniature dragon who erratically licked my face as if it were a delicious slice of meat. “Where are your friends, little Silver?”

      Before the wingless beast could not answer, William stepped out from the thick of the bushes, adorned in golden armor. He held the Brand of Freedom, as always, but now wore a sword upon his back. A moment later, the dryad woman Petra emerged, followed by the draconian Shikun, the sphinx Amalthea, now adorned in a similar plate to William but much more regal, and finally Sir Reginald, his set of armor more complete in its protection.

      “Dear friends!” I said to them as I shook William’s hand. “It is so good to see you all again.” Slowly, my kobold neighbors found themselves in sight of the intrepid heroes one by one.

      “You as well, Solannus.” William’s grip on my hand was firm and solid, like a true warrior. “You seem to be doing a lot better. How are things here?”

      “We could not be more elated, thanks to you,” I informed him. “Your efforts are already felt here. I’m sure it’s safe to assume that both Great Beasts are taken care of?”

      “Yes, we laid them to rest,” William said, a hint of remorse in his tone. “Now, we’re gathering what forces we can to Hillrock to attempt to mount an attack against the Solspire.”

      “We were hoping your kobolds would be willing to take up arms with us.” Sir Reginald walked up to William’s side. “Can we count on you to help us, good sir?”

      “I can speak for my own services, to be sure,” I told them. “My powers as a healer and scholar are at your full disposal. I’ve even collected a great many ingredients to aid your journey.” I’m glad I could now feel justified in all the work I put into creating those salves.

      “Which we’ll need, no doubt,” William said. “But we’re also going to need bodies. Every person you could afford to bring with us would help immensely.”

      “I do not speak for them,” I told them. I was not the leader of the kobolds. I was merely a guest, a tenant who traded in healing favors for lodging and protection. “You’ll have to ask their permission, not mine.”

      “Do they have a leader amongst them?” the dryad Petra said as she scanned the crowd, no doubt, looking for someone to step forward.

      “They are not as structured as other groups you might find yourselves dealing with,” I replied. “They are not the kind to place such burdens on one of their tribe needlessly. But, when a decision must be made for the good of the tribe, the people elect a leader specifically to make that decision, someone they feel is the most likely to make a wise one on the subject. Such leadership is seen as a stress upon the kobolds, rather than a position of power.”

      “Then who would you suggest we ask to rally the blighters, then?” Sir Reginald questioned me. “We very well can’t ask each one individually.”

      “What about the two we saved?” Shikun said, referring to Toda and Kai, I presumed. “Maybe they could help us in collecting the kobolds.”

      “Wouldn’t hurt to try.” William took a quick look through the crowd and soon found the two kobolds.

      “Keep in mind, friends,” I added as a final thought. “This is a fairly large decision. They will convene to elect a decision-maker, and the decision-maker’s ruling is absolute. He or she is treated as the authority on the matter. You will need to respect it.”

      “We understand, Solannus,” the sphinx Amalthea said.

      William walked towards Toda and Kai, who quickly gave him a hug as soon as he broke away from our conversation.

      “Thank you so much for saving us, William!” Toda said, crying into his pant leg.

      “We cannot be more grateful,” Kai said, wetting the other pant leg.

      “Oh, geez,” William said, patting them on their heads. “You’re more than welcome, guys. Really, it was the least I could do. I’m glad to see you’re doing better. You can speak in full sentences!”

      “Yes!” Toda said, breaking from William’s leg. “Thank you! The polluted air cleared up, and we could think again! I’m so glad I can put my thoughts into words.”

      “No kidding.” Kai nudged her mate. “Even when we were still savages, I was trying to get this one to wash away that smell, but I couldn’t remember the word ‘stink!’” She laughed a snorting laugh. Toda smirked and blushed as much as a small lizard man could. “Can you believe that, Toda?”

      “Yeah, the savage thing was bad and all,” Toda said, “but I forgot how much Kai yapped before we lost our minds.”

      “Oh, you scaly jerk!” Kai nudged him again. “If I didn’t do the talking, then you’d have to. Is that what you want?”

      “Definitely not. It’s why I picked you as my mate.” Toda gave Kai a crocodile kiss on the cheek. Both Shikun and Petra let out an ‘aw.’

      “Could you two do us a favor?” William bent down to their level. “Could you call for a decision-maker to see if we can send you down to Hillrock? We need all the people we can muster to try to free the Marches.”

      “The decision-maker ceremony is sacred, William,” Toda said, standing fully upright. “We can do as you ask, but if you stay and watch, are you willing to uphold all of our traditions?”

      “As long as we don’t have to die, I’m game with almost anything,” William said in agreement to the terms.

      Toda let out a guttural call up into the air, echoing through the forest. All the nearby kobolds gathered into the center of town, sitting down side-by-side. A quiet rumbling softly thundered through the camp as several kobolds entered into it, many more than were here originally. Before long, the entire camp was packed together tightly with kobolds sitting knee-to-knee, shoulder-to-shoulder. They’d left only enough room for us taller folk to stand. When they all settled, they stared at those of us who were still standing. I’d lived here for years, and I’d never seen even half of these new kobolds.

      We stayed like this for longer than I would have admitted to anyone who was not present.

      “I believe we are supposed to sit,” I whispered to them, attempting not to disrupt the sacred ritual.

      “Are we to sit on their heads, then?” Sir Reginald said, slowly losing his balance as his arms swayed to counter. “There’s not a single inch of ground for our arses.”

      The knight lost his battle with his balance, falling to the ground on his rump. As he did so, the kobolds shifted open like a living mass to give him the room to do so. When he sat fully upright, the little creatures filled the space behind him.

      “I guess we’re sitting.” William planted himself, the kobold collective opening to allow him the liberty. They did the same with all of us as we followed suit. Without the slightest degree of trouble, they accommodated the sphinx in all her size. When we all finally settled in our places, the kobolds began to all make the guttural call that Toda made, joining into a disharmonious choir that threatened to split my head open. I attempted to keep my calm, as I saw the rest of them seemingly having no trouble with the hellish noise.

      When the kobolds stopped their choir, they put their heads onto the ground. In one choreographed movement, they lifted their bodies above themselves, all standing on their heads. Once they were all in position, they looked at us again.

      “You cannot be serious,” the sphinx said in understandable disdain, given her anatomy’s lack of functionality in this regard.

      “I can’t do that,” Shikun said. “I’m not trying to be rude, I swear. I have horns.” She tapped the long bony protrusions from her head. “I’m not going to be able to balance.”

      “I can help, you big babies,” Petra chided, an amused smile on her lips as she quickly stood upon her head, creating a cone of wood around it to help stabilize her. She then grew vines to reach out to Shikun and Amalthea, wrapping them up in the leafy cables. When they were properly wrapped, Petra lifted them into the air, placing them upside down on their heads. Shikun wriggled a bit as she looked around uncomfortably, while Amalthea stared straight ahead in disgust.

      “I am not okay with this,” the regal sphinx said in defiance.

      “We need their help,” William said, rolling to a headstand. “You’ll have to bear with it.”

      “I am participating in this ritual under protest,” she said as a final word.

      “Can we just get on with this?” Shikun said, breathing a little more shallowly than before. “The sooner we’re done, the better.”

      “Right-o, lads!” Sir Reginald took to a headstand with enthusiasm, wiggling his feet in the air. “I could keep a headstand like this for hours back in the Armed Forces. We can do this all night.”

      “Oh, please, no.” Shikun meekly let out. The blood had begun to rush to all of our cheeks. As the only one not in position, I rolled to my head so we could continue the ceremony.

      The kobolds all hummed in unison, this time in perfect harmony. It was absolutely magnificent, and I would have loved it if I weren’t sore from standing on my head at the moment. Given the circumstances, we could only wait for them to stop and continue with the decision-making. Finally, they stopped, and Toda spoke out.

      “A decision has been made!” Toda shouted to the crowd before falling forward. Every other kobold fell individually until only the tall ones were left.

      In keeping with tradition, I fell as well, trying and failing to avoid any kobolds as I did. The others did the same, with Shikun and Amalthea being cradled to their positions as the wrapped vines released their grip. All the kobolds stood back up, some of them having to crawl out from under us tall folk, and we promptly did the same as we awaited the verdict of the ridiculous ceremony.

      William rolled his neck as he helped Petra and Shikun up. The draconian looked properly unnerved by the whole experience. Amalthea kept a constant look of disgust and anger without a word. When his girls seemed to be alright, he turned to Toda.

      “So?” William asked in anticipation. “What did you decide? Who’s making the decision?”

      “Is it you, old sport?” Reggie said to Toda, stretching his legs like a marathon runner. “Seems you were the one calling the shots in that ritual. It would be the logical choice.”

      “Oh, we decided in the real ritual yesterday that we’d help you if you asked us to.” Toda snickered.

      “Yeah, we love you guys,” Kai added. “We just wanted to have a little fun with you before we left.”

      Amalthea flew into the air, dusting us all as the gusts of wind carried her upward. She dived and soared through the sky above us, roaring all the while. Glyphs of every color I could name appeared in her wake, spouting gouts of fire, water, wind, light, stones, and several other things I couldn’t quite identify from here.

      “Did we go too far with her?” Kai asked, looking a little worried at upsetting the powerfully magical sphinx.

      “Oh, she’s just being a big baby,” Petra said with a hand wave. “She’ll get over it.” Her flora powers stretched her legs until they were ten feet long each, then she placed her hands to her mouth to call after Amalthea. “It was just a headstand! And it was only for a minute!”

      The great and powerful flying witch was undeterred from her rampage in the sky.

      “Wait, we just got here,” William said to Toda. “How could you possibly know that I was going to ask for your help?”

      “We didn’t know that, per se,” Toda explained, “but we agreed that no matter what it was you asked of us, we’d help you.”

      “A thousand battles wouldn’t be enough to repay you,” Kai added. “So, if there was anything you needed, we were more than ready to help. But we also like messing with people.”

      “I can’t believe you all never suspected,” I said to them. “The whole charade was rather ridiculous, you must admit.”

      “We didn’t want to say anything,” Petra admitted. “The kobolds are a different culture, after all.”

      “So, we can count on your support?” William asked Toda and Kai.

      “You bet!” Kai said, a fire in her eyes. “Let those drones try to take down all of us!”
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      Once the kobolds had ‘officially’ decided to join us, they immediately began packing. The Stalker tribe members all helped each other, each coming up with packs and blanket wraps full of crude tools and food for the journey. I tried to help, but these kobolds were quick movers. Before I could get a handle on what they were trying to do, they’d already moved on to the next thing to pack. So I gave up and just let them continue on their way.

      Now that the Stalkers were taken care of, there was now the glaring problem to deal with: Kobolds and dwarves do not an invading force make. Even if we sent them in with full armor, we’d suffer massive casualties just to get through the front gate. Maybe we could have Petra and the dwarves make up some siege weapons to do the job, but we still had to make it through the palace to reach the Baroness.

      And that was a definite maybe. It took our dryad a couple of hours to grow that giant trap, and I had a feeling that the closer we got to the Solspire, the less likely those drones would fall for it or wait around for us to finish setting up. The Drone Trap only bought time, anyway, and one was more than sufficient for that. If we tried to gather more dwarf towns or kobold tribes to bolster our invasion, we risked the ones we were keeping in Hillrock being swarmed by the larger assault party Khaba would build to overcome the trap. No matter how you looked at it, a lot of people were going to die, and I couldn’t save them all. That didn’t sit well with me.

      So, I walked over to Amalthea while Reggie fitted her with some saddlebags full of things we’d gathered from the Stalker kobolds.

      “Do you think the Khalati Record will have any battle strategies that could help us get into the Solspire?” I asked her. “Anything at all. Weaknesses, secret entrances, anything that could get us in.”

      “I’ve been trying to find something similar, my savior,” Amalthea said, “but, sadly, during the war between the draconian hordes and the anthophilans over a thousand cycles ago, the old rulers of the spire burned any records of the structure’s blueprints to prevent the sphinxes that the draconians kept as slaves from using the Record against them.”

      “Crap,” I said, rubbing my chin. The secret weakness of the Record was book burning. As if I didn’t hate that sort of thing enough. With that, our chances tilted ever more towards massacre. “See if you can find any other fortress plans or siege strategies we could use against the Solspire. Scrape the bottom of the knowledge barrel if you have to.”

      “I will see what I can find, my savior,” Amalthea’s eyes glowed with mystic runes as she searched for a miracle.

      “It truly is a doozy of a situation, my dear boy.” Reggie tied off the saddlebag he was working on. “If we were defending, we’d have home-field advantage and guerilla tactics to fall back on. But they can stay holed up in that fortress for as long as they like while we twiddle our thumbs on a solution. On top of that, they still have the forces to send our way to keep us busy.”

      “And, from what I remember, anthophilans produce their own honey for consumption,” Libritas said to my mind. “They could keep the bulk of their forces behind the Solspire’s walls indefinitely and weather any siege.”

      “Do you think we could sneak in?” Reggie proposed. “Secret ourselves inside before the drones notice us? If we could get you inside to destroy the Brand of Savagery, bam! No more drone forces. We wouldn’t need an exit strategy.”

      “That’s if everything went perfectly,” I said. “If we so much as alert one drone, we’re dead, and so is everyone else as soon as they kill us. It’s far too risky for an unguaranteed payoff. I might have tried that with the Weaver and his ettercaps, but they had way less than the Baroness does.”

      “And Khaba may be anticipating that since it’s the only way into the Solspire with any hope of success,” Libritas added. “He’d have a contingency for just such a plan.”

      “Yeah, Khaba’s got us licked,” I said aloud before walking over to Solannus. He was finishing up packing some clay bowls he used for his medical work into a patchwork sack. When we made our way over, his face brightened at the sight of us.

      “Friends!” he said while tying his bindle in a knot. “Will you be escorting us to the Hillrock town you spoke of?”

      “I’m afraid we have other plans,” I said, trying to keep a happier tone. “We’ve got to find a way into the Solspire before we run out of time.”

      “Do you not have a plan for taking the palace?” Solannus said, his spirits dampening at the thought. “Oh, dear. I had hoped that we would be charging off as soon as we found this town of yours. Do you at least have any leads?”

      “We’re trying, good lad, I assure you,” Reggie said to the anthophilan. “We’re exhausting every outlet we can find that will lead us to a clean victory. Sadly, every strategy with the tools we have now leads to tragedy.”

      “Who have you consulted?” Solannus asked us.

      “Mostly the Khalati Record through Amalthea,” I explained, “but apparently, your ancestors burned almost everything useful trying to fight off the draconians--”

      “Have you spoken with them yet?” he inquired. “I assume they refused to help us.”

      “Wait, the draconians are still around?” I asked, a glimmer of hope rising within me. “Here, in the Marches?”

      “We couldn’t just eradicate them, dear heroes,” the healer explained. “They were much more resilient than us. With only our superior numbers to our advantage, we could only push them to the southern mountain range. They’ve been there ever since. Or, at least, that’s where they were before the savageness fell upon us.”

      “Holy crap,” I said. My jaw dropped practically to the floor. A whole army with all the same abilities as Shikun was just sitting in the mountains. If we could convince them to help, we could mount a decent offensive. Hell, if there were enough of them, we could wipe the floor with the drones. A huge offensive, no casualties. It was possible, after all.

      “Did you not know about that?” Solannus said, tipping his head to meet my gaze as I stared into the distance. “I suppose that’s our fault, as well. The ancient anthophilans didn’t want any record of the draconian threat that almost brought them to their knees. They attempted to erase their memory from Etria and burn their history from the Record. But, in my frequent sojourns out of the Solspire, I was able to find traces of them.”

      “Thank you, Solannus.” I snapped back to reality, shaking his hand like I was making a margarita with it. “You’ve just saved us.”

      “Oh, goodness, don’t mention it.” Solannus composed himself after the sudden outburst of affection. “I live to serve.”

      “Let’s not act rash, Master William,” Reggie said as I released Solannus’s hand. “Some may deem it unwise to place one’s dragon eggs in a single mountain basket. They may not be there at all.”

      “If it’s between finding bupkus in the mountains and having to go ahead with a plan that would kill many innocent people or willfully doom the people into a fruitless slaughter when I could have found reinforcements, I’m choosing the first option,” I said as we both headed over to the girls. “If it means saving as many as we can, we have to take the chance. We’ll lose just as many if I’m wrong, anyway.”

      “If you’re sure about this, I’m with you.” Sir Reginald clasped my forearm while I grasped his in a warrior’s gesture of camaraderie. “For better or worse, you’ve led us this far. I doubt you won’t find a way to win the day this time.”

      “It’ll be a snap,” I said, making light of the work ahead to keep morale up as we found Amalthea still immersed in the Record. “If they’re anything like the Orcs, we just need to win their trust.”

      “Hoping to fell another rock wyrm, William?” Reggie chuckled as he finished preparing Amalthea’s saddlebags.

      “The first one was easy enough when I found out it’s got the same soft spot as any guy.” I joked back at him. “So, we have, what, a fifty-fifty chance that the next one will be the same?”

      “Are we fighting a wyrm?” Petra found her way to us from making her own preparations, with Shikun close behind her. “Why would we need to do that?”

      “No, we’re talking about our next lead,” I corrected her. “We’re going to find the southern tribe of draconians and gain their support in fighting the Solspire.”

      “Oh,” Shikun said from behind Petra. “We’re finding others of my kind?” She retreated behind Petra in an attempt to hide. “Do you think I could stay and organize the Hillrock militia? I have a lot of tactical knowledge, and I’m a great fighter, and I could try to organize them to be a more formidable fighting force, and I can do flight reconnaissance so we can see the drones’ movements, and I won’t have to go to--”

      “Whoa, whoa, Shikun!” I said, walking up to her frantic hands and putting them in mine. “You’re talking a mile a minute. Just take a deep breath.”

      Shikun did as I instructed, calming her manic state.

      “My dear, what has you so worked up?” Reggie said, a little bluntly. “Wouldn’t it be a smashing idea to visit some family? See some people you can recognize?”

      Tears welled up in Shikun’s eyes as she fell into my shoulder, weeping as quietly as she possibly could. I had some idea of why she didn’t want to go: She wouldn’t recognize anyone there. Even if this was the clan she was taken from, she was torn from it when she was too young to make any lasting ties. More than that, she was wingless. The fiery wings Libritas gave her did their job, but that didn’t hide the fact that her original wings were gone. From the way she reacted when we first met her, that was a serious sign of weakness in the eyes of the draconian culture, something even their children knew of.

      “They’ll hate me,” she said in a muted breath against my chest. “They won’t help us because of me. I can’t go.”

      “But you’re so amazing!” Petra said as cheerfully as she could. Shikun didn’t respond much to it. “You are one of the strongest people I’ve ever met. If they don’t love you immediately, well, then I don’t want them to help.”

      “By Jove, dear lady, you’re a monster hunter!” Reggie said to her. “We’ve got two Great Beasts and an army of anthophilan soldiers notched in our belts, for God’s sake. So what if you’ve got a missing wing or two? Can any of them say they’ve helped save the bloody world?”

      Shikun continued to pour tears into my jacket, despite all the kind and loving words. She didn’t care about any of that. While she found an identity in our family, she was still a draconian.

      I focused on the ethereal chains around her, and even between all of the silver and gold chains intertwining her to all of us, thicker than ever, she still had a few links of a rusty iron chain reaching up to the sky. The chain grew from her back, the loop connecting to her at the remnants of the scars left from the removed wings. Even though it wasn’t holding onto anything, it was obvious that it was the heaviest upon her soul.

      And I was going to remove it.

      “You’re coming with us,” I said to her, lifting her chin to meet my eyes. “Not because we need your strength and your skills, though we do. You’re going to go to those draconians and prove beyond a shadow of any doubt that you’re stronger than them.”

      Though I knew she could turn away because she was more than strong enough, Shikun seemed transfixed by my words.

      “You don’t need wings to show that you’re a draconian,” I pressed on. “You’ve already proved to this family, your family, and to me that you don’t need anyone else to tell you who you are. When we find them, you’re going to be the one who convinces them that they need to help us. If you just do what is natural to you, I know that they’ll listen.” I kissed her on the head. “You’re a goddamn dragon. Now own it.”

      Shikun wiped away more tears from her face as she hid her smile from me. When she stopped rubbing her eyes, she put her lips to mine. As we separated, I saw the links in the iron chain on her back rust and decay before my eyes, almost shriveling like dried fruit. They wouldn’t break, however. That would only happen when she finally confronted the draconians.

      “Well,” Shikun wiped a final tear from her eye, “What are we waiting for? Let’s go find us some flying…” She seemed to be reaching for a word.

      “Assholes?” I fed her one I thought might fit.

      “Assholes!” Shikun’s flaming wings spread high, then pushed down to fling her upwards, the wind from her takeoff blowing through the trees. She spun a few times in the air as she yelled a barbarian’s battle cry.

      “We don’t even know what these draconians are like.” I heard Petra whisper to Amalthea. “What if they’re total pushovers?”

      “Most draconian tribal culture is soaked in battle-worship, finding glory in most forms of war,” Amalthea said back to her. “Their gods are warriors, and their afterlife is only accessible through death in combat.”

      “So they’re a whole race of flying, fire-breathing, invulnerable Shikun Vikings,” Reggie said, definitely not enthused by the situation. “Oh, joy.”

      “If it were easy, they wouldn’t be worth the trouble,” I said, making my way south towards the mountains. “But we’ll be saving a lot of lives if we win.”

      “It’s our lives that I’m worried about the most at the moment.” Reggie picked up Silver and placed him on Amalthea. He had a point. One Shikun was terrifying enough, even when she was on our side. An army of bloodthirsty Shikun’s might not be any safer than trying to fight the drones… but we weren’t left with many other options.

      Besides, we weren’t pushovers, either.
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      With all of the drone’s attention focused on Hillrock, where the Baroness and Khaba would have assumed we were, the rest of the Marches weren’t much trouble to traverse. As long as we kept a safe distance between ourselves and the Solspire, we wouldn’t arouse any suspicion from them, and with the savage illness dying down amongst the land, the animals left us alone as well.

      Thanks to Amalthea’s magic, we didn’t have to travel the Marches long. As it turned out, wind resistance slows you down more than you’d think. Place a magic glyph in front of you that stops that wind resistance, and anything can move faster with the same amount of energy. A quick flight over, and we were at the base of the mountain range to the south.

      Even looking upward towards it, I could see the snow at the top, and quickly realized it was an arctic environment that made the Himalayas look balmy. Thick puffs of snow and hail flurried throughout the peaks and sides of the mountain, clouding up the sky above us.

      The wind constantly roared in what seemed like every conceivable direction. Amalthea even tried to make another set of her air shields to block the constant gusts, but they shattered in seconds.

      “How is that even possible?” I shouted to her over the wind.

      “I don’t know,” Amalthea shouted back. “It’s as if the air itself is enchanted, keeping anything from flying through it.”

      Alright, there’s no fighting a magic windstorm. Flying was no longer an option, but we’d already spent half a day through the Marches. If we wasted any more time trying to make the proper climbing gear and cold-weather clothing in Hillrock, the drones might launch their assault while we were away.

      Honestly, I was surprised the scaled draconians decided that this frigid place was great for a home. Maybe I assumed that dragons were like lizards and inherently cold-blooded. Even if that were the case, the internal fires also natural to the dragon probably kept the draconians warm enough to survive, and, like the Russians, they would use the cold to their advantage as a cheap protective wall from invaders.

      But we were determined… and a little desperate. This cold wasn’t going to stop us. After a brief search, we found a path cutting up the mountain and headed out.

      The one to feel the cold first was Petra. As a dryad, her floral body had no resistances for this winter weather. Even the hardiest of trees’ strategy for the changing seasons was essentially to die until it got warmer.

      About a mile in, Petra collapsed in the snow behind us. I was the first to make it to her side and help her up to her feet. Her green skin had taken a deep turn to blue, and the ends of her limbs were worryingly white. She wasn’t even shivering; she was slowing down entirely.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “I just need to catch my breath. I’ll catch up to you.”

      “And I’m king of the flamingos,” I said to her, matching her ridiculousness with some of my own. “We aren’t leaving you for a second.”

      “Her dryad body won’t survive long out here, my savior.” Amalthea was the second to come to Petra’s aid. “She must find somewhere warm if she’s to stand any chance of making it the rest of the way.”

      “I can do warmer.” Shikun rushed to my side, overhearing our conversation. “Let me.” She picked Petra’s limp body up in her arms, wrapping her fiery wings around her in a portable hearth. Petra’s blue skin returned to its natural green, the whitened tips of her limbs returning to normal as well.

      “You’re a life-saver, Shikun,” Petra breathed out as she leaned her head back. “I didn’t anticipate it would be this cold. Once I’m warmed up, I have a plan for this.”

      “If it’s anything along the lines of ‘toughing it out,’” I said to her, “I’m vetoing it now.”

      “Don’t worry, it’s a real plan,” Petra said as she let the heat relax her.

      Over the next little bit, Shikun’s fire wings at least kept her warm enough to stay awake. Fortunately, she was able to bring about an evergreen coating around herself to adapt. Her green skin darkened, and she had her bark armor on constantly as we continued up the mountain. When push came to shove, she’d be fine to help out. Even so, she still chose to stay next to Shikun, as did the rest of us.

      Amalthea, Reggie, and I were more than fine in our honeysteel armor. Turns out that honeysteel is a terrible conductor of heat, so it stayed nearly the same temperature at all times. That was part of the reason why it’d be almost impossible to work with a forge: It didsn’t matter how much heat you applied to it, it would still be about room temperature. The armor acted like a wool coat, keeping us nice and toasty as we waddled our way through the snow.

      Silver was as happy as always, bouncing in the snow like an arctic fox.

      A couple of hours into the hike, I could see the spirits of my people waning. Petra and Shikun were clustered together as the dragon-girl tried to keep the dryad warm. Reggie had turned his helmet around about an hour when he started complaining about ‘frostbite’ in his nose. He began just holding onto the barbed armor around Amalthea’s tail as a guide as he walked up, but now, he had started using the tail more as support from falling backward as he trudged onward.

      “Malthy, can you take Petra for a while?” I asked her as we trekked. “Reggie, let go of her tail. She’s got enough passengers as is.”

      “How will I see anything?” Reggie said in muffled and echoed tones. “She’s been more than helpful as a seeing-eye assistant.”

      “I’ve got you, you old coot,” I said as I took Reggie’s hand, like a caretaker to a patient at a nursing home. “Do you need your pills and your walking cane as well, sir?”

      “Oh, come off it!” Reggie rebuked my sarcasm as I chuckled. “I’ve got enough in these bones to give you a once over!”

      I waved Shikun over to us, and she came to place Petra down, still keeping a wing over her to keep her warm. Reggie had both my hand and Amalthea’s tail in hand, but let the tail go as soon as I led him away from it.

      “Thank you, my savior,” Amalthea said in gratitude. “The stretching had become a nuisance very early on.”

      “You’re a strong girl!” Reggie said, facing away from the conversation. “You should have said something if I was bothering you.”

      “It is respectful to make no complaints when assisting the elderly,” the sphinx swished her tail sassily.

      “I’m younger than you, sphinx!” Reggie raised his fist in the air, still facing no one in particular. “You are the eldest in this group, by far!”

      “I’m quite young for a sphinx,” she rebutted. “Not far past adolescence, to put it in simpler terms.”

      “That’s quite unfair.” The Brit grumbled in his helmet. “Longevity and youth should be mutually exclusive.”

      “If it’s any consolation, Sir Reginald,” Petra said as she lay on Amalthea’s back, “you’re my favorite of all the elderly in Etria.”

      Shikun, Amalthea, and Petra all giggled as they watched Reggie struggle to come to terms with the compliment. Even under the helmet, it was a visible conflict upon his soul.

      “Yes, well, um,” Reggie pawed the back of his mind for words to say, “Thank you very much.”

      We all shared a laugh as we continued up the mountain.

      This mountain was endless. We were finding none of the alleged ‘traces’ that Solannus had spoken of. Why would he even come up here, anyway? It was all starting to feel very suspicious. If we didn’t find any draconians, he and I were going to have a long talk about loyalties.

      Another couple of hours passed. Each part of this mountain looked like the rest of them, except maybe now it was even colder. The wind brushed past each of us, chilling me to the bone. The air had gotten thin, and my breathing became stale. Every tundra-cold breath was more and more of a burden to take, and my hands were starting to shake. I looked back to Amalthea, who was now carrying three people, as both Reggie and Shikun had made their way onto the sphinx’s back, the former only to warm himself under Shikun’s wings. Amalthea bent her wings over Petra to add another layer of insulation, but I could still see the dryad between the feathers. Even with the evergreen coat, she was suffering in this cold.

      “How are we all feeling?” I shouted to them, knowing the probable answers.

      “Petra suffers the worst of all of us, my savior,” Amalthea called back to me, “but even I find myself in need of some rest.”

      “I can carry Petra again,” Shikun said, stepping off Amalthea and taking Petra with her. “My wings make the trek bearable. It’s the least I can do. We need to keep moving.”

      “What we need,” I spoke over the roaring gusts, “is a break. Next place to hunker down, we take.” I trudged onward, and the rest followed me.

      As we rounded a curve in the path, it became clear that our path led to a wall of ice, almost perfectly vertical, with barely any handholds to climb. That looked to be a bad sign, but the wind was starting to settle. In maybe another hour, it’d be safe to fly for a bit, and we could make up all the time we lost walking. If we could find a place to warm up, rest for a while, we could fly up to the top of the wall and search the mountain for the draconians from a better vantage point, at least.

      I stepped out to the edge of the path we had trekked through in our search of the mountainside. As far as I could see, there was snow and stone, and more stone, and more snow, and some cliffs, and even more stone, but nothing remotely resembling shelter from the storm. I looked back up to the cliff we found ourselves at the base of.

      Lo and behold, I saw the top of a cave. We were saved... If only we could make our way up the practically unclimbable cliff. And the wind was still churning about. We needed that shelter, though.

      “I see a cave up there!” I shouted to the rest of the circle. “If we quickly fly up, we can take a rest until the storm dies down, then search the mountainside for the tribe.”

      “A cave!” Reggie exclaimed, his muffled voice from the backward helmet barely carrying over the wind. “What luck! We’ll be out of this storm yet.”

      “Shikun should take Petra up first,” Amalthea shouted over to me. “Then I can take you and Reginald up. We’ll have to be quick in this wind.”

      True to Amalthea’s words, Shikun swiftly adjusted Petra in her arms and took flight, her burning wings faring better in the winter winds than natural ones. I ran over to Amalthea and climbed on, more than ready to be out of this storm as Silver hopped on with me. Reggie held onto my back as Amalthea took to the skies as well.

      In what felt like a single bound, we swiftly soared to the top of the cliff, landing at the mouth of a cave. Shikun and Petra had already made their way in and were already making a fire using some sticks Petra had grown and a puff of Shikun’s dragon-fire. Amalthea, Reggie, and I rushed into the cave as well, and the relief was incredible. The wind no longer constantly bashing me around, freezing my balls off, and a warm fire to keep cozy by.

      Petra and Shikun started to build upon the fire, filling the space with its warmth. They stopped when we could all fit around the blaze and still feel its heat without having our backs to the mouth of the cave. Petra layered up in evergreen bark plates, building more ample protection from the cold now that she knew what to expect. Amalthea curled up next to the hot fire and closed her eyes, while the girls and Silver leaned next to her, all of them blissfully drifting to a cozy rest. Reggie moved over to sit beside me.

      “I sure hope we find these dragon people soon,” he said as he warmed his hands. “I don’t see us getting down much faster than we got up.”

      “We’ll find them,” I said, not really convincing myself. “We’ll wait for the wind to die down, then we’ll take a quick search around.”

      “Do you plan to comb every inch of this mountain for the draconians?” Reggie pressed. “What if we don’t discover them?”

      “We’ll find them,” I repeated myself as adamantly as I could muster. “They have to be here. The fact that Shikun is doing fine out here proves that they would, too.”

      “But that isn’t proof that they’re truly here,” Reggie said. “Shikun’s wings give her the advantage over her kind. If we don’t find them while searching the skies, will we have to look underground as well?”

      “We look until we know they aren’t here,” I said firmly. “Then we return and come up with a new plan. Something that won’t get everyone killed.”

      I rested on my hands as I looked up at the ceiling of the cave. My hand touched upon a strangely shaped stone, which I took up curiously. It was mostly smooth, with just a little roughness to it, and long. I leaned forward and held the rock up to the light. Except what I had picked up was a bone. A piece of rib, to be specific. Probably the remnants of a meal.

      Something lived here.

      As if to say dramatically, “You bet your ass,” the thunderous footsteps of something huge drummed through the cave from outside. All of us perked up at the noise, me drawing both Libritas and my sword, Reggie cocking his revolver, and the girls all waking up from their nap, poised to strike. The thundering resounded louder and louder until a shape came into view at the mouth of the cave.

      As it stepped into the light, we saw a humanoid shape take up the height of the space, a towering ten feet tall. Its broad shoulders hooked the white, hairy trees of its arms to a barrel chest, and a thick coat of pale fur dressed the creature from its head to its toes. Built like a gorilla weightlifter, a thick layer of fat hung around its body, but that layer was blended with the obvious muscle that it had in spades. The tusks that protruded from his mouth almost came up to his eyes as he snarled at all of us.

      We probably just took this… what was it?

      “Yeti,” Libritas filled in the blank for me, “It’s a yeti.”

      We probably took this yeti’s home, and it was pissed about it.
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      The yeti roared as it stomped its lumbering feet, shaking the cave like a quake. We all stood our ground as we prepared for whatever this man-beast was about to do.

      “Hold on,” Reggie lined up a shot with his new Golden Webley, “This’ll be over in a moment.” He fired straight at the yeti’s head, placing the bullet dead center to the forehead.

      However, instead of the beast’s brains splattering over the wall, the yeti merely groaned as it rubbed his head. It took a few steps back then leaned back forward, grunting as it sprayed snot all over the cave. In the spot Reggie had shot, a glimmer of the golden honeysteel bullet remained, embedded deep into the yeti’s head.

      “Impressive cranial girth, my abominable friend.” Reggie complimented the yeti. “William? Thoughts?”

      “That thing’s going to snap us like a twig if we get too close,” I said, thinking aloud. “We need to get it outside, maybe push it off the cliff.”

      “I can help with that,” Shikun replied, and before the yeti could bear down on us, she swallowed a large gulp of air, her nostrils flaring with silver flames. She unleashed a torrent of flame upon the shaggy beast, and it lit up like a dry twig. It yelped and cried as it spun in place, trying to douse the flames in its own ineffective way, but amazingly, the yeti wasn’t simply burned to ash.

      So, I pulled out Libritas and lunged into the beast’s back as it turned around, forcing it to walk towards the cave entrance and outside. It continued to scream as it whirled its way into the winter air, twirling closer to the cliff edge.

      Unfortunately, it stopped just short of falling to its death. As the fires burned through the yeti’s fur, they died out as soon as they made it to the monster’s thick, rough rhino-like skin. Now, a completely naked and stacked abominable yeti stood just outside the cave with only strings of its milky coat to adorn it. Unfortunately, singeing its fur seemed to only piss it off even more.

      Before I could rush forward and push the beast off the cliff, its attention shifted from us to something above the cave. The yeti gritted its long teeth as it swung its hammer hands upward at something we couldn’t see. I took a few steps forward to catch a glimpse of the new threat to the yeti just at it gripped something, struggling to tussle with whatever-it-was. The beast slammed its prey to the ground, a black-scaled draconian male, wings twitching as they flexed against the yeti’s grip. The draconian wore furs over his legs like a kilt, both his clawed feet and his tail reaching out from underneath. His arms were free still, and he had a club with black rocks knotted into the brown wood gripped in his fists.

      Yes, a draconian! That was a good sign that there were more, and even so, just one more draconian would be a monumental improvement upon the situation.

      Well, assuming we all lived through the next few moments.

      The club beat against the fingers of the yeti who seemed to ignore the blows as it lifted the draconian up. The dragon-man flipped over himself, his wings twisting inside the yeti’s hands and his feet over its head poised to strike against the monster from above. The kick missed as the yeti threw its weight into a hammer tosser’s swing, spinning the draconian around itself like a helicopter. I wanted to dive in to assist, I think we all did, but the space was tight, and the spinning chaos only spelled doom for anyone who got close. The space between the yeti and the cave’s walls wasn’t enough to outstretch its arms and the draconian completely. He slammed against the two edges of the cave over and over again as the yeti built up momentum. With a growl, the yeti tossed the draconian off the side of the cliff, sending him hundreds of feet out towards the Marches until he almost disappeared from view.

      Damn beast just threw our one chance at finding the draconians!

      As the yeti gazed upon its handiwork, I took the opportunity to push forward into its back with Lib, burning a black spot into the yeti’s hide as I shoved it towards the cliff’s edge. It tried to counterbalance with its arms, vainly clinging to life, but it couldn’t find purchase. The yeti’s weight eventually took it down the cliff as I gave it one last, hard shove. It fell the sixty or so feet down before splattering on the snow below.

      I didn’t even get a chance to catch my breath or even say a witty one-liner before I was flat upon the ground, two draconian warriors pinning me with their knees as they dove from above. The first one, a green draconian, had furs across his chest and around his waist like a combination sash-loincloth. The other, a blue one, was wearing a full fur tunic and pants, with a hole cut out for the tail. They placed their weapons, a wooden sword with obsidian teeth making up the blade for the blue and another club like before with obsidian spikes for the green, up against my head as they interrogated me.

      They were clearly trying to be intimidating, but I couldn’t help but feel elated at the sight of even more draconians.

      “Who are you?” the sword one asked with a voice like he had just finished gargling rocks.

      “Why do you interrupt our Trial of the Hunt?” the club wielder said, his voice somehow raspier than the first one.

      “Okay,” I tried to suck in air. “First, you’re going to have to give me a little space to breathe.”

      “Talk, outlander!” the sword wielder rasped at me. “We will not ask you again.”

      “Why do you carry a Brand?” the club draconian snapped at my ear. “Are you one of the Black Runes?”

      “I’d save the questions for after you’ve dealt with us, dear dragon.” Reggie pointed his gun at the club draconian’s head as he put his boot to the draconian’s back. “Perhaps we can discuss our arrangement like gentlemen.”

      “We’ve been looking everywhere for you,” Amalthea said, placing a paw over the other draconian.

      “The sooner you cooperate, the sooner we can get off this godsforsaken mountain,” Petra slithered a couple of vines around them and up to each of their ears, tickling the insides of their eardrums for emphasis, “so TALK!”

      With all of this commotion, I noticed a distinct lack of my favorite draconian girl. I turned my head as much as I could to peek through the spaces left between all of the bodies. Shikun stayed inside the cave, hiding in a shadowy corner, still too scared to face her fellows.

      “We would rather die,” the green one growled, a determination in his tone.

      “Our souls to dragon-fire, outlander,” the blue one stated, like a military salute or a pact.

      “We can arrange something along those lines,” Reggie said, cocking the revolver. “Although I guess wyrm-fire is as good as I have on hand. You don’t mind dying by little dragon turds, do you?”

      “Do your worst, softling!” the sword-wielding one said, clearly unintimidated. How much of that was from ignorance at the power of a firearm and how much was from sheer courage, I didn’t know. “We will fight to the bitter end.”

      “Do not think us bested because you outnumber us,” the club-wielder said as he pulled his club away from my neck.

      The tension was palpable as silence fell over the Mexican, er, Etrian stand-off, and that’s when I intervened.

      “Hold up, hold up!” I said before this escalated to a fight right at the edge of a cliff. As much as I felt we could handle two draconians in normal conditions, facing two flying opponents next to a cliff was a recipe for disaster. Plus, we needed to get on their good side. “We surrender.”

      I could feel the eyes of the whole group upon me, including the draconians, in absolute disbelief at what I just said.

      “You would forgo a glorious death?” the green one asked.

      “Pitiful outlander,” the blue one added. “No honor amongst the fuzzy.”

      “My dear boy, this is a no-brainer,” Reggie said. “I could kill both of these cretins in a tea’s sip, and we could search for the tribe unfettered.”

      “As great as that sounds,” I said, conveying the idea of ‘use your head!’ with my eyes to Reggie, “we should check on your friend, first, the one thrown by the yeti. Then you can take us to your leader so we can discuss business.”

      “We will discuss nothing,” the green one decreed. “You will relinquish your weapons. When you have done so, we will take you to our leader so he may decide your fate.”

      “Expect no mercy,” the blue one added. “You have desecrated sacred ground, interrupted a sacred rite, and have threatened fellow scale-brothers. Your punishment will be a painful exacting of every debt of blood you have accrued.”

      “You can take everything but the Brand,” I said as I gave my ultimatum.

      “You are in no position to barg--” the blue one started before I reversed the pin that they had on me. Even with the added pressure of Amalthea and Reggie, I easily slipped out from underneath everyone. It was all a matter of leverage and the draconians’ lack of attention. As I threw the blue one to the ground, I placed a boot on one wing, my knee pinning his sword arm and the other wing. The wrist of his free hand wouldn’t leave mine as I pressed the Brand of Freedom’s rod against his throat and heated it up.

      “Everything but the Brand,” I repeated. “Are we clear?”

      The green draconian probably would have protested, had Amalthea not doubled down on laying her weight on him, his wings flapping hopelessly against the ground as he struggled to move.

      “Yes,” the blue one managed to squeeze out of his crushed windpipe.

      I released him from my hold as he rubbed his neck, a black mark left from the heated metal against his scaly flesh. Even a draconian’s scales aren’t immune to a Brand’s searing burn. Amalthea took her paw off of the green one as he took a breath, peeling himself from the ground.

      “Go find your friend,” I told the draconians. “And maybe a few more. We’ll be setting up a pile of our things for when you get back. Except for the Brand, of course.”

      The green draconian stared at us with a look of disdain before soaring into the air towards where the black one was thrown. The blue one stayed to watch as Reggie and Petra started taking bags off of Amalthea to put into a pile. I unstrapped the sword from my back and handed it to the blue one who awkwardly took it from me, unsure of how to react to the situation.

      Shikun finally stepped out from the cave and brandished the silver flames of her wings. She quietly walked over to my side as the blue draconian’s jaw dropped in amazement.

      “Her wings gleam with ethereal fire,” he said as the flames burned in his eyes. He snorted at them like he was purposefully shooting his snot at it. “How can this be?”

      “We’ll be getting to that,” I said to him. “Your leaders and I have much to discuss and not a lot of time to do so.”
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      A year ago, if you had told me I was going to be taking a dryad, a dragon lady, and a literal sphinx across a mountain range to find some more dragon people to help us fight some anthropomorphic bees and save a parallel mythical world from arcane evil, I’d have jokingly asked for a hit of what you were smoking. But, here I was, about to get myself embroiled in draconian tribal politics for an edge against the anthophilans.

      The two draconians grumbled to each other, whispering about Shikun’s wings. The Wingless thing maybe is a bit more serious than we thought. Once they stopped their secret conversation, the green draconian made his way to look for the black one. He had fortunately caught himself midair and found a safe place to rest, so it didn’t take long for them to come back to us. Black, Blue, and Green, my own personal names for the draconian trio, took our weapons as agreed, but left me my Brand as Blue went to find more reinforcements. Apparently, just our word that we weren’t going to run off, and that we were literally looking for them wasn’t enough assurance.

      We stood out in the cold, all of us with our hands up like we were being arrested. In a sense, we were. That didn’t make the silent moment we found ourselves in any less awkward.

      “So,” I said, trying to break the tension, “What do we call the two of you?”

      “Our names are a privilege for friends and family, of which you are neither,” Blue said, refusing to be friendly or familial.

      “Know your place, outlander,” Black said, waving his weapon as he talked. “Disrespect is not taken kindly. You’re not welcome here.”

      I guess we were sticking with the color names, then.

      “May we at least stay in the cave?” I asked our captors, “It’s freezing out here. No point in all of us suffering while we wait.”

      “It also means we won’t be leaving so easily with only one egress,” Reginald pointed out. “Tactically more secure for our containment.”

      The black and blue draconians grunted as they looked at each other. After a moment, they waved their weapons, directing us inside the cave. Our fire was still going, so we all decided to sit around it as our draconian guards stood by the entrance, standing tall with their chests puffed out. You know, really pushing for the whole ‘intimidating and brooding’ thing. It was cute.

      “And before you get any ideas…” Black walked over to the fire, stomping directly on it with his clawed foot to stifle the flames. He let his foot sit there as it simmered a bit before pulling it off, leaving only some smoldering embers. “You’re not leaving here unless we tell you to.”

      “That was dramatically rude, sir.” Reginald bent down with cupped hands to try to reignite the flames with his breath, but with no real success. The black draconian only chuckled to himself as he walked back to the entrance of the cave with Blue.

      “Look, we’re not trying to cause trouble, alright?” I said, standing back up. “We really just want to talk to whoever’s in charge and get some help. Honestly, This’ll be quicker for everyone if you just show us the way.”

      “You will do as we say, and nothing more, outlander,” Black said, pointing a claw at me. “We will decide if you are trouble or not.”

      “Besides, the information would not serve you,” Blue said, arms crossed. “There are no grounded paths to our home, and without the knowledge of the wind paths through these mountains, you will be stuck upon the mountainside by the storm.”

      “That is good to know, thank you.” I knew it had been a good idea to hoof it. Even the draconians needed help flying through those storms, and they lived here. The big problem was that these draconians were proving tough to negotiate with. I decided to see if I could find any chains on them I could exploit.

      As I focused on them, I saw all of the beautiful links coming off of them. A silver link tied the two draconians together, but the rest rose through the cave ceiling. If I followed them, I could probably find their campsite in the mountains myself. But, for the sake of keeping on the best side of them I could, I would have to follow their lead for now.

      One set of chains stood out from the others. While I saw the standard gold, silver, and a few iron, these were bronze. Not only that, they were wrapped around the chests of the draconians in an ‘X’ pattern. The links only formed around itself on their chests and didn’t connect to any place or thing around them, not even the other draconians.

      “Those are the chains of conviction,” Libritas explained before I had to ask. “They represent the morals and principles of the person, the code by which they guide their lives and restrict their selfish ambitions.”

      “We’ve seen other honorable people before. Why haven’t the bronze chains shown up on them?”

      “Your powers are growing the longer you are wielding me,” she answered, “and these chains are not upon everyone. A person with strong beliefs that they do not sway from often has these chains upon them. They bind their identity to themselves. I would not suggest we try to break them. Such people can prove to be dangerous when suddenly uninhibited.”

      “So honor’s a big thing with these guys, I see,” I sent back to the Brand. “That can work in our favor. I have a feeling about how we’re going to win these guys over.”

      “What are you looking at, outlander?” Black stepped forward, neck stretched out towards me. Another intimidation tactic. “Do you wish to fight?”

      Maybe I didn’t, but he definitely wanted to.

      “I’m just getting a read on you guys,” I said, crouching back down. “Trying to figure out if you’re worth the trouble.”

      “And what is that supposed to mean?” Blue stepped into the conversation. “It is not we who need evaluation.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know, we’re outlanders, we’re trespassing.” I shrugged. “Once we get to your home, we’ll get that sorted out.”

      “I would not be so sure about that, outlander,” Black said, looking back at Shikun. “I question what curse has been put upon your fellow draconian to give her wings of fire. What has happened to her? It can’t be anything but dark magics.”

      “Nothing that concerns you,” I said, standing back up and setting Libritas down. Just as I got comfortable, they had to go and start badmouthing one of my girls. “Our business is between me and your leader. She can stay out of it.”

      “Then why did you bring her?” Black kept pushing the point. “If she is what I think she is, I’m surprised that you made it here in the first place, having to drag her along.” He took a few steps towards Shikun. “It’s blatantly obvious that these wings are not natural to her. Why would she need them?”

      Shikun retreated by Amalthea’s side as Black continued walking towards her.

      “I’m only going to say this once,” I said, stepping in front of the black dragon man. “Back off, or I break a bone. I am trying my damnedest to keep things peaceful, so let’s not do anything stupid.”

      Black let out a laugh. “You think you could even make the attempt?” he said, bringing his face close to mine. “Do not make such ridiculous threats lightly.” I could smell raw flesh on his sour breath.

      “I don’t threaten,” I said, keeping my eyes locked to his. “This is simple cause and effect. You have a problem with my people, you take it up with me. You try to go around me, I get angry. You harass one of mine, I respond.”

      I hated getting into pissing contests like this, but like I’ve said before, you don’t get to mess with my girls.

      “I don’t take orders from outlanders,” he said, trying to push past me and snarling at Shikun. “And I especially don’t listen to those who associate with--”

      I didn’t give him any more time to talk. Before he could get out another word, I had his wrist in my hand. With my other hand, I twisted him around his own arm until it was stretched behind and above him. His wing was a bit strange to work around, but I ducked underneath it without too much trouble. I pushed my hand through his elbow, bending his arm in the opposite direction until it snapped. My point made, I pushed him away.

      I thought that’d be harder. Draconian bones were supposed to be tough, like Shikun’s. Was Shikun more powerful than the rest of these guys? I was beginning to think so. It would explain why she was picked by the Weaver at such a young age instead of a battle-hardened warrior.

      The black draconian let out a pained scream as he writhed, holding his useless forearm. Blue rushed to his side as I took a step back.

      “Damn you, you dirty outlander!” Black tried to keep his arm in a normal place. “You will die for that!”

      “I warned you,” I said, keeping my hands up. I had escalated the situation more than I’d wanted to, but I couldn’t just let that asshole walk over Shikun for the sake of diplomacy.

      “Enough!” Blue shouted at both of us. “You will answer to our leader, outlander. That I promise you.” Black continued to shout pained screams as he held his arm, falling back to the mouth of the cave. Blue retreated there as well, as they both stood watch yet again.

      “I can heal that for you, draconian,” Amalthea said from behind the smoldering remains of the fire Reggie tried to resuscitate. “It would take but a moment.”

      “She does good work if I do say so myself.” Reggie stopped his futile attempts at rebuilding the fire to show off his previously healed hand. “You can’t even tell that I shattered it in five different places!”

      “You outlanders have done enough,” Blue said, unmoving, to which Black added, “Keep your dirty magic away from me.”

      “Suit yourself.” Amalthea lay back down by the ash pit and pretended to fall asleep. As the draconians rested on the side of the cave’s mouth and let their guards down a little, one of Amalthea’s eyes opened. The Khalati Record runes shined in her iris as she slowly brought a paw forward. Upon the tip of her outstretched claw, a small ball of light shone upon it. The sphinx let out a quick breath, and the ball flew over to the black draconian, absorbed by his broken joint. The pained look on the draconian’s face melted away as he bent his fingers, moving his hand in circles. He grumbled as soon as he realized what had happened.

      “What did I tell you, witch?” He stomped toward her, “You keep your curses away from me or I’ll --”

      “You’ll what, now?” I said, stepping in front of him once again. “Are we doing this dance again?”

      As the dark dragon-man roared, he raised his fist to slug me. Ironically, it was the same arm I just broke. Before he could connect, Blue grabbed him by the wrist.

      “They will be punished in due time, brother,” Blue told him. “While I share your sentiment, to do this here and now would be dishonorable.”

      The black one snarled again, then wrested his hand from the blue one’s grasp. He took a few steps back and leaned against the cave wall again. As he looked away, I could hear him pouting in deliberate breaths.

      “Do not grow foolish, outlander.” Blue looked at me. “I doubt you could handle two of us so easily.” He went to lean back against the opposing cave wall.

      Not the best first impression that I wanted, but it was unavoidable. With tough guys like these, negotiations had to be made from a place of strength. You can’t look like a pushover, or they’ll walk all over you. Plus, that guy was insulting Shikun. Suggesting that she’s weak because she had different wings than the others. That won’t slide with me, not with the pain and torture she had endured under the Weaver. I nodded to myself as I went to sit down with the others.

      “I didn’t know you could heal from a range, Amalthea,” I whispered over to her. “That’s great.”

      “I’ve been working on the necessary formula during our travels.” She purred in satisfaction. “I wish to be more helpful to our clan in any way possible.”

      “If you’re any more helpful, then I’ll become redundant,” Reggie said, finally giving up on rekindling the fire. “They already took my gun. Now I’m dreadfully outmatched by these dragon warriors.”

      “With any luck, we won’t have to fight any more of them than we have to,” I said to them. “We didn’t come here to challenge them. We came to ask for their help.”

      “They really seem like the helpful type,” Petra said sarcastically. “Look at their trustworthy attitudes and willingness to see reason.”

      That’s when I noticed that Shikun had burrowed herself into a corner of the cave, wrapping her wings around her. She was being quiet, even for her. I could easily guess why, and that black draconian was not helping, but for the sake of diplomacy, I wasn’t going to bash his head in. Still, I wasn’t going to let her suffer if I could ease her pain any.

      She was fully capable of taking on any of these guys by herself. I just proved that when I snapped a regular draconian’s arm like a twig when I would need a jackhammer to break hers. But she still wasn’t standing up for herself. Until she put her foot down, I’d have to keep coming in to save her when she didn’t really need it. She only needed some confidence in herself.

      With that in mind, I pushed myself back to my feet.

      “Don’t let that guy get to you, Shikun,” I said, walking over to her. “He’s an asshole. Like all assholes, they’re prone to saying stupid things from time to time.”

      “I shouldn’t have come,” Shikun whispered. “They don’t want me here. Why did you bring me?” She couldn’t stop the tears running down her cheeks.

      “Because you’re a part of this family,” I said, sitting next to her. “You don’t have to be ashamed of who you are or what’s happened. Once you’ve knocked some reason into these guys, they’ll see that, too.” I hugged her by the side as she rested upon my neck.

      She raised a fair point, though. These draconians had a lot of prejudices that we may not have had the time to iron out before the next drone attack. We’d have to win their loyalty over in a rush landslide if we had any chance of everyone surviving.

      I just hoped we could make it in time.
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      Finally, the reinforcements Green went off to get had arrived, and we were ready to head off to the draconian camp. Draconians came in all flavors of colors, it seemed, from the most intense of neons to the lightest of pinks. Each of us got our own personal draconian escort to carry us as well as our own irons, while Amalthea had four escorts and two sets of irons for all her paws. While I suspected one draconian was enough to lift her, the others were there to help get her off the ground.

      I looked at my girls before we took off. Libritas had freed them, and they were enjoying the freedom they’d just been given, only to be clapped in irons again. In my mind, I imagined every horrid thought that could have been flowing through them. Every horrible memory of their time under cruel masters. It broke my heart to put them through this again.

      But I didn’t see any sorrow on Amalthea’s or Petra’s faces. They didn’t look saddened in the slightest. There was a fire in their eyes. It was like these irons were just reminding them that they had something to fight for. Their past didn’t have a hold on them. I looked upon their chains. The gold chains tied to me danced over them as if they were holding onto it for strength at this moment.

      Shikun, however, was quite the opposite. When she wore the chains, it was an acknowledgment of where she thought she belonged. The gold chain was still there, but the iron chains in the wounds on her back seemed to pull up against her, trying to rip out a chunk of her flesh. If it looked as bad as it felt to her inside, she was suffering as I could only imagine. She kept her head down as each of us was taken up.

      The ‘wind paths’ the blue draconian spoke of before wound throughout the mountain, twirling us over and around the range as if we were joyriding. I was going to question their methods when I noticed how warm it had gotten. The usual icy wind that permeated the mountains was absent here. If I had to guess, and I was in no way an expert, I would have said that this was some sort of special pressure tunnel caused by all the different winds colliding together, creating a winding path of stagnant air that could be moved through easily. I was no meteorologist back on Earth, so that could have been way out of line. It very well could be magic, just naturally being emitted from the mountain and affecting the air in mysterious and random ways. Either way, it worked, and that was all that was important.

      Once we had made our way through the wind paths, we emerged from a shielding wall of mountain peaks to reveal the draconian camp, hidden on every side but standing above all of them. The entire place looked to be housed inside the bowels of a dormant volcano, the crest of which had been weathered by the constant winds to reveal cragged spikes. The sides of the volcano dropped down after the spikes, making the whole volcano look like a giant chimney top. The closer we got to it, the larger it grew, until I could see its mile-high size in full view. Of course, mile-high only referred to the height from the spikes to the clouds below. Who knew how much deeper it got from there?

      We flew over the wall of spikes and into the draconian village. And I say village loosely, here. It was more like a secret city that brimmed with life. Dozens of houses lined the sides of the crater within the volcano, built into the rocky walls and held up with wooden beams. The houses had no ladders or stairs between them, relying on the draconians’ natural ability to fly to traverse the hidden city.

      Draconians of every color and varying size flew across the wide expanse inside of the volcano. Steam rose from vents, hissing as they escaped from deep underground. It was like a sauna inside at all times. Fortunately, the honeysteel armor worked both ways and helped keep me cool even in these intense temperatures.

      Honestly, I wasn’t sure how it worked. I was just glad it did.

      Although, speaking of which, this was a volcano, and there was a lot of wood here. How did that work?

      “Petra!” I called out to dryad plant expert, crossing her legs in the air as her flying attendant held her up by the arms. “How’s the wood not burning here?” Even in the given situation, I was curious.

      “Based on its dark color, it’s probably rockwood,” she called back. “It doesn’t burn at normal temperatures. It makes terrible firewood, but it’s great for resisting forest fires.”

      “And building inside volcanoes, it seems,” Reggie pitched in.

      “Shut it, outlanders.” One of the draconians kicked Reggie and me in the ribs. Even though the claws were curled up to avoid killing us, those damn things hurt like you wouldn’t believe. Petra, however, avoided them easily, bending her body around her escort’s attempts to kick her in ways no human spine could contort.

      I bit back the urge to do something. Even if we didn’t need to try to be at least a little diplomatic, I didn’t relish getting dropped from this high up… even if there was a chance that I might sprout angel wings to prevent being splattered, not a guarantee with how little I knew of my inner power.

      We were all unceremoniously dropped anyway a short time later. Fortunately, it was only from a few feet up as the draconians dragged us to the largest building in the city which looked as if it was dug into the volcano itself. Adorned with metal over its entrance, it looked more like a giant decorated cave, a grander version of the one we were just in, but with a giant stone circle covering the entrance. The circle door rolled to the side into a slot built into the rock, and we were led inside.

      Inside the stone building held what had to be a mighty throne room. Several fiery pedestals lined the way to the throne, with an equal amount of red draconians standing guard between them, adorned in both furs and metal plates. A black-trimmed red carpet led down from the entrance to the edge of the dais which itself stood upon a wide staircase. The back of the throne reached the top of the cave, carved from one column of rock. Simple etchings and grooves flowed down from the cavern ceiling down to the seat of the throne, symmetrical in every point Both the armrests were wide enough to be a bed, and the seat itself wide enough for a hippo to sit upon.

      On that throne was what had to be the burliest and biggest draconian in the whole town, perhaps all of Etria. If he stood up, he would have been ten feet tall, as tall as the yeti, but instead, he slouched upon his throne. His wings curled around him like a cloak, obscuring the majority of his body. He was an ashen grey color, and the dragon horns and spikes upon his body were a bone-dry white. For even a draconian, his face was more dragon-like than most, with a snout that jutted out from a thick neck. At the end of his chin was a beard-like horn, lined with more horns drawing along his jawline.

      Most strikingly, he had scars cutting deeply across and into his eyes, the one on the right deeper than the left, clearly caused by two different wounds. He had to be blind, no doubt about it. These kinds of scars covered most of his face and even came down to parts of his wings, with small holes left over from battles previously fought. Honestly, the guy looked like he had fought his whole life, up to sitting down in that chair.

      “Libritas,” I asked my Brand, “why does he look more, well, dragony than the other draconians?”

      “Several species of dragon, like rock wyrms, grow until they die,” she explained. “With their dragon lineage, many draconians are similar and can often manifest similar traits. This big one may have more dominant dragon genes in addition to having lived for quite a while.”

      “You may approach.” The huge draconian’s voice thundered inside the cave as if the volcano itself was speaking to us. Before we could come forward on our own, our captors pushed us along the carpet, our chains jangling as we trod. When we approached the foot of the stairs, the other dragon-men kicked at the back of our knees to force us to kneel down at the giant draconian’s feet.

      “We wish to--” I tried to start.

      “You will speak when spoken to!” The black draconian, who I had the pleasure of being my escort, smacked me upside the head to keep me from talking.

      “Atura, calm yourself,” the giant draconian said, his tone filled with grave intent. “I smell yeti scent upon you all and yet no yeti flesh. Why is that, Atura?” The big dragon-man must ‘see’ through his nose, picking up on specific scents to get around.

      Atura, the black draconian, looked down upon the ground in shame. “Well, Great Dragon, we were--”

      “I send you to hunt the yeti to prove yourself,” the Great Dragon continued. He spoke slowly, intentionally, as if every word was heavy. “I wanted to eat yeti, and you wanted to be in the Magma Guard--”

      “I can explain myself, Karkaros, if you would--” Atura stuttered out as he took to the first of the stone steps.

      “DO NOT INTERRUPT ME.” The giant stepped out of his throne, taking in a quick breath before spewing a flood of volcanic ash from his mouth upon Atura, drowning him in smoke and dust. The ash blasted all the way to the wall, pushing Atura with it until he was pinned to it.

      Finally, Karkaros closed his mouth, and the ash stopped, settling into a thick path from his throne to Atura. The small, black draconian coughed out puffs of smoke as he slid down to the ground, a shadow of his body imprinted on the wall behind him.

      “You will leave and return with the head of a yeti,” the Great Dragon sat back down on his throne, “or you will not return here at all. I do not allow the weak into the Magma Guard.”

      Atura crawled back to the stone door at the entrance. The guards stationed to its sides rolled it open for him as he stumbled out before rolling the door back with a thud. We all stood there, frozen for the moment, and while I couldn’t speak for the others, I was worried for our safety and even a bit afraid of what was against us.

      Still, I swallowed that fear as I looked upon Karkaros and focused upon the ethereal chains, hopefully giving me a clue as to how I could get this guy’s help. A thick golden chain, possibly as thick as my shoulder’s width, streamed from him to the outside, probably ending in the dead center of the village. Several silver chains lead to each of the draconians here, and many more leading upward from himself, all of them almost as thick as the gold chain. The monster of a man had a deep love for his people. Even the chain I saw shaking and moving the most, the one I would have guessed was tied to Atura, was as heavy as the others. He cared for them like a father, even if it meant some tough love. Maybe he was hard on the guy, but I couldn’t help but feel a little satisfied that he got put in his place.

      Good. I could work with that.

      He also had the bronze chains of conviction, and they were even thicker around him than the other draconians had. They even wrapped around his arms and his legs. The Great Dragon must have revolved his life around these convictions. It may have been what helped him stay alive all these years, surviving all the scars he had accrued.

      “Now, these new smells that have been brought before me,” Karkaros said, taking a deep breath, “who are they?”

      “They are trespassers upon the mountain, Great Dragon,” the blue draconian answered. “Outlanders who interrupted our Sacred Trial of the Hunt. It is their fault Atura does not come bearing the yeti.”

      “It is only the fault of the hunter not to catch his prey,” Karkaros breathed out. “Nature is not predictable. One must adapt to survive. Do not make excuses, Dothan.”

      “Yes, Great Dragon,” Dothan, the blue draconian, bowed his head.

      “Tell me, what became of the yeti?” the Great Dragon asked.

      “Well, Great Dragon, we--” the green draconian tried to explain.

      “I ask the trespassers.” Karkaros shifted in his throne. “I smell the faintest breath of burnt yeti. Residue from a heated weapon. Did you kill it, trespasser?”

      “I did,” I told him.

      The giant dragon of a man laughed, and the entire throne room shook. The rock dust shook loose from the ceiling, as well as few bits of rock sent crackling to the ground.

      “Perhaps, if you had brought its head, I would make you Magma Guard!” he said, still chuckling to himself. “Is that why you have come?”

      “I come to beg, Great Dragon,” I said, standing from my knees. “I am William Tyler from the Upland, and these are my friends, Sir Reginald Thorpe of the Upland, Petra of the Treison Woods, Amalthea the sphinx, and Shikun, of your people. I need your help to save a lot of lives.”

      “You will kneel before the Great Dragon!” Dothan said, kicking me in the back of the knee again.

      Still, I caught myself before I could fall completely. I had to speak my piece and get this train rolling. There wasn’t time to beat around the bush.

      “Enough, Dothan.” Karkaros put his hand up, and Dothan stepped back from me. Then the Great Dragon pointed his nose at me. “Why would I help you? You are outlanders. My concerns are for the draconians.”

      “Then your concerns are also mine,” I said to him, walking over to Shikun. “I have a draconian companion, and she needs you to help her. If you truly care for draconians, as you say, you will help us.”

      “She is of my tribe, this is true.” The ancient dragon-man moved forward, sniffing the air. “But she has lost the scent of the volcano. How long have you been gone?”

      “Longer than I can remember, Great Dragon,” Shikun said, keeping her head down. “I’ve only the faintest memories of this place. Memories of stories my father would teach me. Of my mother cradling me in her arms. But this volcano is all but unfamiliar to me. The Black Runes stole me from my tribe long ago. I am no true draconian.”

      “I remember this.” Karkaros fell back in his seat as if he was struck in the chest. I could almost see a tear begin to well up in his cloudy eyes. “They tricked us. The Runes had enslaved a great beast, a Behemoth, and we thought it exotic. I sent a group of my best hunters to take it. It was easy game, a good opportunity to help teach the young as well to hunt. The hunters brought their own with them to share in the bounty and learn how to hunt early.” Pain flashed across his face as he paused for a moment. “None of them returned. It was a trap.” He grabbed one of the arms of the stone throne, and it crumbled to pebbles in his hand as he tensed in his rage. “The Black Runes will pay for what they did to my people.”

      What little reserve Shikun had left broke then, and while she tried to smother her sobs, she couldn’t help but let out the sharp breaths she took in between them. I wanted to hold on to her forever and never let her go. Dothan grabbed me by the collar, holding me back from grabbing her then and there. The other members of my family had the same idea, as I could hear the chains and grunts of each of them trying to come to her side.

      “That is why we need your help, Great Dragon,” I said, shaking off Dothan’s grip. “You can help us stop the Black Rune’s plans in the Marches and save many people in the process.”

      “If it is as you say, outlander, then you have given me much to consider.” The Great Dragon stroked the spikes on his chin. “I need time to think about your proposal.”

      “I’m sorry, Great Dragon, for my impertinence, but we cannot help them,” Dothan said, stepping in front of me. “The draconian they claim in their party is Wingless. The wings that adorn her back now are conjurations of magic. She has been disgraced by the gods and cannot be considered one of us.”

      The other draconians looked upon Shikun, as she bent down, placing her head upon the ground, showing the remnants of the scars left over as much as she showed off her wings. The dragon-people began to murmur to themselves as they spoke rumors about the Wingless, how they’re cursed and unlucky, how they’ll bring a pox to the village if they’re allowed to live.

      Shikun couldn’t bear to show herself. She hid behind her wings, wreathed in flame as she buried herself in her shame. Even with what little she remembered, the Wingless curse must have been taught to children from an early age, so that they know to take good care of them from the start.

      Even when you’re dead, Weaver, you’re still giving me trouble.

      “If this is true,” the Great Dragon lifted himself up from his seat, “then I cannot help you. Your kind, the Wingless, is a curse upon us. If we aid you, we will die. That law is as old as the draconians and guides us even now. We cannot be led astray. Your journey is in vain. She must be executed, along with the rest of you.”

      Dothan and the other draconians took us by the irons and began to drag us away. As we marched towards the stone door, I wracked my brain for any plans to get the draconians to help us. Shikun was a draconian, but her wingless status made her cursed in their eyes. I had been hoping that they would see past that, given that she got a new pair, but apparently, that didn’t count. Now, it was turning into a life-or-death situation, and if we didn’t pull a miracle out of our asses, we’d be forced to fight the very people we needed the help of. There had to be a way out. But how?

      “Shikun invokes Rokna’s Rite!” Amalthea suddenly shouted back to Karkaros. The moment she said those words, our guards stopped dragging us off, turning to stare at the sphinx, and they weren’t alone. All the draconian’s jaws dropped as they stared, and so did we, to be honest.

      I don’t know what you just did, Amalthea, but I’m betting it just saved our bacon.

      I heard the other draconians whisper to each other about the scandal.

      “Can she do that?” a pink one said.

      “She’s Wingless! It shouldn’t count,” a purple one answered.

      “But it’s Rokna and Khan’s Rite! That’s the whole point of it!” a brown one rebutted.

      “We can’t let her do that! She’ll curse us all!” the purple one shouted.

      “The Rite counters it though, remember?” the brown one said.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Dothan replied. “They won’t survive.”

      “Whatever this rite is, Malthy,” Petra whispered over to Amalthea, “it sounds like it’s super dangerous.”

      “Bully fun to wrench these stagnant dragon traditions, eh?” Reggie said, trying not to sweat nervously. “These dragon lads seem quite buggered by the whole thing. What could go wrong?”

      Shikun, however, wasn’t quite as relieved as I was. “When did I invoke that?” she said to Amalthea, anger rising in her voice. “I don’t remember any draconian traditions!”

      “What’s this Rokna and Khan Rite?” I asked Amalthea amongst the chaos.

      “Rokna and Khan were ancient Wingless, by the writings I have seen in the Record,” the knowledgeable sphinx said. “They lived thousands of years ago and made the case to their Great Dragon back then that if they could prove they were stronger than one of the other draconians, that they deserved to take that draconian’s place in the tribe. The Great Dragon agreed to this, and so, the Wingless were pitted against his chosen warriors, his own sons. In truth, this was justice, for they were the ones who cut off Rokna and Kahn’s wings in the first place, though no one believed they committed the act. When the Wingless came away victorious, the sons were banished, and the tribe thrived.” She smiled knowingly. “Since then, draconians have believed the Rite removes the curse of the Wingless, passing it onto the winged draconians that were defeated by Rokna and Khan.”

      “Okay, so Shikun’s going to fight the Great Dragon’s warriors,” I said with an arched eyebrow. “And if she wins, she gets her tribal status back, we gain an army, it’s a lock. I love that Khalati Record.”

      I looked over to Shikun, who was still in tears. You would have thought that she would be hopeful, given we could remove her curse, fake as it was, now. But the idea of it was stuck in her head.

      “Shikun,” I asked her, “Do you want to go through with this? If you don’t want to, we can try to find another way.”

      “I just don’t know.” Shikun tried to gather herself enough to talk. “I know this is important, but I just don’t know if I can. I don’t want everyone’s hopes riding on a Wingless.”

      “My hopes are on you, Shikun,” I said to her. “You are more than capable of taking on any of these guys. This is almost a sure thing. But only you can say you want to.”

      “If I have to.” Shikun gathered as much strength as she could. “I will invoke the rite. I will issue the challenge.”

      “A challenge, is it?” The Great Dragon stepped up from his throne. “Very well. The fight will be in the center of the crater, so all may witness the Rite. We shall test the Wingless’ mettle.” His feet thundered as he walked down the steps.

      “This all seems rather farcical, wouldn’t you say?” Reggie whispered to the purple draconian holding him. “I mean, the girl has wings. They’re just shinier than the rest of yours. What’s the harm in simply letting her back in?”

      “The removal of one’s wings is a curse,” Purple growled back at him. “If she remains, the curse will spread to all of us.”

      “But you’re not keeping her,” Reggie countered. “We’d be taking her as soon as our business with you all is done. This is all a load of bunk!”

      “Traditions are important to them,” I told Reggie. “If we want to earn their trust, we play by their rules, and we win. Shikun’s got this in the bag.” I looked over to her, but she wouldn’t lift her head. We needed that head in the game.

      “As with tradition,” Dothan stated officially, “the Wingless must choose one battle companion to help in the fight, and that the Great Dragon shall also choose two warriors to face them.”

      “I choose William!” Shikun’s face immediately perked up, and she jerked up to look to me, smirking through her tears. She still lacked confidence in herself, that much was clear, but she still believed in me. But I had a feeling I could get it higher than it’s ever been in a little bit if all went according to plan. She just needed a push to realize how strong she actually was.

      At any rate, I wasn’t fighting two draconian elite warriors myself.

      “In all things, caution, William,” Libritas hummed in my ear. “Draconians are wild fighters, relying on their invulnerability to keep them safe in their reckless charges. You will need to be cautious.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice.” I was sweating bullets. Maybe I was stronger than the average guy, but draconians were on a whole other level. I’d seen what Shikun could do, and while I was able to take our captors by surprise a few times, we would no doubt be facing Karkaros’s elite warriors. One wrong move and I was dead.

      “Are they allowed to know who their opponents are before the fight?” Petra asked the draconians around.

      Karkaros answered for them. “Your opponent will be me.” He walked forward, stepping between all of us on his way to the stone door. I should have expected that. He’d be an almost guaranteed win against anyone one-on-one, and he seemed determined to protect his clan against the Wingless curse. He would put in his best fighters, even if one of them were him. “And I shall be choosing Tharnox to battle with me.”

      As he approached, the draconians at the door rolled it open, letting their leader step through, and the others snickered when he mentioned Tharnox. They looked at us as if we were already dead.

      I decided that I already didn’t like this Tharnox.

      “I hope your wings are strong,” the purple one said to Amalthea before turning his gaze to Reggie and Petra. “She’ll be carrying you all back down the mountain with some gifts from us.” She turned her eyes towards Shikun and me. “Two funerary urns.”

      With that, we were dragged through the throne room’s entrance by our chains as we were led to the crater’s bottom, the chosen place for us to fight for our lives and the lives of everyone back in the Marches. If we lost, they died as well. And even if we survived, we still had a nearly infinite army of bee people waiting for us after this.

      Fingers crossed Tharnox was secretly a push-over.
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      We were all led out to the main thoroughfare of the volcanic crater, and the air cleared of the draconians. They all found seats at the edges of their homes’ platforms, waiting for the battle about to ensue. It turned the cavernous town into a stadium arena, filled with cheering and booing townspeople.

      Too bad we were the away team.

      Shikun and I were led out ahead of the rest of the group, out into the center of the town square. As we walked, the booing draconians grew louder, and I could pick out some of their jabs and taunts.

      “Nobody wants you, Wingless!”

      “You’re dead, outlanders!”

      “Karkaros is gonna crush you!”

      “You should have stayed at home!”

      One of them had the absolute audacity to throw some fruit at us. Shikun put her silvered wings up to block it, but I managed to catch it before it could hit her. It was a purple-striped banana looking thing, and it was rotting even as I held it.

      I was tempted to throw it back at him. Treating any of my girls like she was a leper? My breaking point was tested as I unclenched my hand to drop the fruit. That didn’t stop me from staring daggers into the draconian who threw it, a simple looking dark green one in the draconian equivalent of his thirties. He was a bit of a cowardly man to boot, stepping back into his house as I looked up at him.

      Karkaros walked over to the other side of the square, the people cheering his name in unison over and over. A slew of light blue draconian women came to him, all carrying plates of black armor and furs. Karkaros unfurled his wings as the draconian attendants placed the pieces of armor on him, revealing just as many scars upon his body as were on his head. Given the impervious nature of draconians, scarring like that had to come from something especially nasty, possibly several especially deadly foes. In a quick flash, his body was adorned head to toe in this armor, including the arms of the wings upon his back.

      Another two attendants came, each carrying a greatsword. And by greatsword, I meant a giant slab of jagged metal the length and width of my body with a handle at the end to make it look like a sword. As they were presented to him, Karkaros picked up each blade, easily handling them as if they were arming swords or daggers. He lifted both of the blades into the air as if he had already won, and the draconians ate it up. The cheering surged into a deafening roar. A chain of servants came with various fruits and meats, all lined up to meet Karkaros as he dug into each meal, one after the other. The endless parade kept coming, providing Karkaros enough food for a small village in record time.

      While the Great Dragon ate, two red draconians came to us, carrying an assortment of weapons. Draconian weapons weren’t very elegant, and each club, sword, and mace showed that, all of them being massive, weighty things that favored brute strength like Karkaros’s swords. My honeysteel sword was included amongst them, which I promptly picked up in my offhand as I brandished Libritas in the other.

      Shikun stared at the weapons or, more accurately, through them, losing herself in whatever thoughts she was feeling. I took solace in the fact that if we won, when we won, she would feel a thousand times better, and maybe those final remnants of the iron chain would come off her back. But, for now, she needed a weapon. I spied a hefty two-handed club that I thought was perfect for her. It was a long piece of dark rockwood, growing wider near the top. Affixed to it was the skull of a dead dragon or some other dragon-adjacent creature, its teeth embedded in the side, and its thick forehead placed as the main point of impact. As if its teeth weren’t enough, the skull was also held on with two thick ropes on the snout and the top of the head, and if it was made by draconians, it was built to take a beating.

      “Go for the big one,” I whispered to her, pointing at the club. “It suits your strength.”

      “Oh, right.” She snapped back to reality. “Right. I’m…” She grabbed the giant club as she trailed off.

      “You are going to be great. We’ve got this,” I tried to reassure her. “We’ve fought tougher than Karkaros before.”

      “My curse has been weighing us down,” she mumbled. “You’ve done wonders in spite of it, but I’m destined to doom myself and anyone around me.”

      “You are not cursed, Shikun.” I sheathed both my longsword and Libritas. “You’ve been more than essential to us getting even this far! I can count at least five times we all would have died if you weren’t around.”

      “It’s only a matter of time before--” Shikun started another pity-rant.

      “Oh, for the love of--” I held my tongue before I said something hurtful in my frustration. I was sick of this ‘curse’ nonsense… but then I got an idea, and my face lit up. “You know what? I didn’t want to have to do this, but you leave me no choice. I only have one of these, so you better be thankful I’m using it now.”

      I placed my hands together as if I was praying. Lifting them above my head, I let out the lowest note I had in me. My neck twirled in circles as my head stayed in place, keeping the low note going.

      “Um…” Shikun leaned back in confusion as she watched me. “What are you doing, William?” The other draconians that were guarding us, including that blue Dothan, looked at me with the same face she had.

      “Hush, child,” I said in a mystical and sassy Texan exorcist voice. “I am communing with higher powers.” I uttered some gibberish in a droning chant as I brought my hands back down to my chest. With a flourish, I brought one hand high and the other low, slowly moving them in a circle around each other with jazz hands until the two had switched places.

      “He’s cracked under the pressure,” the purple draconian said. “Karkaros will make paste out of him.”

      “Do not think that any magic you bring will help you--” Dothan started to warn us.

      “This is not magic, my friend,” I continued in my exorcist's voice. “This is a divine smiting of evil. The gods themselves beckon at my call.” I swirled my hands around each other in a mamba-like fashion, bringing them lower and lower until I shot them up like a tree, flourishing my fingers out like branches.

      “Don’t you think you should be focused on the battle?” another draconian said to me. “You know, before you die like a fool?”

      “He’s praying his last rites.” The purple draconian snickered. “Let him call upon his gods. They will do him no good against the Great Dragon.”

      Ignoring them, I put one hand forward, palm outward, right in Shikun’s face.

      “Imperius minimus, gluteus maximus.” I began my fake chant. “Et omne maledictum non alatum removere stupidis!” I slapped Shikun upside the head. Then I stood in my normal posture, pulling out Libritas and my sword. “That should do it.”

      Shikun shook her head and blinked her eyes as she tried to comprehend the situation.

      “What just happened?” Dothan asked.

      “Oh, you don’t know?” I shifted my shoulders as I explained my fake ritual. “Uplanders are taught from an early age a very potent de-cursing tool. It calls upon the favor of the holy to dissolve any curse entirely, no matter how potent. It can only be used once, and then it’s gone. My Latin may be a little rusty, but I think I still got the job done. So congratulations, Shikun! You’re no longer Wingless.”

      “I don’t feel any different,” Shikun said, looking at her hands. She looked back to her wings, flapping them as they flickered their bright flames.

      “It’s not supposed to feel like anything,” I said, tapping her back with Libritas. “The curse is gone. Nothing you can do about it.”

      “That’s insane!” the purple one said, flabbergasted at the idea that their stupid curse could be so easily tossed aside. “The curse is a part of her! She is spat on by the gods. You can’t just wish it away with a wave of your hand!”

      “I guess we’ll find out!” I said, twirling my weapons. “If we win, it’ll prove the gods favor me, and the curse is gone. If we lose, we’re dead, and the curse dies along with us.”

      The purple draconian grumbled as he stood there, unable to counter my logic. The rest stared at us, now a little unsure about how this fight could turn out, and that might just be enough witnesses to overcome this stigma.

      Karkaros had just finished scarfing down the last of the meals brought by his servants, and he sloppily wiped his mouth of the juices with his wrist. The Great Dragon rolled his neck as he flapped his wings, kicking up some of the steam from the surrounding vents. The crowd cheered as he created a wave of hot air, drifting it towards us. When it finally hit our side, it latched onto my face and burned, like opening a hot, wet oven.

      He walked towards us, coming to the arena to face us. We did the same, putting our weapons at the ready for whatever he would throw at us. Across the vast distance inside the volcano, we met near the middle, standing opposite each other. That’s when a troubling thought came to mind as Karkaros stood there alone.

      “Where’s Tharnox?” Shikun whispered to me as if reading my mind. The longer he didn’t show, the more I was ready to make a diamond in my buttcheeks. Karkaros looked down on us with an intimidating glare.

      “Shall we begin the formalities?” Karkaros’s voice bellowed as held his blades, one above him and one below, and stood prepared for battle.

      “Only if you’re ready,” I said, poised to strike at one of the straps to his plate armor I saw. If I could peel off a piece and get to his skin, Libritas might burn hot enough to pierce his scales. Then we’d only have to worry about Tharnox, wherever he was. As soon as the battle started, he’d be dead.

      “People of wind and fire!” a rainbow-colored draconian shouted from the air as he flew overhead, his voice echoing off the walls as he announced the spectacle. “The Rite of Rokna and Khan has been evoked! The challenge has been set! Not since the First War of the Bugs has such a historic event been seen!”

      I assumed that meant the ancient war against the anthophilans, but in a bit of a derogatory way.

      The people cheered as the rainbow draconian spoke, and I felt like a gladiator in the Roman Colosseum, but not the one the emperor wanted to win. A gust of steam burst from beside me, and the rainbow draconian continued.

      “By ancient law, the challenger is allowed a battle companion. The Wingless has chosen an Uplander, William Tyler, Brandwielder, to champion her.” The people booed at us, their insults lost in the great roar of the many. The rainbow draconian flew down to us, a skinnier fellow than the rest of the draconians. “Do you come to challenge a brother of the clan, Wingless, and remove your curse?”

      “Uh, yeah,” Shikun said casually, before composing herself to a more formal tone. “Yes, I have.”

      Seemingly satisfied, the rainbow draconian rose back up to address the people. “If she can prove herself and overcome the curse of the Wingless,” the rainbow dragon shouted, “then she will be allowed to rejoin the clan and pass the curse to the defeated. Now, who has the Great Dragon Karkaros chosen for his champion? Who will brave the challenge?”

      “I have chosen myself!” Karkaros called out to the crowd. They cried out again, making hearing anything else almost impossible. People love a good show, I guess.

      “Our illustrious Great Dragon,” the rainbow dragon hollered, “the unbeatable Karkaros, Slayer of the Troll King, Purger of the Thatos Swarms, He That Walks in Smoke, has taken it upon himself to risk the curse of the Wingless upon himself! And who do you choose to fight alongside you?”

      “I have chosen Tharnox!” Karkaros replied.

      “Then summon him to your side, and may his arrival commence the battle!” The rainbow draconian flew to one of the houses upon the side of the wall, rushing as if he was late for something… or as if he was trying to avoid something.

      Karkaros roared from his throat, and the crowd fell completely silent. No one was even whispering to each other. The only sounds we could hear were the steam vents whistling occasionally.

      Then, after a few moments, the cheers started up again, a chant that started with a collective whisper. “Tharnox, Tharnox, Tharnox, Tharnox…” They chanted over and over again, growing louder and louder as they went.

      I heard a low, rumbling sound, and a subtle vibration beneath my feet. The steam vents sprung up all over the crater, shouting out more intense bursts than before. The ground shook beneath us, and I suddenly realized where Tharnox was hiding, and that he was a lot bigger than a draconian.
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      “Shikun, fly!” I shouted as I started running for the edge of the volcano. The earth quaked beneath us at the movements of something beneath the stone film of the magma.

      “Wait, William!” Shikun called out as she followed me. She stowed her club away to get a better stride going. Karkaros laughed as he saw us run away. “What about Karkaros?”

      “Get your ass in the air right now, I swear to God!” I sprinted towards the edge like a gazelle running from a lion. As I took the steps, I found my feet no longer touching the ground, and Shikun’s arms wrapped underneath my armpits. We soared upward along the wall of the volcano, dodging between the houses lined up against it.

      Shikun turned us around to see the center of the crater where Karkaros stood, still laughing triumphantly. The stone beneath him cracked, sending twisted lines of fissured rock outward. A great clawed hand broke out of the ground next to Karkaros, flinging shards around him like meteors, some of them flying towards the houses on the walls. The hand dripped with molten lava, draining onto the volcano floor as it cooled back to heated rock. Then the claw slapped the earth as it dug deep into it, pulling up the mighty body of the great creature. The shell of stone that coated it split and fell from its body with every movement, every flexed muscle, as it moved for the first time in ages.

      Another clawed hand burst forth, and with it, a mighty dragon’s head rose from the lava pool left in the wake of the destroyed arena. The great dragon’s body lifted from the volcano’s depths, the molten rock pouring off it to reveal a pair of wings cocooned in volcanic rock. The hardened lava ruptured as they unfurled, its wings stretching out to almost the width of the entire volcano. Its back legs finally stepped out of the pool of lava as it shook off the remaining molten stone, showing its blue and grey patterned scaley hide in its full glory. Tharnox rolled its shoulders as it woke itself up, yawning a breath of heat that rippled the air in front of him a good fifteen feet.

      “I think this is cheating,” I said to Shikun to try to lift up our spirits. “You shouldn’t allow pets into a sacred rite of combat.”

      “Maybe you’re only allowed pets into the arena,” Shikun said, forcing a giggle in spite of the circumstances. “Maybe they think you’re my pet.” She was trying to keep up the appearance of happy, even now.

      “You know, that’s hurtful,” I said to her jokingly. “I take away your Wingless curse, and this is how you thank me?”

      “We’ve yet to see if that actually worked,” Shikun said with a little poison in her voice, keeping her eyes on the giant dragon. She wasn’t angry at me, but I felt that she could sense my ritual was fake.

      After the immense beast settled, Karkaros flew up to the top of Tharnox’s head, placing himself next to one of the beast’s giant horns. He stuck a blade into Tharnox’s skin, using it to hold himself steady, and pointed with the other blade at us. The draconian let out another roar from his throat, and Tharnox unleashed a kaiju screech in response that rang in my ears like it shouted right into both of them.

      “That’s our cue to hoof it!” I told Shikun. She bolted into the air, flying above the volcano. She climbed higher as she flew, creating as much distance between them and us as she possibly could.

      I surveyed the sky around the volcano. With all of the crazy storm winds surrounding the mountainside, it looked like the only stable airspace was the heated air above the volcano. While it was a fair amount of space to fly in, there wasn’t a whole lot to work with besides the volcano itself. We couldn’t lose them in the mountains, for example, and we had no consistent long-range attacks beside Shikun’s fire. Who knows how well that’d do against Tharnox’s body, considering the thing was lounging in molten lava?

      If only I had Reggie’s gun. Of course, that’d probably just piss Tharnox off at best.

      From what I could tell, Tharnox took orders from Karkaros. Which meant if I could get in close to him, I could distract Karkaros while Shikun dealt with Tharnox. Or, Shikun could separate Karkaros from Tharnox, and I could deal with Tharnox myself. Either way, we had to separate them if we wanted to win.

      Both plans required me to hold on to a flying thing for dear life. Oh, joy.

      The worst part about this entire situation? If we did any permanent damage, it means we couldn’t use them in the upcoming fight against the drones, so we had to win by subduing them and forcing these die-hard battle-hardened warriors to forfeit the challenge. That seemed especially daunting when I considered that Karkaros personally volunteered for this battle when he could have sent any other warrior to participate in the deathmatch. That meant he was willing to die to protect his people from the ‘Wingless’ curse.

      Oh, I was going to need to get blackout drunk after this one.

      And, to top it all off, this dragon was probably completely immune to Libritas’ Branding, no matter how hot she got--

      Wait, that gave me an idea. How much control did Libritas have over her temperature? Could Libritas, instead of glowing hotter, do the opposite and keep growing colder?

      “I’ve never tried it,” Libritas told me. “More often than not, the heated strike is sufficient for most foes. I’d never even considered having to turn cold. Plus, Shikun was branded with powers similar to mine. Would that not work on Karkaros?”

      “That’s the magical mind-bending brand, and I don’t plan to use that on either of them,” I told her. “The heated brand didn’t work on the owlbear’s feathers, so I’m sure that this super-draconian will ignore it, too. But I bet, even if he could warm himself up in the cold, neither of them would like an icy jab to the ribs. Can you whip me up a freeze?”

      “I can certainly try,” Libritas said, and I instantly felt her handle chill to my touch. Maybe we could win this, after all.

      Our moment of planning was up as Tharnox’s wings drew him upwards, slowly raising him from the volcano. Karkaros had his eyes locked onto us, taking care to keep us in the line of sight at all times.

      Shikun kept backing up towards the swirling winds that kept us caged inside this fight. “Do you have any ideas, William?”

      “I’ll tell you as soon as I have a good one,” I said to her. “For now, we just need to separate the two of them somehow. If we can take one of them out of the picture, we can team up on the other.”

      “Okay,” Shikun said. She had stifled as much of the dread in her voice as she could, but it still shook with fear. “Which one do you want?”

      “I’ll take the dragon,” I told her. “You just keep Karkaros away from it, so he can’t give it orders.”

      “Please don’t die, William.” Shikun charged towards the gargantuan drake as it rose toward us. “I can’t do this alone.”

      “I haven’t, yet,” I said as I prepared to be dropped like a stealth bomber’s payload.

      Shikun and I sped towards the dynamic dragon duo, my draconian flyer keeping her flight pattern erratic and evasive. Karkaros pulled a deep breath of air in, preparing to let out a blast of volcanic ash like before. Shikun spun in the air, with me flipping around her like a windsock. When Karkaros’s mouth burst with his deadly ashen breath, Shikun dropped me beneath the blast, and I rolled onto the dragon’s head, nearly sliding off the side of its wide snout.

      Shikun managed to circle around the ash cloud, and as she went, she pulled her club out from behind her and slammed it against Karkaros’s stomach. The impact was like a thunderbolt echoing across the arena. At the same time, I stuck the honeysteel blade into Tharnox’s head. Though the sword didn’t do much real damage to the massive beast, it served as a grip for me to swing down, aiming Libritas’ newly frozen Brand at Tharnox’s right eye.

      As I thrust the Brand into the giant fleshy marble, Tharnox wretched and squirmed, bumping Karkaros up just as Shikun made contact with the club, tearing his grip free from his sword handle as she slammed him into the air. Though the Great Dragon caught his ascent with flared wings, Shikun didn’t give him a chance to get back to his perch, pushing him as far away as she could with a flurry of swings.

      Meanwhile, Tharnox continued to thrash in, forcing me to hold on for dear life. He spewed molten magma from his mouth as he squirmed, throwing drops of hot death in every direction. The two clashing draconians flew off from my sight, clashing their oversized weapons.

      Good news: The Cold Brand is a smashing success. Bad news: Holding on for dear life was going to be a pattern in this battle.

      One of Tharnox’s head thrashes threw me into the air, my fingers slipping free from my sword’s hilt save for my thumb and leaving me suspended in nothing. I swung around a few times before landing down, hopefully with all of my bones and sockets intact. With all the thrashing, it took me a while to be able to stand, but I finally found a small window where Tharnox wasn’t flailing about.

      As I got to my feet, I took the opportunity to stick Libritas into Tharnox’s head again, giving me a better sense of balance. Tharnox groaned as the cold pierced into it, and like a kid’s tongue to a frozen sign pole, I wasn’t going anywhere. I cinched my grip on my honeysteel weapon, ripped it free, then jammed it down again, using both of my weapons to crawl over to the dragon’s other eye. My only saving grace was that Tharnox was so immense that he really couldn’t reach the top of his head well, especially in flight, his giant claws swinging over my head as I ducked underneath them.

      Clumsy, he might have been, but it turned out that the dragon wasn’t stupid. Just then, the colossal dragon flipped itself over, flying upside down. Fortunately, I cinched down on the grips on my weapons, and all those hours of free climbing paid off. I fell up to a handstand over my weapons, still holding fast to the beast. Now jabbing upwards, I stuck each weapon into the thick hide as I kept inching over to my destination.

      You know how, when you work out, and you complain about doing pull-ups, and your trainer tells you that when you’re hanging on the edge of a cliff, you’re going to want to be able to do at least one more? Well, I found my one pull-up more as I hung below Tharnox’s eye, lifting myself with one arm to reach the eye with Libritas in the other. The Brand connected, and the icy touch of the Brand froze the liquids in its eye as the dragon snapped the lid closed. As the mighty dragon roared and thrashed in pain, I stuck Libritas into the first spot in Tharnox’s hide that I could, desperately trying to keep my grip.

      The huge beast was blind now, which was great, except now it was heading straight for the storm winds just outside the volcano airspace. And if I were having trouble holding on before, I’d be falling to my death out there in a second. I tried to turn down Libritas’ temperature to make her even colder, thinking of a frozen tundra as I did. Maybe it would turn in the direction of the pain, and we could keep inside the safer space. Even when ice began to form around Libritas’ Brand, the lumbering dragon kept flying towards the deadly winds. If I didn’t act now, I was very dead.

      I then had one of the stupidest ideas I’ve ever thought up, but if it worked, I’d live. If it didn’t, I was dead either way.

      Quickly crawling with my sword and Brand, I noodled my way up to the tip of Tharnox’s snout, just reaching one of his nostrils. The dragon kept barrelling blindly towards my doom, and I positioned my blade just over the lip of the dragon, right next to its sword-like teeth. And that wasn’t even the stupid part, yet.

      When Tharnox roared in pain again, I flipped under the teeth like a reverse-pole-vault and stuck Libritas to the inside of the dragon’s mouth. The frozen-pole-tongue trick worked even better with the softer tissues inside Tharnox’s mouth. Then, in one smooth motion, I took out the sword and stuck it against Tharnox’s inner gums, both my Brand and my sword keeping me pinned to the roof of the mouth.

      Yeah, like I said, very stupid. But I was desperate. Now all I had to do was survive and come up with a better plan.

      Easy, right?

      Inside the mouth, I was safe from the chaotic winds battering me off of the side of the dragon. But that created a whole new host of obvious problems, like trying not to get eaten. The slimy ridges of the dragon’s gums did not make for good footholds. My only rest was on my sword, which I found a way to position below me like I was Batman on a gargoyle. With only the light coming from Tharnox’s open mouth to see, I kept my balance and waited for a better plan than this to come to me.

      Already, I could feel the mountain’s storm winds trying to break into Tharnox’s mouth, churning and turning inside of him as he flew through the mountains. With my sword perch, I was perfectly safe from it, but I noticed a new problem as I sat there: Tharnox’s tongue.

      The blob of muscle and flesh stretched out and pressed against the roof of the mouth as it felt around for me. I must have been like that irritating bit of potato chip that broke off and stuck in your gums. When the tongue slid towards me, I jabbed at it with Libritas, sending it reeling back. It knew where I was now and frantically slobbered over me, trying to dislodge me from my spot. At every meaty stab, Libritas was there to keep it from reaching me, covering the tongue in little circles of frostbite.

      The tongue rested for a moment, and that gave me the opportunity to see a glimpse out of the dragon’s mouth and the mountain it hurtled towards. That definitely wasn’t good. I stuck Libritas to Tharnox’s mouth to give myself as much of an anchor as possible for when it hit.

      As it turned out, it was barely enough. With a booming jolt, Tharnox crashed against the side of the peak, throwing me around wildly. Although I used every ounce of strength I had in my hands, the one holding the sword gave way, and I slapped against every part of Tharnox’s mouth within my range of motion while still attached to Libritas.

      I screamed as my fingers burned in the intense heat Libritas gave off, searing my hands to her handle. Even if I wanted to let go, which I didn’t, it felt like my skin had practically melted to Libritas’ metal. If I weren’t in so much pain, I’d have thanked her for saving me.

      “You’re welcome, William,” she cooed in my ear. “We’re not out of this yet. Hold on!”

      Tharnox tumbled downward, lifting me up to the top of the mouth. In the state of freefall, I grabbed my sword from its beefy pedestal, tore it free, then swung it into the nearest place I could reach. The blade squelched as I drove it as far down as I could.

      All the good that did. I still found both the sword and Libritas dislodging from their spots as I landed directly onto the tongue, bouncing off of its surprisingly spongy form. As I rolled towards the front of the mouth, I slammed against the bottom jaw before the top closed down, encasing me in complete darkness.

      Neither the tongue, the mouth, or the rest of Tharnox seemed to move. I took the time to catch my breath, stretch, revel in the sweet moment of not dying. But a moment of not dying was a moment for preparing. So, I got back up and lit Libritas’ Brand so that I could see inside the living cave I found myself in.

      I could feel myself cooking inside the dragon’s mouth, it was like a sauna in overdrive in here, and I knew that I couldn’t stick around here for much longer. There had to be a way out. I could wake the dragon back up, but that would have undone several aching-muscles-worth of work I put into knocking the thing out. That would be my emergency option if I were about to die.

      “You got any ideas, Lib?” I asked her, probing for more options.

      “Our choices do seem limited,” Libritas said. “In any other creature, you could try to… move through its digestive system and escape that way. But the dragon’s magma would kill you as you made it to the stomach.”

      “You know, I just thought up another insane idea,” I said to her, scratching my chin. “You’re not going to like it, though.”

      “I already know, and yes, I don’t like it,” Libritas said, annoyed the situation called for such drastic measures. “But things are desperate. We’ll have to try something.”

      “At the very least, it’ll make the air here more livable.”

      With that, I placed Libritas down upon the tongue. Drawing on all of my willpower, I focused on the coldest thing I could think of, the deepest parts of space, and channeled it into Libritas. As she dimmed her light, the mouth became black as pitch. The chill bit my nose, and I could hear the popping and cracking of ice forming. I put on the pressure, focusing on Tharnox’s stomach as I imagined a frozen hand reaching down, dipping into the lava itself and turning it back to stone. If this was going to have any chance of working and not just getting me drowned in hot molten rock, I had to freeze all of it and force it to try to reignite its own heat at the nearest intense source: the draconian’s volcano. If that worked, I could then move on to the second part of the plan.

      The dragon opened its mouth as it tried to expel all of the cold air out of itself, flooding light back in. The beast’s breath was nasty, like rotten eggs and dirt mixed together, brushing through my hair as it passed me by. The one thing it wasn’t, though, was scalding hot like it was being cooked by lava. The tongue in front of me lay flat, a solid ice sculpture in the shape of itself.

      Libritas’ Cold Branding found its way down to Tharnox’s stomach. Finally, some good news.

      As soon as Tharnox stopped exhaling, the cold winds of the Solanna mountains tore through, cooling the already cold mouth to deadly freezing. I brought Libritas close to me to keep me warm as her shaft glowed.

      This all must have roused the dragon to some degree. It picked up its head, lifting me with it, and I peered between the open teeth and looked out at the snowy valley we found ourselves in. It turned its head around, looking back to where we both had just come from. I could see the avalanche of snow and rock left behind from our tumble into the mountainside.

      Like an interactive Imax movie, I watched as the beast began to move out, and that’s when I did my best to situate myself for flight. Tharnox thumped its wings down, kicking up the snow around us as it slowly rose up. Tharnox’s breathing was heavy and labored as it climbed into the air. I had blinded it, so it could only be traveling by instinct and feeling at this point, moving slowly to avoid crashing again.

      The snow whipping around blurred most of my vision, but I was still able to pick out the silver shine of Shikun’s wings as she clashed with Karkaros. When Tharnox finally breached the volcano airspace and left the terrible winds behind, I saw more clearly how Karkaros’s armor had been nearly stripped to bare as Shikun slammed her club down on top of his head, throwing him far below before he caught himself with his wings. With the sound of the dragon’s return, Shikun hovered in the air and looked at Tharnox, distracted as she searched for me. Karkaros took the opportunity to rise up from underneath and plunge his sword upward at her. She snapped back to her enemy, barely catching the flat of the blade against her club as she deflected it.

      Karkaros had a size advantage, no doubt, but Shikun was able to turn that against him as she spun around in the air with her smaller frame. On every side, Shikun swooped in and out and smacked into Karkaros with every dive in.

      Karkaros couldn’t help but take the hits as Shikun kept up her hit-and-run over and over again. Still, it didn’t look like Karkaros was losing any steam as he continued to swing against Shikun every time she came in. Just by watching, I could tell Karkaros was an endurance fighter, letting his opponents wear themselves out just trying to take him down. Shikun looked like she was doing great so far, but if she didn’t watch out, Karkaros would crush her when she made an exhaustive mistake.

      The furious battle fell out of view as Tharnox approached the volcano. We crested over the spiked rim, floating over the draconian people who had come up to watch the fight. As Tharnox flew towards the center, it slowly descended towards the massive hole it had ripped up through, ready to bathe itself in the healing molten soup there. The heat of the lava rushed past the dragon’s mouth, and I had to map out when and where I was going to jump out.

      If I jumped too soon, I’d splatter on the volcano floor. If I jumped too late, I’d melt to death. And if I missed my jump, I could do both.

      Now I wished I’d fought Karkaros instead.
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      As I looked out from the dragon’s mouth, I tried to plot a course that resulted in the least amount of falling to my death. There were a set of houses on the wall that cascaded down from each other on the volcano wall, making a staircase that I could perhaps jump to and get to the ground. A frozen dragon tongue didn’t make for a good running platform, so I’d have to push off the mouth. The mouth also had to open wide enough for me to slip out.

      The houses approached, and I stabbed Tharnox’s gums with Libritas’ freezing Brand once more. Tharnox screeched at the sting of it, and his mouth opened. Pushing off the teeth, I leapt to the first house in my staircase plan, reaching for the edge of the wooden platform it stood on. By the barest margin, my fingers found purchase on the wood, and I was able to keep my grip. I pulled myself up in what was the second pull-up that saved my life and climbed onto the platform, only to be greeted by the perplexed looks of a draconian family, a maroonish father, an aquamarine mother, and a purplish son.

      Not having the time for formalities, I rolled to my feet and headed towards the next house’s roof.

      Rooftop to platform to rooftop again, I jumped and rolled my way towards ground level, keeping my peripheral vision on the winged monstrosity. Its tail had dipped into the lava pool, which already seemed to have a reviving effect on the dragon, and I was running out of time. Draconians gasped and commented as I propelled myself downward. With a final tumbling roll, I sprung to my feet, sore in every place I could be sore, and hobbled to the pool.

      Tharnox lowered itself up to its chest and rested its claws in the glowing rocky goo. As it folded its wings in and dropping further in, the lava rose higher from its cauldron. At last, blinking its blinded eyes, the dragon submerged itself almost completely, save for the top of its snout as its nostrils flared with steaming breath.

      That’s when I stuck the tip of Libritas’ Brand in the pool, thinking of every cold winter’s morning, every ice cube down my back, every shirtless snowball fit, and every other chilling thought I could bring about, focusing it all into Libritas. With a pulse, the lava dimmed to rock around her, and that cooling effect spread outward to the rest of the pool. In almost no time at all, the other edge was completely cooled to stone, the only motion left being the flaring nostrils of Tharnox desperately trying to bring about some freedom. I kept Libritas in its place, making sure every last drop of lava down to the bottom of this pool was nice and cold and solid. That would keep the beast still for more than long enough for me and Shikun to beat Karkaros.

      I looked around for Amalthea. There she was, held aloft by red draconian guards along with Reggie, Petra, and Silver. No doubt, the draconians wanted to ensure my friends got a good view of our deaths, not that my friends thought that was going to happen. No, the other three were shouting and walloping, crazed with excitement at how I’d just stopped a dragon. Amalthea kept her composure but was still more than excited.

      Hoping she would understand my gesture, I put my finger to my head, then pointed to the sky towards Shikun, in the hopes that Amalthea would link us up to the Khalati Record. If I could get Shikun down here, we could fight Karkaros together.

      Showing she understood, Amalthea closed her eyes and opened them again, filled with the Khalati runes. I felt the incomprehensible knowledge come rushing into my head and felt around for Shikun’s presence.

      “Shikun, get to the volcano,” I sent out to her. “I’ve got Tharnox covered.”

      “William!” Shikun shouted in my mind. “You’re alive! I saw you go into the dragon’s mouth, and I feared the worst!”

      “All part of the plan,” I said, covering up for the improvisational garbage heap that was the past few minutes. “We’ve only got one opponent left now.”

      “Coming to you, then.” In but a moment, Shikun was above the volcano, rushing down the middle to land on the newly cooled floor. She tapped against it, looking at the exposed snout of the mighty beast. “You’re amazing.”

      I didn’t really have time to respond, as Karkaros took no time getting down, dive-bombing towards Shikun. I dropped my longsword and rushed over to her, hoping to intercept his blow, but not before Karkaros swung his sword at Shikun. My bit of chivalry wasn’t entirely needed, as the dragon-girl blocked the blow with her club held at both ends.

      The giant planted both his feet down and brought his sword up to try again. This time, Shikun dodged to the side and took to the air as she spun around Karkaros. He picked up his blade from where it landed, a small groove left in its place, and pulled his wings out to take off after her.

      As I reached him, I jumped and wrapped Libritas around Karkaros’s neck while grabbing the other end of the shaft with my other hand. Pressing my knees against the wings on his broad back, I choked the bastard, taking a little bit of glee at the gurgling of his throat. Karkaros grasped at me, dropping his greatsword to use both hands for it. I ducked back just out of the grasping hands’ reach, keeping both of mine on Libritas.

      Karkaros lept backward towards a wall, seeking to smash me against himself so I would let go or move out of the way. His wings swam in the air, zipping him across the floor. The wall approached at blinding speeds, but I knew that if I let this hold go, I might not get another chance at it. Despite my preservation instinct screaming at me, I held on.

      Shikun flew from the side to my rescue, placing herself between Karkaros and the wall. With a solid kick, she stopped Karkaros in his tracks, keeping me from being crushed into a handsome paste. With a blow from her massive club to the back of Karkaros’s knees, Shikun brought him down to kneel. The bastard kept clawing at me as he sucked in for air, finding no give from my vice on him. Quickly spinning around him, Shikun laid into Karkaros’s stomach once, twice, three times, four, five, six, never letting up for a moment. Karkaros tried to vomit, but my grip on him wouldn’t let anything up or down his throat as the bile collected in his chest.

      Karkaros struck out with his arm, grabbing at Shikun when she stepped in too close. He took his other dragon paw of a hand and clenched Shikun’s throat. Only two of his sausage-link fingers could wrap around her neck as he squeezed tighter and tighter.

      Before he could hurt her more, I summoned up one last blast of freezing cold, this time from Libritas’ shaft, and Karkaros’s head was engulfed with a rime of frost. That did it. Between Shikun’s intense barrage of blows and this last snap of stellar cold, the Great Dragon went limp. His hand slipped down from Shikun’s neck to his side as he started to fall over. I rolled over him as he fell, running out the last of the momentum before turning around immediately. I came up to Karkaros, placing the Brand near his face and turning up the heat to try to save him.

      “Please, please, please don’t be dead,” I said as I put the Brand onto him, heating Libritas up even more. We were this close to keeping both of them alive, I’d never let myself go if I killed him on instinct.

      As the ice began to thaw, Karkaros heaved up the blackest sludge and tried to take breaths between spurts of vomit. Thank God, he was alive. He sounded like twenty slugs trying to escape a blender, but he was alive, nonetheless. Once the sludge stop coming out, and he stopped dry-heaving, the giant draconian collapsed in the pool of ash and stomach acid he had made. He may have been tough, but everyone has a limit, and we had pushed him past his.

      “Woo!” I yelled in victory, lifting my arms into the air. I walked over to pick up my honeysteel blade, placing it back in its sheath. “Woo!” That was one of the most intense battles I’ve been involved in, and I probably should have died at least ten times during the whole thing.

      “We did it!” Shikun tackled me, crushing me in her arms. “You were right! I’m not cursed!”

      “Never doubt me again,” I said to her, trying to get a gulp of air into my lungs. “My uncursing powers are as great as they are single use.”

      I looked over to my group, who were madly cheering their heads off. Even Amalthea found it in her to lift her paws up at our victory. They continued to shout, even as the guards next to them stood dumbfounded. They must have had no idea how to process what just happened.

      In fact, none of the draconians made any noise throughout the village. Even the steam vents were silent at the sight of what had just occurred. As Shikun and I ran over to the rest of the family, the guards who were supposed to watch over them did nothing as their charges pushed past them to greet us.

      “William, I have seen you do amazing, insane things,” Reggie said, “But this! How do I even put it into words?”

      “Crazy!” Petra aggressively kissed me over every part of my face. “That was crazy! And stupid! And crazy! Never do that again!” Her frown quickly melted into a smile. “How did you even pull that off?”

      “That was…” Amalthea tried to think of a word. Her eyes glowed with the Khalati Record runes for a bit, searching for the word she needed. “Unorthodox. That’s not the right word, but it’s closer than anything else I had prepared.”

      “You both were amazing!” Petra kissed Shikun on the cheek. She wrapped her arms around the draconian as she basked in the adoration. “I’ve heard of legendary warriors that would kill to be as great a warrior as you.”

      “Yes, well, I’m no longer cursed,” Shikun said, a little bit of giddiness seeping into her voice. “Nothing’s holding me back now.”

      “You’re damn right, it’s not!” Reggie cheered as he clapped both Shikun and me on the shoulder. “You each fought off a dragon at the same time! What kind of Herculean madness is that?”

      “It was very impressive.” I heard a deep, slow voice from behind me.

      We were so caught up in our celebrating that none of us even noticed Karkaros come up to us, despite his massive size. His chest was still drenched in his own bodily fluids, which reeked almost as bad as Tharnox’s breath. He breathed heavily, arms at his sides, shoulders slouching, with his guard completely down.

      “What does it take to keep you down, old boy?” Reggie said. “We don’t have the time to continue this brawl.”

      “You want to go again?” Petra called from behind me. “My man and my little sister can kick your scaley hide as many times as you need!” It was clear that the normally motherly dryad had gotten a little worked up with all the chaos.

      “Calm down, Petra,” I said as I placed a hand on her shoulder. “He’s not fighting anyone.”

      “Indeed,” the Great Dragon said as he continued to catch his breath. “In all my time in battle, I have only ever lost so utterly to my father. In his prime, he was an even greater warrior than I am now.” He got down to a knee, bowing his head all the way to my chest level. “And so are the two of you. Even with my dearest friend Tharnox to help me, I could not best you.”

      The other draconians had begun to murmur and gather around us, including our former captors.

      “I have some thoughts about that, by the way,” I said to him, a sardonic glaze to my voice. “You notice how we didn’t bring our giant dragon to fight you? We believe in fair play.” I could have used a little more tact, I’ll admit, but I was still pissed from how they’ve been treating Shikun this whole time.

      Karkaros wheezed out a chuckle. “But if I hadn’t, I would have suffered an even more humiliating loss.” His draconic smile quickly faded to a dark look. The guy tried his absolute best to protect his people. And it wasn’t enough, from his perspective.

      “That’ll show you to pick a fight with the likes of us, eh?” Reggie said as he wagged a finger at Karkaros.

      “Um, technically,” Amalthea whispered over to him, “I picked the fight with him on Shikun’s behalf.”

      “Yes, well,” Reggie quieted down, flustered at the realization. “Lessons have been learned either way.”

      “You are right, Grey Hair,” Karkaros said reverently to the aging explorer then turned his gaze towards me “I have learned never to underestimate you or your family again… and this lesson cost me my life here.” He let out a heavy sigh as he turned to his people. “I thank you all for letting me serve you as your Great Dragon all of these years. It has been my privilege and honor to lead you to prosperity and freedom. I only wish that, without my Wingless curse, you continue to thrive under new leadership.”

      The people moaned and howled at the news that their leader had to step down. The howling turned to booing as they directed their rage at us, the ones who dethroned him. My friends backed into each other as the crowd surrounded them, ready to tear them apart like a school of piranhas.

      “Wait!” a voice cut through the cries. “Wait! Karkaros doesn’t have to leave!” I recognized the voice and smiled. Everything was coming together.

      The people stopped as they looked for the source of the voice. It was Dothan, one of the ones who guarded Shikun and me. He had witnessed my bogus ritual of decursing and had more than enough proof to show that the curse was gone.

      You know, the more I thought about, was it really so bogus of a ritual when it did exactly what it needed to do?

      “Karkaros doesn’t have the curse!” Dothan cried out. “The outlander performed some sort of ritual on her before the fight. It was a sacred rite that removes curses. Their victory over Karkaros and Tharnox proves that the gods are with them, that his ritual worked. How else could they have won against our unbeatable champion?”

      The draconian people murmured to themselves, all of them turning the idea over in their heads. The ritual may not have been so official, but the thought that they could keep Karkaros was appealing to them, and how could they question the ‘proof’ of our victory. Like a ripple in a pond, the people started to agree.

      “William,” Reggie said as calmly as he could, worried that I had set myself up in a lie I couldn’t get out of, “what did you do? What ‘ritual’ are they talking about?”

      “Reggie, of course, you know!” I said, elbowing him in the ribs with a wide-eyed look that said ‘Play along.’ “Every Uplander can perform a single-use decursing ritual that’s unique to them and can remove any curse no matter the circumstances. You remember?”

      “Oh, right,” Reggie looked around nervously. “That one. The decursing ritual that we all know about. Of course. I remember when I used mine to… get rid of some unearthly bad gas.”

      “Someone powerful enough to defeat a dragon should have the power to remove a curse, would you not say?” Amalthea said to the crowd, picking up the collective lie. “Who could deny that William Tyler, the Dragon Victor, could not perform such a feat?”

      “William Tyler, Tamer of Great Beasts!” Reggie added in.

      “William Tyler, Slayer of the Weaver!” Shikun added, caught up in the excitement of the moment.

      “William Tyler, Champion of Kaulda and the Treison Woods!” Petra placed at the end.

      Okay, maybe we were pumping me up a bit too much now. Yes, I did all of those things, but there’s no way in hell I could have done them alone. I was helped every step of the way.

      “And let’s not forget these other great warriors,” I said as came to the backs of each of my friends. “Sir Reginald Thorpe, Knight of the British! Amalthea, Recordkeeper and Mighty Sphinx! Petra, Treebinder!” The crowd cheered at the mention of every person and their fancy title I made up.

      With a flourish, I came behind Shikun, lifting her up by the waist to rise above the rest of us. As tired as I was, I still managed it. Guess that half-angel physiology had its uses.

      “And last, but not least! Shikun, Ghostwing! True Draconian!” That title I was actually kind of proud of.

      The crowd seemed to like it, too, as they went absolutely nuts at the mention of her name. Karkaros, towering over the rest of us, put his hands up to calm the people down so he could speak.

      “My people,” the Great Dragon spoke, “a miracle has come to us in this age. Not since the time of the First Dragon has such a strange occurrence blessed the world so. The curse of the Wingless has died, and we all may rise above it!” He picked up Shikun from my arms, placing her on his shoulder. “What have you to say, Ghostwing?”

      Shikun bawled into her hands, unable to hold back any emotions she felt at this moment. I looked upon her to see the iron chains dissolve from behind her. She was free of all the pain of her past now. Her people had accepted her after all of this time. Understandably, the poor woman couldn’t bring herself to speak, overcome now not by grief and shame but joy and relief.

      “If I may speak on her behalf, Great Dragon,” I said as I stepped up to him. With his nod, I smiled and looked out the crowd. “I think she’s grateful, and while we would love to celebrate this momentous occasion, we have pressing business.”

      “Yes, the anthophilans,” Karkaros rumbled. “Our clan’s strength is yours to wield, William Tyler of Upland. Now…” He gestured to Tharnox’s nostrils. “If you could please free my friend from the clever trap you’ve ensnared him in, we can be off.”

      I smiled in return. “It would be my pleasure.”

      It had been a long journey since reaching the Marches, but we were finally ready to face the Baroness. If we made it back in time, that is.
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      “I’m so glad that worked.” I stood over the bubbling pool of lava I had melted to release Tharnox from his rocky prison. Libritas cooled her glow as she returned to her normal color, having just melted the volcanic rocks that held Tharnox in place.

      Karkaros kept a hand on Tharnox’s snout, assuring him that everything would be alright. The huge dragon rose from the glowing sludge, his snout still touching Karkaros. It purred as it gently rubbed against the giant, expressing just how much it loved him. Underneath all of the stone and scales, it was just a giant puppy.

      “I’m glad to see you’re safe.” Karkaros put his arms against Tharnox’s nose, his own gigantic size dwarfed by the dragon. “Thank you, William, for not harming him.”

      “Eh, it was no big,” I said, lying through my teeth. It was like fighting and subduing a living, lava-breathing 747 jet that I wasn’t allowed to damage it. The hassle was definitely worth it, though. “All in a day’s work, I suppose.”

      “It would seem so.” Karkaros scratched Tharnox’s scales. “I’ve known Tharnox my whole life. He was my father’s dragon and his father’s before that. He’s been a part of this clan since long past living memory. You respected that, even if you did not know it. You are an honorable man, William Tyler.”

      “Just trying to get on your good side, Great Dragon,” I said to him. “It would have completely cut ties between us if I harmed any member of your family. At the risk of sounding cold, it was purely tactical.”

      “Your shrewd observations and cunning tactics have saved both his life and mine.” He placed his hand to his heart. “It will be my joy to fight alongside you in the days to come.”

      “Speaking of which, is Tharnox ready to fly?” I said, looking upon the dragon. His eyes had returned to their normal orange glow, which I figured was a good sign.

      “He will need a bit of time to find his inner flame again, but it will come shortly,” Karkaros explained. “While he is unharmed, he has been cooled far below what he is comfortable with. The stones in his stomach must return to liquid within him.”

      “I think I can help with that,” I said, bringing Libritas to bear. “Libritas is great for cooling and cooking if you’re willing to bring him closer.” I looked down at her. “Can I ask one more outrageous and strange thing from you?”

      “I’m going into the dragon’s mouth, aren’t I?” Libritas said, already glowing again. “The things I do for you, William. You will owe me for this.”

      “Whatever you want that I can do, it’s yours,” I assured her.

      “Oh, I’ll remember that.” She glowed brighter and brighter as I brought her towards Tharnox.

      Karkaros kept his hand on the beast, keeping it calm as I approached. Slowly and carefully, I held Libritas closer to Tharnox. Karkaros tapped Tharnox twice, and its maw opened just enough for Libritas to fit through. Another double-tap and Tharnox closed his jaws, leaving nothing but the handle I gripped visible and my hands practically touching the dragon’s massive fangs.

      I closed my eyes. By thinking of this hot volcano, a dry desert, a sizzling meal at a Mexican restaurant, that time I burnt my hand on the stove when I was three, I summoned the greatest heat I’d ever needed from Libritas. I imagined the heat charging through Tharnox’s innards like a bull, crashing into every organ on its way to the tail.

      Tharnox shifted in place, shaking from side to side. The teeth opened, unlatching Libritas from its mouth as her glow burned in my pupils for a second. The Brand cooled herself as soon as she realized she was outside and returned to her normal color. Tharnox lifted his head up, blinking as steam escaped his reptilian lips. It pointed its snout upward and roared to the heavens, thundering through the whole volcano like it had done before. Its massive wings spread out to the side, almost canopying the entire volcano.

      If that wasn’t a prepared dragon, I don’t know what was. Not that I had a real frame of reference.

      “He seems ready to me,” I said, turning to Karkaros. “I’ll round up my people, and we’ll be off. We’re based in Hillrock, north of the Solspire, and that’s where we will regroup and plan the assault. You know where that is?”

      “The place should be easy enough to spot from atop Tharnox. I will gather the finest of my Magma Guard as well.” Karkaros nodded before turning to his stone throne room. “This will be a war for the ages.” He walked off as he spoke to his red draconian guardsmen, the group dispersing at his command towards Tharnox.

      I found Amalthea and Reggie helping to gather supplies in the form of various fruits and meats in sacks, while Shikun was strapping on a set of black draconian armor. She kept her club and was looking like a proper draconian warrior.

      “You look great, Shikun,” I said as I walked up to her. “It’s like it was made for you.”

      “Yes, it’s special, apparently,” Shikun said softly as she finished up the ties to one of her greaves. “Karkaros told me about it before he set me down. It was the only set recovered from the missing hunting party… my family’s party.” Her hands stopped for a moment as her voice grew thick with emotion. “My parents would have worn something just like this.” With that, she pulled on the last knot to make it secure.

      I sat down next to her as she leaned into me. She didn’t cry, though. I think every tear she had was shed already. We just basked in this moment for a bit before Shikun spoke again.

      “We’re going to get him, right?” Shikun looked up to me. “Khem? We’re going to stop him?”

      “If it’s the last thing I do,” I said, standing up. “Now, come on. We’ve got a barony to save.”

      “Would you look at that?” Reggie teased with a grin, holding a sack of food larger than him in both hands. “Lazing about like a slumbering dragon while the rest of us prepare for war. Have you no shame, William?”

      “I’m sorry, Reggie.” I chuckled as I walked up to him. “I’ll be more considerate of others next time I decide to rest up a bit after fighting a dragon.”

      “You best, Master William,” Reggie said with a chuckle of his own, shuffling off with his food sack. “Now, pick up a sack and bring it to the loading area.”

      “Right away, Sir Reginald.” I saluted to him before finding one of the food sacks, picking it up, and following him to where he was taking the other one. Shikun followed behind me, carrying two. The heap of sacks was piled next to Tharnox while red draconians loaded chains around him. Curious, I turned my gaze to follow the chains until I saw a new adornment atop the dragon. On the square of Tharnox’s back was a giant black metal dome, almost like an armadillo shell, held down by the chains. It looked to be a special carriage for people to ride on the dragon without the wild and terrible fear of falling to one’s doom at all times. A nifty invention.

      Petra stood by the sacks, stretching out her vines to lift them up to the dome where draconians stood to load them inside through a hatch in the side. Shikun and Amalthea flew up to delivered their loads directly. I set down the sack I was holding, content to let the more mobile ones in our party do the heavy lifting.

      Karkaros approached us just as I went to go grab another sack. One of his light blue draconian attendants was finishing adjusting and strapping the last piece of Karkaros’s new set of armor on. Good to know he had a spare.

      “Shall we begin?” Karkaros said, gesturing to the dome on Tharnox’s back.

      “Only if you’re ready,” I said, stretching my arms. I hoped I’d be spending most of the ride stretching and relaxing since I hadn’t had any real rest since climbing the mountain.

      Without so much as time to brace myself, Karkaros grabbed me by the shoulders and flew both of us up to the dome carriage. As I regained my footing, I found Amalthea, Shikun, and Petra making their way to the dome as well, carrying the last few bags of food. Reggie was carried by a red draconian as he worked to keep his terrified screaming to a minimum. After being placed back on his feet, Reggie crawled along the dragon’s hide in his panic, slinking into the dome’s hatch as soon as he could. The rest disappeared through the hatch too, ready to lift off.

      Now that we had the food, the draconians, the dragon, and all of my people, we were practically set to…

      “Oh, shit!” I said as I came to the horrible realization. “Where’s Silver?” I frantically looked down on the village, searching for any signs of my personal miniature dragon. The last time I remembered having him was back on the mountain, and I’d completely lost track of him since then. I felt like the worst pet owner ever. What if I left him there?

      “Relax, dear William.” Karkaros put his hand up to calm me. “Your rock wyrm is completely safe. In the time that you were unwelcome, we saw it fit to release him from your care. All forms of drakes are sacred amongst us, even those who are born without wings. It is not their fault that Ghorama was so reckless.”

      “Who’s Ghorama?” I asked him.

      “He was a dragon that defied the gods long ago and was stripped of his wings for it,” Karkaros answered. “It is said that his ancestors have spent their days repenting ever since, chewing upon the stone of the sun to be close to the sky again.”

      “Well, I need to thank him,” I said. “It would have been a lot harder to fight the bigger rock wyrm if it could also fly.”

      “So you’re experienced in fighting dragons, I see!” Karkaros let out a hearty laugh. “How could I ever have hoped to defeat you?”

      “Maybe if you have as much dumb luck as me, you’ll stand a chance.” I smirked. “Now, about my rock wyrm…?”

      As if to answer my question, crashing and banging rang out from inside the dome and out popped Silver, tackling me in the stomach. As I fell on my back, Silver licked my face over and over, just as happy as ever to see me.

      “I love you, too, you big iguana,” I said, pushing myself out from under the excited little dragon.

      Two draconians came out from the dome’s hatch, breathing heavily as they turned their heads in search of something. When they spotted Silver on top of me, one of the two almost dropped to the floor in exhaustion, saving himself by grabbing onto the side of the hatch. The other walked up to us, rubbing the sides of his head.

      “I’m so sorry about this, sirs.” The red draconian, taller and thinner than most of them, dragged his fingers down his face. “When the nurses handed the rock wyrm into our care, we didn’t anticipate all of this…”

      “How do you control that thing?” The other one called from the door. He was clearly stouter than the other draconians. “Oh, uhm, sir. Not that it’s a burden to control or anything.” He picked himself up to a standing position as he applied his manners. “He’s a great little… animal. Sir.”

      “Relax, I know he’s very energetic,” I said between Silver’s licks of my face. “I’m just glad he’s safe.”

      “Have we left yet?” Reggie said from inside the dome. “The sooner we leave, the better, please.”

      “Not the calmest flyer, is he?” the stout draconian said, rolling his eyes.

      “One horribly traumatic flying experience, and he falls to pieces,” I said, making my way to the hatch. “Terrible shame.”

      The red draconians, Silver, and I went in as Karkaros flew to Tharnox’s head. The thinner draconian closed the hatch behind us as we found our seats inside the dome’s main chamber. While it was probably the size of a two-story house overall, it was only one spacious, dimly lit room with a Sola crystal hanging from a pole in the ceiling to illuminate it. The floor of the dome was just Tharnox’s hide, in all its scaled glory. Lined along the walls were handles and benches welded to it, and a couple dozen of the Magma Guard sitting along with them, packed together like sardines.

      My people were crowded together in a little corner as they tried to get comfortable. Reggie found himself between Shikun and a broad-shouldered Magma Guard. Petra sat on the end next to a previously empty space now filled with Amalthea, strapped down by vines Petra must have made that attached themselves to the walls and floor of the dome by way of special sticky white puffballs. Reggie himself had six or so of the same strap-vines over himself, probably at his own request. The group lit up as they saw me.

      “Will!” Petra started first. “You can take my seat. We’re a little short on room, so you’ll have to squeeze.”

      “Don’t get up, I’m fine,” I said, laying down by Amalthea on the dragon scales. “I need to just not move my muscles for a bit.” As soon as I let myself relax, I remembered every aching pain in my body at once, and a pained groan escaped my lips. “Does Etria have any spas?”

      “Is that a way for Uplanders to relax?” Amalthea purred.

      “Are you telling me there are no spas down here?” I said, overtly aghast at the thought.

      “We’ve managed to live this long without them, Will.” Petra seeded her puffballs around me as vines grew out from them. They wrapped me up tight, securing me snuggly to the floor of the dome.

      “I think we’ve got a million-dollar idea, then.” I I closed my eyes. “After we’re done saving the world, we’re inventing the Etrian spa. I’ll settle for a hot bath in the meantime.”

      I felt the familiar rumble of Tharnox’s flight as it pushed upon me. Now that I wasn’t clawing for survival upon it, I was going to enjoy riding on a dragon as I let myself fall into a slumber, finally crashing from hours of work. I had to get the rest now before we got back to Hillrock.

      Even with the dragon fight behind us, it wouldn’t get any easier from here on.
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      The sky was white. Beyond white, as if every white I’d seen before was just a light shade of brown or yellow before this. The clouds floated gracefully in it like fluffy marshmallow bubbles.

      And I was falling.

      Deeper and deeper, I dove into a darker abyss of black. The sun that filtered through the clouds darkened as well, draining away to stretching shadows. I looked down to see the darkness. There was nothing in it. Just emptiness.

      But not for long.

      A decrepit hand reached out from the black void, wrapped in bandages. The exposed flesh was grey and thin as if it was drained of anything resembling life. As I fell, the hand opened up, and I landed in its palm as if I were a little pebble inside of it.

      From deep in the gloom, a face flooded into view. It too was covered in bandages, every aspect of it, from the hollowed look in the eyes to the gaunt cheekbones, exposed teeth, and ashy grey skin, all of it seemed to reject the very concept of life. If there were any muscles inside it, you’d never know. I knew exactly who it was.

      “Your luck has run out, mortal,” Khem said as he closed his fingers upon me. “You had a good run, but in the end,” his hand almost completely covered me now, “you’re only human.”

      Khaba Va’Khem’s fingers blocked out any light that I could see, and I was in the crushing darkness of his hand.

      At that moment, a silver light seared my eyes as it burst through the fingers, forcing them open. Khaba cried out in pain as I saw the source of the silver flames: Libritas, in her Avatar form, right on time. Her silver skin glistened as she stood there.

      “Thank you, Libritas,” I said to her. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “You would do great things, William Tyler,” Libritas said, walking up to me. “That is why you have to let me go.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, completely lost. Were we having two different conversations right now?

      “You are still holding back,” she answered. “William, you are more powerful than you realize. While I will always help you, you must find the strength within yourself to move forward.”

      “Yeah, sure,” I said, still not understanding her. “But you’re my strength, Libritas. I wouldn’t be able to do even a quarter of the things we’ve done without you. I’d be dead right now.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying, William.” Lib held my hands in hers. “There is unrealized potential in both of us. It stays dormant because of how you see us.”

      “I see us as partners,” I told her. “We’re equals.”

      “No.” Her tone was absolute and brooked no question. “Despite our time together in these visions, I am still a weapon, a source of power to you. My abilities are those of a physical tool or implement, and you as merely an arm to wield it. But we are so much more than that.” She stood back, releasing my hands. With her arms spread out, she lit herself with silver flame, the flickering energy snaking around her like a feather boa. “I am Libritas, the Bane of Shackles. And it is time to break ours.”

      “I didn’t mean any offense,” I said, kneeling before her. It felt appropriate, given her status as the Brand of Freedom. “If you think I’ve disrespected you in any way, you can tell me.”

      “Rise, William,” she said, her hand on my cheek. “You have treated me with such kindness. I am merely showing you that I have more to give you in return.” She kept her hand on my cheek as I rose to my feet. “And I can only give it to you, dear William. Even in all of their years, none of my previous wielders were capable of receiving this gift.”

      “Sounds expensive.” I joked, maybe inappropriately for the atmosphere.

      “If it were anyone else, it would be,” she said, bringing my lips down to hers. “But you are special, William. It is you who are the source of my power.”

      That’s the moment the giant Khaba picked to regain his composure, shaking his head loose. It roared, tensing his fingers around us.

      “Looks like Khaba wants to tussle,” I said, stepping in front of her to face the towering mummy. “You ready to fight?”

      “William,” Libritas placed a hand on my shoulder, “will you lend me your strength?” She looked me in the eyes with those shining flawless jewels she used to see. I couldn’t help but melt a little inside.

      “Of course,” I told her. “You can have everything.”

      “Then I will fight by your side.” She stepped in front of me. Khaba roared as Libritas stood her ground, silver flame crawling up her sides. “I will be your warrior.”

      As she threw her arms forward, she cast a storm of flames upon the gigantic undead, burning it with the silver fire. His head fell back into the blackness, disappearing from sight. His hand fell down into the same blackness, and we floated in the air. The white light from before returned to banish the darkness once again.

      “That was amazing, Libritas,” I said as we drifted into each other’s arms. “You’re amazing.”

      “I could not do that without you, William.” Her breath was hot as we kissed. “It is your angel blood that gives me strength. You’ve seen what you can do. You’ve seen what I can do. Shall we see what we can do together?”

      “Yes, of course. I can’t wait to see it!”

      “Then I have only one question for you.” Libritas drew herself close, her lips brushing my ear. “Will you release me?”
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      “Wake up, Will!” Petra shook me as I drowsily returned to consciousness. She was already popping the puffballs keeping the vines on me down as I slowly got up. I could hear shouting. My vision cleared, and I saw several of the red Magma Guard draconians heading towards the hatch. They were all disappearing like sky-divers off an airplane as they spread their wings upon exiting the dome.

      “Go time?” I asked, shaking the drowsiness out of my head. I figured this level of mobilization meant danger. I lept to my feet without an answer.

      “Sorry to wake you from your nap, William,” Shikun said, placing a quaking Reggie onto Amalthea. “The drones were headed for Hillrock as soon as we approached. It’s the largest swarm yet.”

      “You’ll be needed at the front, my savior,” Amalthea said, leaning down so I could climb on.

      “I…” I looked at Libritas. “I think I have to do something first. We’re going to need all the power we can get.”

      “What the bloody hell could you possibly be waiting for, William?!” Reggie blurted out from his curled-up position. “We have drones to fight and stable land to return to eventually!”

      “Just a second.” I held out Libritas. In my heart, I could feel something changing. I was losing something but gaining something else. A tear came to my eye as I said my next words. “I release you, Libritas.”

      Bright white flames shout out from Libritas, swirling in front of me. The rest of the group could only watch in blank amazement as the fire created a column in the middle of all of us. The inferno drifted over my hands, but it didn’t burn. Instead, it felt like Libritas’ hands, like they were in the dreams. The flames then leapt from my palm, and they took pieces of Libritas with it until the entire Brand disappeared. The silvery flames died down, slowly pulling into the form of a beautiful woman. The lights cooled to show Libritas in her humanoid guise from my vision, and her steel skin shone even in the dim light inside the dome.

      Already, Amalthea, Shikun, and Petra were down on one knee, or the equivalent, in respect to the Brand’s manifestation.

      “No time to stand on ceremony,” Libritas said, her voice the same silky tone that rang in my head all this time. “This is my Avatar form, and we have a battle to win.” She stepped onto Amalthea, sitting upon her saddle.

      “O-oh, yes, of course,” the sphinx stammered out. “What about William?”

      “Drop me off on the dragon’s head,” I said to them. “I’m not nearly as ranged or mobile as the rest of you, but I can keep them from overwhelming Tharnox.”

      “I’ll take you,” Shikun said, handing Petra her giant club and grabbing me underneath my armpits. Petra wrestled with gravity and the oversized weapon as she climbed onto Shikun’s back, turning her legs into vines to wrap around her like a backpack.

      With that settled, Amalthea headed for the hatch opening as her eyes began to glow, and we were all connected to the Khalati Record. She took both Reggie and Libritas in her new form away with her as she flew out the door. Not a moment after, Shikun took Petra and me out the same hatch, and we were airborne.

      In the brief time that I was in the air, I saw the distant town of Hillrock, assailed by anthophilan drones on every side. The Magma Guard came to meet them, and the two forces clashed in a deadly aerial dance punctuated by plumes of red dragon-fire.

      As I looked up, the bulk of the cloud of drones floated before me, in a swarm of what may have been over a hundred thousand. Intermittent within it, the flashes of draconian fire lit up the skies as the other Magma Guard fought them. Already, Amalthea charged ahead into the center of the mass, surrounded by a hexagon of glyphs firing beams of hot and cold energies as drones both burnt to a crisp and froze solid in the air.

      Upon her back, Libritas raised her hands, each gesture tossing wide whips of fire into the dark cluster. The fiery snakes seemed to move with lives of their as they twisted and writhed, catching as many drones within them as possible. On occasion, Reggie shakily fired away, taking a drone with every shot even in his terrified condition.

      Shikun quickly made it to the broad side of Tharnox’s head, where several drones had already begun to crawl onto the beast with several more coming to join them. I pulled out my honeysteel sword, ready to meet them as soon as I came in close. As soon as Shikun was low enough, she dropped me. I kicked a drone in the head on the way down before bringing my sword down upon the next one.

      One rushed me from the side, and I quickly dodged its spear thrust as I brought my blade to its side, slicing into it as it fell down and off the dragon. Another came to the other side as I deflected its spear downward, placing its spearhead deep within the dragon’s skin. The spear stayed sticking up as its anthophilan wielder was brushed off by the rushing winds around us. As I began to slide away myself, I reflexively grabbed the spear’s shaft to hold me in place. Which, of course, gave me an idea.

      As I carved my way through the drones on Tharnox’s head, I collected their spears. Every parry and dodge, I let them widely shove their weapons into Tharnox’s hide, something that didn’t hurt the dragon in the least as I shoved a few discarded spears in myself. Even in the thick pull of the wind, I was able to hold on thanks to the spears, allowing me to make spinning maneuvers around them as I tore through the drone soldiers. Tharnox would occasionally release a lava geyser from his mouth, and the spears were essential to use each time Thanox lifted its head up to prepare its attack.

      In a short while, the whole of the dragon’s head and neck were covered in spears sticking out of it, each within an arm-and-a-half’s length of each other. The anthophilans were too out of their wits to utilize the maze of spears I made fully, and what became a mobility asset for me was a complete hindrance for them. They would remain trapped wherever they landed, allowing me to weave swiftly through the spears to take them out. I looked up and saw Karkaros swirling above me as he twirled his twin greatswords through the drones around him. Their leftover bodies and body parts rained upon the dragon before falling to the ground below.

      This tactic worked great until the drones changed their flight patterns suddenly. Instead of landing on Tharnox, some began crashing into it like yellow-and-black kamikaze bombers, dislodging my spears as they slid off the side. I was able to save a few, but the spears became sparser and sparser as the battle continued.

      Fortunately, they mostly landed near Tharnox’s head, so if I hung back, I would have enough time to make a new solution. Thinking fast, I broke off parts of the spears and tied them to my shins with some torn strips from my clothes, pinning them underneath the straps of my shin-guards to create a crude set of spikes sticking downward from my feet like primitive crampons. It wasn’t the greatest for moving fast, but the new spikes were enough to keep me from falling off the dragon. If I treated them like I was magnetized to Tharnox’s body, I could move accordingly.

      The new spike boots were not a fighter’s asset, however. With no mobility, I was limited to planted strikes and thrusts, and I could only block the drones’ attacks. Still, they weren’t the most elegant fighters, and I could handle myself well enough. The problem was that I wasn’t getting ahead of the swarm building up with this new limitation.

      It was time for a tactical change.

      I sheathed my sword as I found two of the last remaining spears. Like a pair of forearm crutches, I held the spears out against my arms, extending my reach dramatically. With my body’s weight, I shifted around the mighty dragon’s head as I plunged into the drones with the pointed tips, crawling around like some kind of mutant spider.

      I double-pole-vaulted over a set of drones as I stabbed a second set with my feet, piercing through their plate with my foot spikes. I was so glad that honeysteel could pierce honeysteel with enough force behind it. These drones weren’t quite strong enough to provide that force, thankfully, so I was barely touched by their weapons during this fight. I replanted my feet into the dragon hide as I whipped the spears above my head, slicing the necks of the drones near me.

      But, even as I was winning, I was exerting a lot of energy. I was starting to get tired, which meant I was starting to get sloppy. No matter how long I fought, they just kept coming. As I briefly looked out into the swarm cloud, I saw my people battling on. Amalthea’s array of glyphs and runes unleashed all manner of magical doom on the drones, from shocking them to death with lightning to blasting them apart with thunder. Libritas continued to send her flaming whips slicing through the cloud, deleting whatever the whips touched. Reggie had gained a bit more confidence as he sat upon the sphinx’s back, taking more shots into the swarm cloud as he covered their backside.

      Meanwhile, Shikun and Petra were tag-teaming in the drone swarm, with Petra pulling clumps of drones in with giant nets she made out of her arms, and Shikun spewed out fire in a giant ball of destruction. Karkaros’s blades never saw a moment without biting into anthophilan flesh as he swung them around himself, and every Magma guard was smothering as many drones as they could in their own breaths of fire.

      And yet the swarm kept coming from the Solspire. No matter how many we took out, even in the thousands and tens of thousands, they could replace them in the hundreds of thousands. We were fighting an endurance battle and losing.

      “We have to push for the Solspire now,” I said through the Khalati Record. “Someone tell Karkaros to keep a contingent of Magma Guard behind to help people fight off the remaining drones. As soon as we threaten the Baroness, the drones will pull back to protect her, and the Guard can come on their heels.”

      “Where are you, William?” Karkaros said in a frightened tone. “How can you speak from inside my head?”

      “I apologize, Great Dragon,” Amalthea said in the Record. “I thought it imperative to connect you to the mindspace where we can all communicate at long distances.”

      “Well, then,” Karkaros’s voice dwindled sheepishly, “a warning next time would be nice.”

      “Did you hear me, Karkaros?” I said to him in our heads. “Leave a contingent of Magma guard here, but bring the rest and Tharnox to the Solspire so we can end this quickly. We’re getting nowhere with this swarm.”

      “As you command, Brandwielder,” he replied with the tone of a seasoned soldier. I saw him fly down from the swarm to crash into Tharnox’s head, landing with a sword planted into its hide.

      I could feel a tinge of something inside of me when he said, “Brandwielder.” Don’t get me wrong, it was amazing that Libritas could move about and use her powers more efficiently, but now, she was her own person. I was no longer “wielding” her. She, along with all my girls, could do such amazing things… and I was having trouble keeping this patch of floating battlefield clear.

      Karkaros twisted his blade in Tharnox’s skin, and the dragon let out a roar like an infernal warhorn. The Magma guard’s lights inside the swarm ceased, and the draconians rushed through the enemy to form up alongside. Karkaros pointed to them and then pointed down. They seemed to know exactly what that meant, as a contingent flew down towards Hillrock. The rest stayed by the dragon, ready to create the whirlwind of blades that would siege the Solspire.

      Karkaros pushed his embedded blade forward like a giant gear shift, and Tharnox launched forward with another roar. It rushed towards the spire, forcing me to plant both my feet and my spears into Thanox’s hide to keep from sliding off. The dragon shrugged off all the drones it ran into as it plowed through the swarm. Any that tried to land on it were immediately thrown off by the rushing winds.

      When we caught up to them, both Amalthea’s group and Shikun’s made it to Tharnox, landing on its head along with the rest of us. Amalthea dug her claws into the dragon as her eyes glowed with runes, and a gigantic glyph appeared in front of us. Immediately, the wind stopped, and we could all stop clinging for our lives against the growing wind resistance.

      It didn’t take long for us to reach the Solspire, and I was afraid that we were going to crash into it, given the velocity with which we were speeding towards it.

      That fear became a reality a moment later when Tharnox slammed into the side of the spire. The dragon’s head rammed into the main tower’s side, cracking the gold-colored stone under its tremendous mass. Tharnox’s body curled up from behind it, carrying the momentum of the flight into the air.

      Due to the natural fortune of possessing wings, Amalthea, Shikun, Karkaros, and the draconians had parachute brakes for the crash against the golden hive buildings making up the Solspire. I’m guessing this was a perfectly viable strategy for them, just crashing into things with their giant dragon and flying in, metaphorical guns blazing. The rest of us, and by that, I mostly meant me, were sent flying forty feet forward as soon as Tharnox made contact with the stone of the spire. Even with spiked boots and spears previously holding me down, I was still sent through the air, flying like a ragdoll. During my hang time, I took the liberty of ejecting the spikes in my boots. I was going to need all my mobility in the coming fight.

      Fortune smiled on my unfortunate situation just a little, like a passing smirk. Thanks to the dragon flailing upwards in its crash, my trajectory wasn’t straight for the Solspire’s side, but the balcony above the point of crashing. If I landed right, I could at least walk away from this intact. It’d be like jumping from two stories and sliding a dozen feet instead of smearing against a brick wall from a car crash. Not ideal, but then again, none of this was.

      You would think that flying bee men driven mad by the magical influence of an ancient artifact would have the common decency to let a man fly through the air in peace, but that was not the case with three of them. They came straight for me, spears flailing towards me. Using the momentum of my spin, my sword met their spears in a cartwheel motion, tossing them down as I kicked the last of the three drones in the face. He was out cold, and I placed my feet on him, riding him like a skateboard.

      We impacted the balcony, the drone’s body taking the brunt of the crash. That didn’t stop me from sliding and tumbling that dozen feet or so feet into the throne room before I rolled back up to a standing position.

      It was rough and painful, but as they say, any landing you can walk away from is a good one.

      The throne room itself was a mess. While it still had the gold tiling on almost every surface, especially the pillars lining the room, it was scuffed with grey. The black banners draped around the place were torn to shreds, leaving bits of black fabric along the ground. Even the glass dome above obscured the light of the twin suns, the smears and smudges warping the rays as they passed through.

      Seven drones stuck to the sides of the pillars as they wriggled around them to face me. If the other drones were marathon runners, these special ones were built more like shot-putters. Each one was ripped like they ate protein by the jarful, and their armor was tailored to match, the more intricate lacing of the gold within the black stain showing their former elite station.

      Past them and elevated by golden steps, the back of the throne rose from its pedestal like an obelisk. Sitting down upon the relatively miniscule seat was the Baroness, chewing on the handle of her Brand, a silver rod coated in an aura of ethereal purple air. She looked like Solannus, but with a much thinner face, both from genetics and from apparent malnutrition. Even in this mangled state, with her robes tattered and ripped and her hair flaring around her head like a wildfire of black and yellow, I could see the beauty she still had. Her eyes, even without the light of her soul, were still an enchanting vision into a cloudy night, held in a face of honeyed skin. Her figure was more than apparent as the remains of her clothes clung to her, molding to her shape.

      “William Tyler?” the Baroness said, putting the Brand down for a second. “William Tyler? William Tyler?”

      “Yeah, that’s me,” I said, keeping my peripherals locked on the Elite Drones. “Would it be too much to ask you to come quietly? Let me take that Brand from you?”

      “William Tyler is my enemy,” she said as she sat up from her chair. Her voice was monotone, just a mouthpiece for someone else’s words. “William Tyler wants to kill me. William Tyler is not welcome.”

      She rose to her feet and pointed the handle of her Brand at me. With a deep breath, she screeched at the top of her lungs. The Elites joined in with their own screams, almost deafening me in the disharmonious noise. If I weren’t still preparing to counter whatever attacks they’d be throwing my way, I’d have covered my ears from the pain.

      Days like this, I felt like I just couldn’t catch a break.

      They pulled out their spears, pouncing on me like a pack of rabid chimpanzees. The first Elite threw his spear at me but more like one would throw a baton than a spear. I brought my sword up and deflected it. The spear bounced over to nail one of them charging me from the other side in the head. That was one of seven down fairly easily, but I knew the others wouldn’t be.

      The third and fourth lunged from the front, and I pushed one thrusting spear into the other, forcing the Elites to crash into each other as they rushed past me. As those two fell over each other, the last three tried to get me from behind, but I spun around in time to duck underneath the three spears. I sliced at one of their exposed legs, pushing them to the ground. Before they could pull back from their spear lunge, I shoved my blade under the chin of the second of the three, killing him almost instantly. That was two down, seven to go.

      One was still behind me and tried to grab me while I wasn’t looking. As soon as he reached his arms around me, I grabbed back, pulling on his armor. With a solid grip, I then threw myself forward, carrying him over myself and into the two Elites in front of me. He managed to catch on one of their spears, plunging through his neck as he fell over on top of them.

      Three of seven, though that one was pure luck.

      You’d think that they’d have better armor protecting their joints. Although, once I thought about it, it made sense that they wouldn’t have anything like honeysteel chainmail. If it’s only workable by dwarves, imagine those guys trying to mold over a couple of thousand tiny rings with their hands to make one chainmail shirt. It’d be impossible. And that joint vulnerability would be my saving grace.

      The two who had tumbled over themselves earlier got back up, whipping their weapons back to face me. I flipped over the Elite kneeling on the ground and landed behind him to strike at the two as I slid down the side of one of their spears. As I came to his hand, I sliced at it, forcing him to drop his weapon. When he stepped back as he writhed in pain, the other tried to swing his spear at my head like a club. I parried it and dragged my sword across his throat in the same motion, ending his life.

      Four of seven.

      The one still standing from before threw himself at me, his hands stretched out to grab at whatever they could. It was so telegraphed that I could easily sidestep it as I took his head clean off, making five of seven Elites down.

      That’s when the kneeling one stood back to his feet, propping himself on his spear. In one final, desperate act, he took his spear-crutch in two hands and swung out at me. I ducked easily, if you could call it that, as he flew wide, falling over himself as he tried to stand on his wounded leg. When he fell to the ground, I put a boot to his back and stuck the back of his neck with my sword.

      Six of seven.

      The last one actually managed to catch me off guard. I had spent too much time killing the sixth one, giving him time to grab both my arms from behind me. As he lifted me up. I threw my legs forward, pulling myself down with the momentum as I landed on my feet. In the same motion, I dropped my head toward the floor and took the Elite with me. With his huge size, he cracked his head against the stone floor, and his neck snapped with the violent impact. He released me as he died, falling onto his back as he lay limp.

      Seven of seven complete.

      I turned to face the Baroness who was still at her throne. She gasped and yelped as she clawed at her own face, her black fingernails dragging her cheeks down. She would bring her Brand up, its purple aura swelling as if it were preparing for something, but then she’d just swing it back down, still raving and twitching in place.

      The look in her eyes almost scared me, but not out of fear of her. Just from that, I could tell that she was in a lot of pain, more excruciating than I could possibly conceive of. The savage curse had crippled everyone’s ability to speak miles away, but she was smackdab in the center of it. I couldn’t imagine the intensity of it, and more so, she was fighting it with every fiber of her being. That’s why she didn’t join the attacks before.

      “We’re going to be nice and calm, okay?” I said, slowly approaching her with my hands out. “We're calm and quiet, and we’re not going to fight.”

      “William Tyler,” she said, her head jerking from side to side like a metronome. “William Tyler. William Tyler.”

      “Everything’s going to be okay, Baroness.” I took the first step on the stairs to her throne. “No one’s going to hurt you.”

      “Hurt me.” The Baroness’s hands shook violently. “Hurt me. No. No.”

      “As long as I’m around, you will never be hurt,” I said as I reached the throne itself. “You’ll be safe.”

      “William Tyler.” Her arms lowered, hanging by her sides as she leaned forward. Swirls of black and yellow hair streamed across her face, covering her eyes. Keeping as steady and subtle as possible, I reached for the Brand she held. If everything went well, we could leave here without any problems.

      Not that I expected that, but it’s nice to hope every once in a while.

      As soon as I touched the Brand, the Baroness screamed at the top of her lungs, swinging it up above her head. With only enough time for me to bring my sword to bear, she slammed against me and knocked me down the steps to the floor below. Luckily, I managed to stay on my feet and keep my blade in front of me. The Baroness twirled the Brand violently around herself.

      “William Tyler is my enemy!” she shouted. “William Tyler is trying to kill me! William Tyler is not welcome.”

      That seemed a little too rehearsed to just be run-of-the-mill magical paranoia. She was brainwashed. Like most situations I found myself in, I’d have to fight my way out.

      Her wings buzzing to life, she rose up into the air and launched herself at me. Twirling the Brand wildly in front of her, she thrashed about as she made her way across the throne room. That Brand was leagues faster than the spears, and I didn’t trust the purple ooze coming off it. I had to block every random strike she flung out at me if I wanted to keep the Brand from touching me. I also couldn’t hurt her, since she was being controlled, and I promised Solannus I’d try to help her.

      You know, enemies you can’t hurt are one thing, but enemies you’re not allowed to hurt are my least favorite by far. The Baroness didn’t even have a Brand on her for the easy release I gave the other girls. I’d have to separate her from her own Brand if I were to free her. Which meant touching that nasty purple goopy aura.

      The Baroness pushed me back to the balcony with her wild swings, where I could hear the clashing of swords and spears down below, the sound of Tharnox crashing into a building or two just by existing in such a confined space, and the occasional explosion. It sounded like my allies had the situation perfectly under control, save for the collateral damage to the architecture that we’d inevitably have to fix, but that was a worry for later. For now…

      I ducked underneath a wild two-handed swing from the Baroness and gave her a pommel strike to the stomach. She floated down as she wrapped her arms around her waist, falling to the ground. I turned to face her, keeping my guard as ready as possible.

      This anthophilan was persistent, I’d give her that. Without a second of hesitation, she twisted her whole body around to try another wild swing. If I hadn’t had my sword in front of me, I’d have been blindsided. I barely had enough time to turn her backward Brand around on itself, allowing me to come in and pin her arm under mine. As she struggled, I kept her in place behind me as I raised my blade hilt to slam against her wrist, forcing her hand to open.

      But, before I could land the blow, I felt the pinching jaws of a manic insect royal on my shoulder, aiming to take a chunk of meat and bone back with her. Surprised and pained, I loosened my grip on my own weapon. Thankfully, I didn’t let it go entirely. As it fell forward, I regained my composure enough to flip the blade downward, plunging it into the heel of the Baroness’s boot. I moved my arm underneath hers to pull on the Brand itself. Putting my other hand on it, holding both the Brand and my sword, I wrenched it forward in an attempt to either pull it from her hand or flip her over myself. She’d be letting it go either way.

      She opted for the latter, as she flew over my back, leaving her boot behind. As she landed on her ass, she still maintained her iron grip on the Brand’s shaft. I dragged her across the floor of the throne room, twisting and turning the Brand over as I whipped it back and forth. It was like trying to wrestle a bone from a yellow-striped dog.

      Her wings started buzzing, and I knew she would try to get herself back up. I twirled myself in circles as fast as I could, throwing her around me. The two of us spun around like a giant top as we drifted further towards the throne. I could feel my own grip tighten around the Brand, even as it pulled away from me… and I wasn’t the one tightening it.

      “Oh, my. What are you?” a voice called out from inside my head. It was a smoker’s voice, well, if they smoked since World War One. With that, the Baroness let go, soaring through the air aways before landing in a crumpled heap behind a pillar.

      My mind flooded with noise. My heart beat almost too fast for me to count, and my hands burned with a fiery pain as I held onto this Brand. Thoughts flooded into me, burning through my brain and into my muscles themselves, telling me to run, run around and kill things, chew on things, bludgeon things to death.

      This obsession with satisfying myself churned inside my belly, hollowing me out. I forgot who I was and what I was doing. The only thing I felt I could care about was eating, or itching, or sleeping. My instincts were screaming at me, telling me to run out and start killing the soldiers outside. Everything else was a sludge of silent sound drowning out everything else.

      But I was able to find a thought that I could hold on to: These feelings weren’t me. I was stronger than this. No one could control me. This impulse was the Brand’s doing.

      By focusing on that, I managed to regain my composure. What I was doing, saving Etria, was more important than any pleasure I could find with this cursed thing. I drilled through the noise, found my thoughts again, and regained my identity. If the Brand of Savagery were going to take my mind, he’d have to do better.

      “Oh, really?” Officium growled at me like an animal, his name popping into my brain as we shared a mindspace. “You would have been a great wielder. Your power is… intoxicating. I need it!”

      The purple energy surrounding the Brand swelled, and blotches of dark light twirled around it. From my arms, rivers of white-gold light poured out of me, flowing into the sickly aura as it dissolved within. The aura shot out from the Brand, branching out into a thick amorphous shape onto the floor. The metal of the Brand broke into tiny pieces, flowing through the beam of energy to the blob before vanishing completely.

      Soon, the whole Brand was gone, including what I held onto, and the energy left as well, returning to the blob on the ground. The blotches of light swirled into the aura, shaping it into a vortex. As the vortex tightened, it revealed the shape of a man standing like a vacuum bag forming around it. When that vortex disappeared, only the man was left.

      Officium’s Avatar, as I could only assume this man was, was rather thin. When the vortex released him, he crouched down onto all fours, like an animal. The black iron on his claws crawled up his arms, stretching to the unearthly purple metal that made up his form at the elbows. He was covered in cracks and chips, from his toes to his bald head. His eyes were a dull white, like old marbles. His cheeks stretched to accommodate his jaw, far beyond human capacity as he showed his pointed teeth. Everything about him looked stretched or twisted, reshaped beyond what was supposed to be.

      “Thank you so much, William,” he said as he rolled his shoulders like a tiger about to pounce. “The royal bitch would have died if I even attempted this, but with all of the energy you exude, I could make this form easily. Our brief bond was more than enough to cement a connection to your power. As a reward, I’ll eat your head first, so you don’t suffer.”

      “You’re too kind.” I took a strike at him with my blade. He jumped back ten feet to dodge, like a show-off.

      “And you’re too slow.” The rabid Brand backed away on his hands and knees, keeping his eyes on me. If this turned into some sort of dick-measuring power contest, I was going to be pissed.

      As he rolled his shoulders again, a new purple aura surrounded him. He jumped to the side, bouncing off the pillar on the other side of the room about as fast as my eyes could follow him. At the same speed, he lunged at me, slicing at my side. His claws clanged against the honeysteel, but the aura passed into me. As it did, I felt every muscle lose the tiniest bit of steam. The bastard was stealing my energy as he passed me by.

      Without a single half-second to rest, Officium bounced off the pillar behind me, jumped across the room to bounce against another pillar, and struck at me again. This time, my sword was ready to parry him away, and both his claws and aura missed me completely as he ricocheted off my sword. Another two bounces and he was again striking at me, but I managed to redirect him to the opposite pillar with a parry.

      We continued this back-and-forth for a couple of minutes, but I couldn’t keep him from touching me each time. With each touch, I could feel my muscles slowly but surely draining, and he moved faster with every successful strike, laughing maniacally as he rushed past. The quicker I ended this, the more likely I’d make it out of here alive. I’d have to make a risky play, but it was my only option.

      He got a deep wound into me, digging through a small opening in my armor by my stomach. But I expected that, as I let him get closer to place my blade into one of the cracks in his chest. The crack stretched into him, almost meeting with another on the other side as it slithered and splintered across him. He grunted as he flew past me, missing the pillar entirely as he crashed into the wall. Grabbing his side, he stood back up, trying to cover up his wound.

      “Damn, that looks nasty,” I taunted him as I bit down on my own pain. “If you were faster, you might have been able to dodge that.”

      He scoffed and blasted into another ricochet, moving faster than before. Maybe I underestimated how fast he would start moving, but the sloppier he fought, the better. I kept blocking, keeping him as far away from my body as possible. The metallic clanging of his claws against my sword rang almost four times a second as he zoomed through the throne room, landing more aura blows against me as he slashed against me.

      Every time I could strike a blow against another of his cracks, his aura cut a deeper swathe of my energy. I could already feel my legs giving out from beneath me. If I could just land a solid hit to one of the fissures that I already made, they’d connect near his neck, and the savage nutjob’s head and arm would pop off. Even if he could still exist as two separate parts, I could throw his body off the side of the balcony and crush his head myself. I’d just have to hit first.

      He was already headed towards me from bouncing off a pillar, but I was getting better at tracking his movement. I drew in for a slash at one of his sides, towards the fracture under his right arm. My sword slid between the crack, and I pulled hard on it. With a screech of tearing metal, I lifted both his arm and his head apart from the rest of him.

      But before I could tear the Brand asunder, the claws of his right hand found my neck and gripped tight. Officium threw me to the ground, pinning me in place. My sword still stuck out from his side, wedged and ready to be pulled, and if I could get my hands on it, Officium would break in one good pull.

      But I couldn’t do it. As Officium choked me, his vampiric aura coated me like Los Angeles smog, stealing my energy. It was as if I had just done a full-body workout, and every muscle struggled with the easiest strains. With every remaining fiber, I pushed down on the sword, trying to move it even the slightest inch. It wouldn’t even budge. My vision blurred as I could feel the life being drained from me, fading to black.
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      “You still think you are human,” I heard Libritas coo in my ear. “If you were only mortal, you’d already be dead.”

      “Am I not?”

      “Far from it, William,” she breathed into me. It felt like she was lying right next to me. “You may be more alive than any man in both worlds. Your human strength is gone. What will you do now?”

      My eyes opened. Everything was in crystal clear view as if I had been in a fog until now. It was like before, on the rooftops in Hillrock. Life flowed through me, through every cell, until I could feel my body like never before. I looked up at the Brand Avatar who held me down, who enslaved the minds of every citizen in the region to a mental numbness. His face was that of a child in a corner expecting his abusive father’s belt.

      My gaze drifted down to the hand that he held me with, and the white-gold aura that surrounded me coated him as well, snuffing out the purple haze that previously coated me. As the strands of light curled around Officium, they created new cracks in the black iron. The cracks shined with the same light as my aura, and his arm shook violently as the light continued to wrap around the arm.

      In pure terror, Officium fell back to escape the light I emitted. His hand exploded into fractured pieces, scattering to the far sides of the throne room. He screamed, pushing himself back with every other limb as he slid across the floor. I rose to my feet, elevated from the ground my ethereal wings of the same light of my aura.

      “Please, mercy!” he said, groveling as he scrambled backward. “I was so hungry! Khaba, he did this to me! I didn’t want to do this! It’s not my fault.”

      I had nothing to say. They were all just empty words of a scared little rat trying to squeak its way out of dying. I floated over to him. As I softly landed on his chest, I placed one foot on it and the other on the ground. Even with the least pressure from me, he was stuck in place, his limbs flailing as he tried to find the slightest bit of purchase. Golden cracks spread out from my foot, covering over the cracks that I had made and were already there.

      “Please, kind master!” Officium bawled, the purple metal of his face contorting into the most disturbingly sad thing I’ve ever seen. If it could cry, I’m sure it would be shedding crocodile tears. “You are a gracious and powerful being. Surely you could spare the life of one lowly Brand?”

      There’s that former Brand of Civilization showing. Trying to manipulate and lie his way into a good situation, like a true politician. I decided to show him as much mercy as I could reasonably allow. With a swift push, my foot pressed down to the floor, smashing through Officium’s chest. The golden cracks spread through the whole body like glass before he shattered into a thousand tiny pieces. The pieces swiftly crumbled away to black dust before disappearing entirely.

      I stared at my hands, entranced at the glowing aura that surrounded me. The strands of light ebbed and flowed around, dancing like Asian dragons between my fingers. As the lights danced, I already felt the power within me start to ebb. As powerful and amazing as this new form was, it wasn’t permanent by a longshot. As I sighed, I released a deep breath along with the form, the gold weave fading from sight as I returned to normal.

      Unlike before, when I was at the whim of my own powers, I could feel a switch inside of me this time. Even if it was only for a few seconds, I could call upon this form again whenever I needed to and, with time, maintain it for longer periods if necessary. But as the transformation ended, I felt as absolutely exhausted as when I first activated this power.

      “How absolutely unbecoming of me!” I heard a voice call out from the void in the air. It was pitchy with a bit of squeak, like what you would imagine a mouse in a petticoat would sound like. Officium’s true voice was much more pleasant to hear than the nasty rasping from before. “If next we meet, I will treat you to the finest of my hospitality, but while we’re here, I’ll return what I stole. Good luck on your endeavors, brave warrior.”

      In a flash, the exhaustion from before melted away, and I could keep myself steady again. I had gone from barely capable of standing to feeling fit enough to fight another army. It was as if I hadn’t even participated in a battle in the first place.

      I remembered the Baroness and ran over to where she had fallen down. She was still lying on the floor, seemingly lifeless. I got down to my knees, rolling her over so she was facing up as I held her in my arms. She moaned ever so slightly and opened her eyes, and I knew she was going to be fine then. Those eyes, now shining like black pearls, looked up to mine, and I could see the color and fullness return to her cheeks, her body no longer having the gaunt and stretched appearance from before. All the years under the sway of the corrupted Brand washed away as the breath returned to her lungs as if for the first time. She put a hand to my cheek, softly pawing at it as we stared into each other.

      That’s when she pulled me in for a kiss. Unexpected, yes, but certainly not unwelcome. Her lips were soft as velvet, given that she’d been without a self-care routine for a while. As we parted, she smiled at me, quickening my heart as she did.

      “My champion,” she said, her voice a flowing melodious call to my soul, “you are a welcome sight for these poor eyes. I could give you your weight in precious jewels, and it wouldn’t be enough to repay what you’ve given me.”

      “Don’t push yourself, Baroness,” I whispered to her. “Too much poetry after a curse will run you ragged.”

      “Call me Solanna, my champion,” she said, pulling me into another kiss. “It would be a small price to pay for how I feel now.”

      “And here I thought you were in trouble, Master William!” I heard the familiar British dialect of Reginald Thorpe call from behind me. “We were whipped up into a tiff, called from the field of battle, and here you are snogging a defenseless woman!”

      The British knight stood with the rest of my circle, all of them standing battle-worn and covered in the grime of combat. Amalthea had taken the liberty of laying down, obviously exhausted from her own wounds. Shikun and Petra walked over to my side, with Libritas not far behind.

      “Um, I can explain,” I said, standing both myself and Solanna up. “It wasn’t anything like--”

      “Don’t worry, Will,” Petra said as she hugged me. “We were simply worried after Libritas sensed you were in trouble. We understand more than anyone what it means to be released from the influence of such a curse upon the mind.” She gave me a heated glance and a knowing grin. “If I were her, I’d be a bit disappointed that other people had shown up so soon before I had my fill of you.”

      “Very astute, Madame Dryad,” Solanna said, brushing the wild strands of her highlighted hair down. “Thank you for your forgiveness of my intrusion upon… your claim.”

      “I have no singular claim, Your Highness,” Petra said, kissing me on the cheek. “However, I do take what I want.”

      “There is more than enough of William to go around, after all.” Shikun pressed herself up to my front as she kissed me. “Once we’ve all properly rested, I think I’ll be taking what I want as well.”

      “Aren’t you the popular one, my champion?” Solanna looked upon the girls who had joined me on my quest as I traveled. “And I assume this metal girl is also a part of this?”

      “Not to get too terribly technical,” Libritas said, her glistening skin hugged my armor as she squeezed between Shikun and Petra, “but I may have been the one to help start ‘this’ in the first place.” And just like that, I was surrounded.

      “Yes, I’ve meant to ask about that, and I don’t want to sound rude,” Shikun said as she pulled away, a hand to her chin. “What…?” She couldn’t bring herself to finish one question as so many flooded her mind by the look on her face.

      “This is my Avatar form, Shikun,” Libritas explained. “In times of great need, a Brand can call upon this form to help their veteran wielders in combat. Usually, it would only be for a brief moment, as most people cannot withstand the strain. William is a special case, though.” She graced my lips with a kiss, as well. “Without him even trying, I can maintain this for long periods.”

      “Could you have forced this transformation before, Lib?” I asked her, curious about Officium.

      “Definitely not,” she answered. “Such an attempt would have killed both of us. Of course, that is the case with most normal Brandwielders. What happened with Officium is a curious thing.” She seemed to still have the psychic connection that we shared before. I had felt the Khalati Record fade from my mind halfway through my fight with Officium, and I hadn’t mentioned the Brand of Savagery, yet.

      “What happened with who?” Petra asked.

      “The Brand that was enslaving the barony,” I answered for her. “It somehow used my latent energies I couldn’t even tap to form a bond with me and create an Avatar form. But it wasn’t nearly as elegant as Libritas, here.”

      “I would imagine such a bond would prove unstable, considering it would be forced,” Libritas continued. “If Officium had managed a deeper connection before changing his form, things could have been much worse. I doubt that was possible, however, given that I had already created a bond with you.”

      I nodded. “It was practically cracking at the seams, in a very literal sense. I’m sure that he was struggling to maintain it as much as I was struggling to keep up with him.”

      “Well, we’re glad you’re safe, Will,” Petra said. “It sounds as if he wasn’t any real trouble for you.”

      “He was, don’t kid around,” I said, letting out a breath like built-up steam. “I was only able to beat him out of lucky genetics, I guess.”

      “Lucky genetics?” Shikun said. “Do you mean those angel powers you talked about before?”

      “Yeah, when I got desperate enough, I could call upon it.” I paused for a moment, thinking about how it felt. “At that moment, I think I found the switch to turn it off and on. It’s useful, but it drains my, well, ‘power,’ for lack of a better word, in seconds.”

      “I don’t quite know what all this means, but you sound like you need rest,” Solanna said, pulling me forward. “Come, we’ll give you the royal treatment. My drones will make sure you’re completely taken care of.”

      “Sorry about your soldiers and guards, by the way,” I apologized. “It may be really insensitive of me to say at a time like this, but we only killed those we had to.”

      “Do not be hard on yourself, Champion.” Solanna placed her hand on my chest. “anthophilan drones are about as alive as your common tree. They act like an extension of my will, as we share a psychic hive mind. In truth, I am the only real person in this place, and the others are just vessels for my desires. Think of them like organs or parts of my body. Technically all individually alive in their own way, but only my brain has any real personality or soul.”

      “That doesn’t leave you with a lot of options in the ways of mates,” Shikun mused as the rest of the girls followed behind us. “Do you… pick a drone to help with the next generation?”

      “Since a royal anthophilan male is both rare and usually related, like my brother, such roles must be outsourced to other races.” Solanna continued her lecture on anthophilan studies. “Thankfully, our compatibility with other races is incredibly flexible. We usually try to find those of…” She looked up to me. “Strong lineage.”

      Her stare made me nervous. She seemed even hungrier than the other girls had first been when I freed them.

      “We should take to rebuilding the Solspire and making reparations to the Marches as soon as possible, wouldn’t you say?” Reginald said, coming into the conversation along with Amalthea. “We can worry about ‘strong lineages’ once the first day of work is over.”

      “Can you get your drones to help with that?” I asked the Baroness.

      “My dear Champion, they are already working on it,” she cooed in my ear. “They are an extension of me. I’ve merely to think it, and they will make it so. As soon as I was released from that Brand’s grip, I began to restore my control over them. The drones are fixing the barony as we speak.”

      “What do you say, Reggie?” I said, pleading with my eyes. “We’ve all had a rough couple of days. Can we just take a night for ourselves without the threat of someone dying?”

      “Fine,” Sir Reginald relented with a huff. “But only because all of this flying has completely decimated my mental reserves. I’m still upset about that, William!”

      “How was I supposed to have any control over that, Reg?”

      “Decades in Her Majesty’s Armed Forces!” Reginald shouted, throwing his hands up in the air. “Dozens of combat scenarios! Quite a few airdrops as well, mind you! One exposed flight over a sea of teeth and claws, and now, I have to find the stairs in this bloody building to make my way down.”

      “I will happily fly you down, sir knight,” Shikun offered.

      Reggie waved the dragon-girl off as he stomped deeper into the throne room, desperate for an exit. The rest of us chuckled at him as he stormed off behind a pillar.

      “I may not have been the most conscious of his position on my back as we flew through the drone airspace,” Amalthea chimed in. “There were one or two moments where his grip wasn’t as strong as it needed to be to keep himself on my backside.”

      “We’ll try to minimalize flying if we can,” I said. “For now, we rest. Then we help rebuild the Marches. Then, we find Khaba and take his head.”

      “He’ll be garrisoned in his Necropolis, my savior,” the sphinx noted. “As I was kept there as part of his personal retinue, I can assure you that his power will be strongest there. Do not underestimate him at any cost, or he will kill you. He is far more powerful than anything you’ve faced before.”

      “That’s why I’ll be bringing as many soldiers as possible to help me,” I assured her. “If I can help it, I’d like to single out Khaba so the six of us can bring the pain like he’s never had it. He’ll answer for everything he’s done.”

      “If he’s anything like the Weaver,” Shikun said, “he’ll be as cruel as he is cunning. I know you must be sick of hearing this by now, but please be careful, William.”

      “If anyone has to worry right now, it’s Khaba,” I said to them. “I’m sure he’ll be quaking in his boots if he had any sense.”
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      Worthless. I’d given my minions as much power as they could hope for, and none of them have the slightest competency with it. Uruk, Weaver, Officium, Karthas, all of them miserable failures.

      As I gazed through my scrying window into the Solspire’s throne room, my stomach turned. After all of this time, this body could still feel vile revulsion. Within the window, I saw Libritas, in her Avatar form, fawning over William Tyler like a newlywed bride. I grew sick of watching him and his harem celebrate their victory and closed the window with a wave of my hand.

      “Do not be so distraught at the boy’s insolence, my lord.” Via’s Avatar crawled onto the armrest of the throne and grabbed onto my arm. “He is but a brat that has yet to be spanked.”

      “It is you who will hold ultimate victory, Lord Khaba.” The Avatar of Death, Nethum, came to my other arm. “Nothing this boy does will amount to anything but false hope for the people of Etria. He is a usurper and will be dealt with.”

      I sat silent. Did these Brands see weakness within me? Did they think me so desperate for reassurance that they must coddle me so? I could only ponder what I would do now that William had gained this victory. By the day, he grew more powerful and more arrogant. In his own words, he claimed to have his sights set upon my kingdom next. If he were only delayed a week longer, I could have handled this easily. But ultimately, the obstacles placed in his way were only catalysts for his strength to grow.

      “Perhaps, Lord Khaba,” Via brushed her hand across my chest, trickling her fingers across the ribs exposed under my skin, “all you need is some time to rest, relax, and rethink how you will squeeze the life out of that insolent boy.”

      “Let us revitalize you, my lord,” Nethum said, bringing her body up to my flesh. “Let us show you how much we love you and how much faith we have in your victory. You will feel anew.”

      With a flick of my hand, my body sent out a pulse of invisible energy, blasting Via and Nethum far away from me. They fell to the ground in crumpled heaps, far below my throne.

      “Are you not pleased with us, Lord Khaba?” Via said through tears. “Do you not find us pleasurable anymore?”

      “Please forgive our insolence, my Lord,” Nethum said, picking herself up to her knees. “We will change anything about ourselves to suit your tastes. We wish only to please you, most powerful Khaba.”

      “I will find William Tyler, my lord!” Via lifted herself up by her arms. “I will find him, and I will kill him myself if I have to for you. I am useful. I can please you, my lord. You need only give me the chance!”

      “We’ll bring every dark wrath upon him.” Nethum stood to her feet. “Every black magic and unholy power at our disposal will rain down upon him like acid! Say the word, and he will be destroyed.”

      “Your groveling disgusts me,” I said.

      They grew completely silent at my words, but it was more than my disgust that fueled my words. The truth was that I couldn’t afford to send them out. If they were destroyed, or worse, converted, then all would be lost. I needed them here to complete my work… but we were far from finished. Drastic measures had to be taken to make sure I was uninterrupted.

      “What would you have us do, Lord Khaba?” Nethum finally spoke.

      “Move to the top of the Necropolis,” I said to them. “Prepare the Miasma.”

      “But, what about the construction?” Via said. “If we create it now, your power will be a fraction of what you were hoping for--”

      “Do not question me.” I lifted my hand up, to which both Via and Nethum recoiled. They knew all the different ways I could make them compliant. “You are to obey. Nothing more.”

      “Yes, most gracious Khaba!” Via then disappearing in a spark of light.

      “You will be done, my lord.” Nethum faded away into a flare of shadow.

      Via was more than right. The Miasma would be crippled by the hasty implementation, but it was necessary. If I waited for the opportune moment, William would have taken his armies through my lands and conquered my Necropolis before I had a chance to start a counteroffensive. In this ever-weakening state, I would be helpless to stop him. I could only delay him long enough to amass the power I needed to crush him and take what I needed.

      Things were not nearly as bleak as I expected. William’s new power may prove both a blessing along with a curse. His strength could be used to my own advantage, as long as I could harness it properly. That shouldn’t prove too difficult. After all, I had plenty of practice.

      I stood from my throne, walking down to the black obsidian floor. As I walked forward, dark stones floated to my feet, suspending me as I stepped toward the center of the shadowed expanse of my throne room. Upon my final step, I took my hands to the air, calling the obelisk forth.

      The stones of the entire chamber shifted as the earth began to shake. Like gears and puzzle blocks, the stones churned and slid into place. From the ground far below, a glowing red crystal emerged and rose to meet me. The crystal reached me, suspended in stone, still stretching ever upward. The chains that wrapped around it clanked as the crystal obelisk continued its ascent. Those chains kept the woman restrained to it, both her arms and legs pinned underneath the dark steel. Her golden hair draped over her face, stretching far down below her, a testament to the time she spent here. Her tattered robes remained upon her, still clinging to her thin frame as if they were desperate to hide her shame. When she came to my level, I stepped towards her, more stones meeting my feet as I approached her.

      I took my hand to her chin, clenching her cheeks as I inspected her. She was thinner. The Blood Ruby was working as expected. With her capture, my machinations were propelled by leaps and bounds as I siphoned her power away. If she hadn’t proved so troublesome in the past, I might have thanked her.

      “Are you so desperate for entertainment that you have to torture me yourself?” she said with all the wind her lungs could muster. “You really are the most pathetic creature I’ve ever seen.”

      “I’m glad you have such spirit, Laurelin,” I said to her, keeping my hand upon her as I continued my inspection. “It would be a shame if the power of the Angels was truly so feeble.”

      “Release me, and I’ll show you how much power I still have.” Laurelin snapped her jaws at me. I was able to move my hands deftly away before she could take a chunk of my hand with her.

      “I’ll be seeing the full extent of your power soon enough.” I placed my fingers on her stomach as she twisted as much as she could within those chains. She wouldn’t be escaping in this century or the next, but as I felt for the scar I’d made, I remembered how I came about capturing her.

      “To think, dear Angel,” I said as I stroked the indentation of the black spot I had placed upon her years before, “if I had been more thorough with this wound, none of this would have come to pass. But I didn’t want to spoil anything so precious.”

      “It’s that pompous arrogance that will kill you, Khaba.” Laurelin spat on me. “You should have just killed me. Now, when I get out of this, I’ll snap your neck like a toothpick for everything you did to my family.”

      “Still upset about what happened to your dear father-in-law?” I said, stroking my cheeks as I inspected them. “I think I’ve gotten much more use from his corpse than he ever did, wouldn’t you say?”

      “My only solace in all of this is that you couldn’t do the same to Richard.” Laurelin poured all her lust for vengeance from her eyes into mine. “Your face is proof enough that you didn’t get him, and through your blatant disregard for life, you ruined your chance at any other Tyler in the family line. Your collection will forever be incomplete, and I’ll rip every year that he should have lived out of your hide!” Her tears dripped down her cheeks as she stared at the wound that I gave her. “My baby boy. I didn’t even get to name him.”

      “His name is William,” I said simply, using my nonchalance as a dagger to wound her.

      “What?” The Angel dropped her tough facade. “What did you say?”

      “The boy goes by William Tyler.” I pulled my hand away as I mused aloud. “At first, I suspected that the people were propagating news of a fake Tyler to spur their hopes, considering what I had done to you. I thought that faking your death and killing your child would be enough to break their spirits. But, somehow, your boy lived. And he’s on his way here.”

      “My precious boy.” The tears streamed down her face like waterfalls. Pathetic. The living are so easily swayed by their own emotions. False hope satisfies their hearts just long enough for them to build their lives around it, making it all the more crushing when the lies fall beneath them.

      “Do not get me wrong, dear Laurelin,” I told her. “I do not tell you this so that you may dream of a life away from the Blood Ruby. I want you to understand something very important.” I leaned up to her ear, then. “Your son will be the masterpiece in my collection. With your blood in his veins and his mortal lineage, he will be the perfect vessel for me to execute the full range of my abilities for the rest of time. Because you fell in love with one mortal man, you have single-handedly doomed this world, as well as the Upland… and any other world I can place my hands upon.”

      “You are depraved, Khaba,” Laurelin stuttered out in the breaths between sobs. “My boy has nothing to do with this.”

      “Your boy has been a pain in my side for some time now, my Angel.” I pulled away from her, lifting my hand as it became coated in a shroud of dark purple energy. “And he is the truly depraved one. You can blame him for the torture you will endure until you are a husk.”

      Ending on that note, I thrust that hand into Laurelin’s chest as she screamed with such agony that it would have curdled my blood if I had any. The Blood Ruby pulsed with life, engorging on the divine power I fed into it. The obelisk grew brighter and brighter as it fed upon the Angel, illuminating the entire room. When the gem grew too bright, cracks popped into the jewel, fracturing the tiniest of flakes off of it as the Ruby strained to contain the whole of the Angel’s power.

      This is part of why I wished to wait to enact this stage of my conquest. The Blood Ruby was powerful, but it could only hold so much energy at once. It would have needed time to drain the Angel completely, time I no longer had. If I weren’t careful, I would destroy it completely, releasing all of the energy I had gathered into oblivion. Despite my best efforts, I was forced to pull my hand away from Laurelin as she dropped her head, falling unconscious from the pain.

      “Release the Miasma now,” I psychically messaged my two concubines.

      “But, my lord,” Via replied back, “would you not like to--”

      “Obey,” I sent with a pulse of my dark energy, spurring them to more immediate action. As I sent out the command, the Blood Ruby shot a beam of light directly upward, reaching through the centric rings at the Necropolis’ center, reaching the top. Already, I could see the Blood Ruby’s fractures almost relaxing as the pressure of the energy was removed from it. I channeled my energies to my shadow, creating a portal for me to step through to the top of the Necropolis with ease as I left Laurelin to hang upon her chains.

      As I walked upon the other side, I found Via and Nethum standing on the opposite ends at the peak of the ziggurat, focusing their white and black energy into the center between them as they contained the red energy of the Blood Ruby within it. The hot rays of the desert suns beat down upon us as I surveyed my kingdom. The sands of the Morkanna were as far-reaching as they were deadly to the living. The great monuments to the dead kings of old had proven most useful in providing bodies to be my workers and soldiers, and they acted as natural garrisons for them to house themselves. As far as I could see, the undead slaved over every stone building, reinforcing and expanding them as others brought the corpses of conquered lands to be housed within them.

      As my concubines poured themselves into their spell, the sanguine energy shot up once again into the sky. The beam rocketed into the suns, flooding them with a reddish hue as the same light spread to every corner of Morkanna. The red light thickened and darkened as it spread across the sky, stretching and growing to far edges of the desert. When it coated everything in sight, the air became thick with a blood mist that wisped through every grain and encircled every stone.

      From deep under the sands, dead hands reached out to pull the bodies of a legion of corpses out. They slowly rose to a stand, brandishing their weapons and armor. Out of the Necropolis, and out of every mausoleum and crypt in Morkanna, whispering spirits flew out, dancing through the air as they crashed into the corpses and skeletons that stood before them. The eyes of the undead glowed with unnatural light as a false life was poured into them. Their bodies filled with dark auras as the new power bestowed upon them coursed through them, giving them power unlike any undead before them.

      My brother and sister Brands finally had homes for their souls. And together, we would take this world, and all worlds after, back from the living.
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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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