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      “Kill her,” Vorgon ordered.

      Malem stared at the naked woman cowering before him. Her skin was green, her hair black. She had been beautiful, once, but her face was covered in bruises and blood.

      She had tried to escape their camp in the night. The dire wolves had hunted her down. He was told that by the time the search party caught up to her, she was steeped in the blood of dire wolves, and surrounded by their bodies, which formed large, defensive piles. She continued fighting when the oraks came, and it was only when Malem was finally awakened and slammed down upon her mind with his will that at last they had captured her.

      And now she knelt before him, head bowed, and arms bound behind her back.

      The penalty for desertion was death.

      Malem drew Balethorn. The blade hummed hungrily. It used to thirst only for dragons, but it hungered for everything these days. Ever since he had joined with Vorgon. The sword, a Drainer, promised to gift him vitality when it separated her head from her neck.

      He took a step toward her. Ribbons of dark mist curled out from underneath his fingernails and wrapped around her body.

      He raised the blade, and glanced down to align his blow with her neck.

      But he could not strike.

      Something stopped him.

      The dark mist retreated.

      Gwenfrieda glanced at him, a defiant look in her eyes.

      Do it, Gwenfrieda said in his mind.

      Still, he hesitated.

      You must obey! Ziatrice sent. Do not defy the Balor! We are bound to you. You risk all our lives by sparing her!

      You can’t kill her, Abigail countered. After all we’ve been through together. If you do this to Gwen, you’ll never forgive yourself.

      He glanced at the two women, who stood in the tight circle of bystanders who had gathered to watch. In the torchlight he could see their beautiful faces. Behind them were the ranks of the soldiers from the different armies who had gathered to bear witness.

      Looming above them all, the dark form of Vorgon towered in the night. Blue flames limned his dark form.

      Silence, Malem told the women, and muted their minds.

      He returned his attention to Gwenfrieda. She was bound to him, and when she died, the drain on his stamina would be great, but it would pass. Then again, with the seemingly infinite reserves of Vorgon backing him up, he might not even notice her loss.

      He raised the sword higher but once more he couldn’t bring himself to swing it down. Thinking that it was perhaps the brutal nature of the killing that was holding him back, he lowered the blade, and began to drain the half gobling of stamina instead. She gasped at the suddenness of it, and a terrible coldness emanated from her energy bundle in his head.

      She collapsed as he continued to drain her, and she lost consciousness.

      But then, when she neared the thin line between life and death, he released her. She lay crumpled before him, face down in the dirt, her chest barely rising and falling.

      He stared at her for a long moment, waiting for her to die.

      Five seconds passed. Ten.

      He couldn’t do it.

      He conferred stamina to her, and her breathing became stronger, steadier.

      Vorgon’s voice boomed across the camp. “What, perchance, are you doing slave?”

      Malem turned toward the Balor.

      “You are my high lieutenant now, the Defiler, but that could change in a heartbeat,” Vorgon said. “You are surrounded by my generals, any of whom would gladly take your place.”

      Malem glanced at the other Black Swords who stood in the circle around Gwenfrieda. The other top generals of Vorgon’s armies. Yes, all of them would kill to serve in Malem’s stead. In fact, he’d already been challenged twice by their members: first by Alavan, king of the dwarves, and next by Muoara, High King of the oraks. He’d slain them both, forcing Vorgon to appoint new leaders among the two armies. Malem suspected that the next attacks, when they came, would be more circumspect. A knife in the back. Poison.

      “This one has violated my dictums,” Vorgon repeated. “Deserters are to be slain. You know this.”

      “Not her,” Malem said quietly. He couldn’t believe what he was doing. This was the first time he had ever denied Vorgon.

      But it had to be done. For the master’s sake. Even if that master didn’t yet realize it.

      “You dare—” Vorgon began.

      “We need her,” Malem interrupted, raising his voice confidently. “I need her. She grants me strength. The slots to bind monsters. If I lose her, the four slots she grants me will—”

      “Four slots!” Vorgon said. “Four? You would defy me for a mere pittance?”

      Malem suddenly felt the stamina drain from him. Balethorn suddenly felt too heavy, and he dropped it entirely, then fell to his knees in shock. All his former confidence left him.

      He realized he’d made a big mistake.

      Vorgon might very well kill him for this.

      Around him, the other Black Swords were smirking.

      “I give four of these ‘slots’ as you call them to all of my Black Swords,” Vorgon continued. “Including you. So already, the loss of this woman is offset.”

      “Not offset,” Malem said between gritted teeth. In addition to draining him of stamina, Vorgon could also inflict pain. And right now, it felt like all of Malem’s nerve endings were on fire. “But lost. I lose… four slots, with her death. Unless you will give me another four?”

      Vorgon stared at him in the night, seeming stunned, perhaps by the impertinence, especially since it was displayed in front of all the other Black Swords. And then he erupted in a terrible, booming laugh.

      “Ah, yes, now I remember why I grant you leeway I would not give to any of my other soldiers,” Vorgon said. “Who else could make me laugh such as you do?”

      The pain Malem felt subsided, and he had enough strength to stand once more. So he did.

      “Four slots could mean the difference between a win or a loss, when it comes down to it,” Malem said, feeling emboldened. But he knew he still had to be cautious. Vorgon could be mercurial, even at the best of times. “If I hadn’t broken her, I would have never had the slots to conquer Banvil. I would have never brought him to the field of battle for you to slay.”

      Vorgon’s flame-outlined form nodded. “You did bring me Banvil, didn’t you?”

      “Yes,” Malem said. He had convinced Vorgon that he had summoned Banvil to the final battle explicitly so that Vorgon could slay the opposing Balor, rather than the other way around.

      Or perhaps Vorgon was the one who had managed to convince Malem of that. He wasn’t sure anymore. So many things he had become uncertain about…

      But not this.

      “She is a rarity,” Malem continued. “There are no other races of half monsters between here and our destination. If you want me to defeat our adversaries, it is only to your benefit to ensure I have all the strength I can muster. Even four slots can make a difference. So I ask that you spare her, this once. Unless of course you are willing to make up the difference entirely, and grant me another four, in addition to the slots you have already given me.”

      Vorgon hesitated.

      Malem was betting her life on the hunch that Vorgon couldn’t grant him any more slots. The Balor had never stated outright whether he could in fact grant more than four, but Malem had long suspected that was the limit.

      Four slots. A surprisingly low number, given how many more the women granted him, and how commensurately powerful the Balor was in turn. Malem thought it had something to do with the half human nature of the women, whereas Vorgon was all Balor. That, and the fact Vorgon shared his mind-Breaking ability with every Black Sword. Perhaps if there were less of the Swords bound to him, Vorgon would be able to bestow more slots to each of them in turn. But as it was…

      Vorgon’s throat rumbled, emitting a long, deep chuckle. “Ah, my little Defiler. You are an endless source of amusement. Only you would dare defy me in such a manner: claiming your defiance is only in service of me. I would take the head of anyone else who behaved like this. But not you. No, I am not done with you yet. You are my prize. I fought hard to attain you, and I will not grant you the mercy of a quick death.” Its malevolent gaze darted to Gwenfrieda. “Her, on the other hand… I’m tempted to kill her if only for the anguish it will obviously cause you.” A tense moment passed, but then Vorgon’s hateful expression softened as the demon seemed to make up its mind. “Very well then. She may live. For the moment. Because you’re right, keeping her alive partially benefits me. However, if she attempts to escape again, you will kill her instantly by crushing the stamina from her body. Is that understood?”

      “It is,” Malem said. He bowed deeply. “Thank you for this, Master. You are merciful.”

      “Am I now?” Vorgon asked. “You will still punish her for what she has done. I want to see the bite of the cattails on her back when we march tomorrow. If I cannot see bone peeking forth from the skin, I will tell you to do it again.” The Balor lifted a fiery hand. “You are all dismissed.”

      Vorgon turned around and retreated into the night. The demon began to vanish a moment later, going to that place halfway between this world and the Black Realm, that nether region where the Balor could regenerate.

      Vorgon’s disappearance wasn’t instantaneous, but instead transpired over the course of a minute—fleeing to the nether realm wasn’t something Vorgon could do rapidly. It certainly wouldn’t help the Balor escape a deadly attack, for example.

      When Vorgon was finally gone entirely, Malem could still sense its presence in his head, though that presence was greatly reduced.

      He glanced at Gwenfrieda. He told himself he had spared her solely because of the strength and the slots she granted him. Not because of anything else. A part of him even believed it.

      The other part, well, didn’t know just what to believe.

      The crowd began to disperse, going to their various tents scattered throughout the war camp. Malem retrieved his sword from the ground and slid it into his sheath.

      “You four.” He waved at a nearby group of oraks before they could depart. “Watch her.”

      He placed the guards not to prevent her from running away again—she was firmly in his grasp—but rather for her protection. A competing Black Sword would no doubt love to strike her down now, while she was weak, and thus undermining him in the process. In fact, four oraks probably wasn’t enough, but he didn’t plan to be long.

      While the four creatures took their places, he went to the armament tent nearby. Inside, he headed straight to the torture rack, and scooped up the menacing-looking cattails. It was a variant of the cat-o’-nine-tails, with the nine knots in the whip replaced with sharp fragments of metal. He collected a bandage kit on the way out.

      He returned to find Weyanna, Abigail, Ziatrice, and Mauritania lingering near the orak guards. The latter woman towered a full two heads above the others thanks to her half Eldritch nature. The horns on her pale forehead were filed down so that they appeared as small stumps.

      Weyanna and Abigail gave him accusing looks when they saw the cattails in his hands, while the eyes of Ziatrice and Mauritania glinted eagerly.

      “Ziatrice, Mauritania, you will stay,” Malem announced to the latter women. “And when this is done, you will join me in my bed.”

      The pair grinned, not because they actually enjoyed going to his bed of late, but because they had edged out the others. The gloating glances they shot Weyanna and Abigail told him as much.

      He glanced at the two half-dragon women. “Go back to your tents.”

      Weyanna turned to obey, but Abigail lingered, resisting.

      “I thought you were sleeping alone tonight?” Abigail asked.

      “I changed my mind,” he replied. “Now go.” He squeezed his will tighter around her mind.

      Abigail curtseyed, and then left with Weyanna. She had no choice.

      “Turn her around,” he told the oraks.

      Two of the creatures came forward. Though humanoid in shape, their faces revealed their monster natures: their noses were all nostrils, large upper canines grew past their chins, and their skin was a dark green, darker even than that of goblings. They wore horned helmets on their brows, and were armored in bronze mail.

      The pair turned Gwenfrieda over as requested. She moaned softly as they did so, but otherwise offered little resistance.

      He had to be the one to do this. He couldn’t trust anyone else. The oraks might be too harsh, and could kill her. The women that belonged to him meanwhile might be too gentle. No, he was the only one suited to the task, especially considering he could sense just how much damage he was doing thanks to their connection.

      And so Malem began the dirty work. Gwenfrieda awakened shortly after the punishment began, and he felt the terrible pain emanating from her energy bundle. It wasn’t just physical pain, but emotional; the latter came to the fore when she glanced up at him between strikes and saw that he was her tormentor. It almost felt like she was hurt more by the mere fact that he was the one doing this, rather than the physical act itself. Mercifully she blacked out again shortly thereafter. He tried to ignore the sickly sound that came with each impact, and did his best to pretend he was simply striking moss attached to tree bark. It didn’t quite work.

      Malem felt his body quickly weakening—whipping someone was hard work. He realized Vorgon was holding back the usual almost infinite supply of stamina he granted him. Part of his own punishment, he supposed.

      When it was done, and her back was sufficiently ripped up, Malem, panting, regarded the oraks. He Broke the weakest among them, and then drained it of its stamina entirely. The forlorn creature dropped dead.

      “Take her to her tent,” he told the remaining three monsters. “Gather up other oraks along the way. I want at least sixteen of you present. Half of them black mages. She’ll be too tempting a target like this.”

      “Yes master,” one of the oraks said.

      “Actually, fuck it,” Malem said.

      He knelt, and gingerly bandaged her wounds using the kit he’d retrieved from the armament area. He even rubbed some healing unguent into the nastier wounds, but not too much. When that was done, he picked up Gwenfrieda, placing her over one shoulder, and carried her toward his tent.
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      Malem could feel the wetness of the half gobling’s blood as it soaked through the bandages.

      The oraks escorted him, Ziatrice, and Mauritania to his tent, which was one of the largest in the camps.

      A pair of black dragons lingered on either side of the entrance, and they stood to attention at his approach. There was also a ring of mages in attendance, whose members included oraks and Eldritch handpicked from the retinues of Mauritania and Ziatrice. Mauritania had been allowed to keep a small contingent of her most loyal Eldritch, but the remainder had been reassigned to another Eldritch who took her place as Black Sword.

      Ziatrice was similarly permitted to keep the oraks and black dragons she had taken with her, but she, too, was denied command of the night elves she had once led, forced to relinquish the authority to another Black Sword Vorgon had chosen.

      Too bad. They would have been more useful to Malem in command of their respective armies. But if the master wished it, then there was nothing Malem could do.

      But I countered him tonight for the first time, a part of him said.

      Yes, and almost died in the act, another part chimed in.

      Still, it’s a good sign, the original part said.

      The other part had nothing to say to that. Somehow, Malem doubted he’d be going against Vorgon’s wishes very often, going forward.

      Besides, he had no reason to. Vorgon promised him that together they would destroy the world. That suited Malem just fine, considering what the world had done to him growing up. The suffering. The constant running. No one had ever shown him even a thread of pity. Everything that was his in this world he had to take by force. He had to fight for, tooth and nail. He never had anything given to him. It was always an uphill battle.

      Yes, he had never truly forgiven the world for what it had done to him. And now that world would pay, and Malem would take, take, take, to his heart’s content. He would sit on the right hand of Vorgon’s throne when the Balor ruled all men, and he would laugh.

      The mages in front of the tent parted to let him and the women pass. As he stepped past the entrance flap, the escorting oraks took up defensive positions outside next to the mages.

      “Pillows,” he ordered Mauritania.

      The statuesque woman retrieved several pillows from the king-sized bed and set them down on the chaise lounge beside it. Once she had arranged the pillows, he meticulously lowered Gwen face down onto that long chair.

      Then he went to the bed and plunked down. He half expected the mattress to collapse—it had happened a few times on the march already, but that could be expected when one had oraks unpack one’s bed.

      After lying back, he sighed. It felt so good to just flop here and forget about everything. He had been so groggy when the oraks had awakened him to deal with Gwenfrieda earlier…

      He sensed motion near the bedside, and realized Ziatrice and Mauritania were stripping under the light of the candles scattered across the room. The movements of the two women were forced, mechanical.

      They, along with the other women, had become so cold since Vorgon had set him free. Couldn’t they understand how amazing the master was? How merciful?

      “It’s all right,” Malem said. “I’m not in the mood.”

      The two women exchanged a glance, and their expressions grew suddenly mischievous. They continued to undress, perhaps a little more fervently now.

      He wondered if they were up to something, so he searched their minds. As far as he could tell, they were driven only by the desire to cement their places higher above the other women in his eyes. That, and the promise of the incredible pleasure that having sex with him while their minds were linked could bring.

      But for some reason, that desire only angered him, and he struck out with his will, tightening it like a vise around the two of them. They would derive no pleasure from this.

      Why should they relish in pleasure, after the pain I gave Gwenfrieda?

      He got up and threw them both on the bed. He took Ziatrice from behind, and whipped her back with the scabbard of his sword while he thrust repeatedly inside her. Her moans were a mixture of pleasure and pain. The latter, mostly.

      Mauritania squirmed and panted beside her, feeling the pleasure he shared with Ziatrice, but not the pain. The link he held with the four women allowed the pleasure to travel back and forth between them in turn, becoming amplified more and more each pass, so that the sex was quite literally mind blowing. It was like he was thrusting inside all four of them at the same time, and experiencing the act from their points of view at the same time.

      When he filled Ziatrice with his seed, Mauritania moaned beside him, climaxing in unison. He was helpless in the throes of passion, and he collapsed, spent, on top of Ziatrice. She flinched—no doubt the fresh welts on her back were sensitive to the touch.

      He thought of all that stuff he’d spurted inside her. He doubted he would get her pregnant, considering she was only half human. It was like a horse trying to get a mule pregnant. Wouldn’t happen. Same with the other women. Xaxia was the only one he had ever worried about, because she was fully human, but the bandit was long gone. She ran away when Vorgon set him free.

      He pushed himself off Ziatrice, and felt pain flare from her energy bundle once more. Her back was definitely sensitive. Oh well, he’d get Weyanna to heal it tomorrow.

      He drained Ziatrice of stamina, and she gasped, shooting him an angry look. He merely smirked, and drained her more, until she was close to passing out.

      “Don’t black out yet,” Malem said. “I need you awake.”

      Now that he was revived, he took Mauritania from behind in turn, doggy-style. He grabbed her hair and yanked back hard, pulling her head back like a mare’s. Those big breasts jiggled violently underneath her with each thrust, turning him on all the more.

      He reached for his scabbard, wanting to beat Mauritania as well, but he’d set it down beside Ziatrice, and it was too far. He’d have to interrupt his session to reach it.

      No chance in hell of that.

      “I’m going to smack your dirty little ass,” Malem said.

      “Smack it!” Mauritania begged.

      And smack it he did. Liberally. He left big red handprints on her pale behind.

      Before he knew what was happening, pleasure exploded from him, and Mauritania moaned. Her shuddering body became suddenly weak so that she collapsed beneath him. Ziatrice also moaned, her eyes closed tight as if she were trying to imagine he was inside her, and that she wasn’t experiencing the act by proxy.

      He lay on top of Mauritania, spent. He didn’t have to worry about crushing her with his weight, she was too big and thickset.

      He paused for a moment to consider what had just happened. There he was, with the former queens of the night elves and Eldritch respectively, lying broken and tamed in his bed. How far he had come.

      All thanks to Vorgon.

      As he gazed at the pale skin underneath him, and the blue, welted back of Ziatrice beside him, he felt suddenly angry with himself for succumbing to his lesser, more beastly nature. He was above this. He was Vorgon’s top lieutenant now. Not some rutting animal.

      He rolled off of Mauritania, landing between the women. He lay there impatiently for a moment, then turned toward Ziatrice. He couldn’t help himself from licking the sweat from her ribs, sliding his tongue across her breast toward the areola. He reached between her legs as well, and felt himself becoming aroused anew. The shame he’d felt a mere moment ago was forgotten.

      He drained stamina from Abigail to give strength to Ziatrice. The half dragon wasn’t in his bed, after all, while the night elf was. He felt resignation from Abigail’s energy bundle. And sadness.

      He shrugged. He could have taken it from Vorgon instead, but the master didn’t like it when he stole stamina for his personal use, especially outside of battle. Besides, he’d make it up to Abigail tomorrow, when he took her and Weyanna to his bed instead. She’d get to experience the pleasure remotely in a few moments anyway.

      Beside him, Ziatrice perked up enough to glance at him, giving him a wicked, welcoming grin.

      “Fuck me,” she said.

      But then he heard the whisper-silk sound of a blade leaving a sheath. He pushed his torso upright, and around, to find Mauritania holding a small dagger.

      He wrapped his will around her so that she couldn’t move.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he said, hauling himself off the bed.

      Ziatrice remained lying where she was, though she pushed her upper body up in exhausted confusion to look between the two of them. Large red welts marked where his scabbard had whipped her back.

      Mauritania’s lips remained frozen, so her response came in his head.

      I would give you my blood to drink, she replied innocently.

      “Lying bitch,” he muttered.

      The blunted horns on Mauritania’s head grew into a full set, and her eyes flared a bright green.

      Fool, Mauritania said. If I wanted to kill you, do you really think I’d rely upon a dagger?

      Green magic swirled in front of her.

      Malem tightened his will, and she fought him. The green magic formed a terrible maelstrom in front of her.

      He squeezed tighter, and finally got her anger under control. The magic dissipated, and she slumped against his will, surrendering completely.

      He approached her so that his naked body stood in front of hers. “Why give me your blood now?”

      He released her lips.

      “In case the Eldritch Black Sword sends assassins,” she hissed.

      He pursed his lips. Drinking her blood would allow him to see any invisible Eldritch that might penetrate the outer defenses of the tent.

      He freed her body entirely, and her arms dropped. She raised the dagger again, moving quickly so that at first he thought she was going to lunge at him, but instead she cut her hand open. The blood that flowed forth was a dark green against her pale skin. She beckoned for him to approach.

      His eyes darted to the dagger she held, and she rolled her eyes, sheathing it underneath her dress.

      Then he went to her.

      She squeezed her fist above his mouth and he drank the green blood that dropped onto his lips. It tasted coppery like ordinary blood, despite its color.

      “Like freshly squeezed orange juice…” Ziatrice commented.

      “They don’t call it a blood orange for nothing,” Mauritania said when Malem stepped back and wiped his lips.

      “Too bad it’s the wrong color,” Ziatrice said.

      A moment later Malem spotted a previously hidden assassin crouched in the corner behind Mauritania, outlined in green. An Eldritch wielding a sword.

      The horned, cloven-hooved creature leaped forward.

      Malem realized in alarm that Mauritania was the target, not himself.

      He shoved Mauritania aside—it was like trying to move a small tree—and the assassin came at him instead. Malem sidestepped, and ducked as the sword swung. He reached out with his mind, but the creature was strong-willed, and he was unable to crush its mind.

      But then chains of dark mist wrapped around its body, holding the Eldritch in place. He glanced at Ziatrice, who had launched those chains, and she nodded. He was suddenly very glad he’d given her that stamina boost when he did.

      “You,” Mauritania told the creature. “I recognize you as one of those who serve me.”

      The Eldritch smirked. “Not anymore.”

      A blast of green magic launched from Mauritania, and the Eldritch exploded in a green mist.

      Malem wiped the blood from his face. He gave her an annoyed look. “Thanks for that. You couldn’t use disintegration, huh?”

      Mauritania shrugged.

      Ziatrice was covered in blood, too, as was half the bed. Ziatrice lapped up the fluid that had splattered her bare arms. When she noticed Malem and Mauritania looking at her, she said: “What? I want to be prepared when the next one comes.”

      Malem summoned three oraks to clean up the mess and to bring a tub of hot water and sheets. When the water arrived, he took turns bathing with the women, and then dressed. About an hour later, he was lying back on the bed, partially clothed, with Ziatrice on one side, and Mauritania the other.

      But now he couldn’t sleep worth shit.

      “I thought you could see other Eldritch when they were invisible?” Malem asked her.

      “He must have entered the tent while I was distracted,” Mauritania replied. She shook her head in the dim light, and sighed. “They still hold a grudge against me. Blame me for allowing Vorgon to subdue them. And they’re not far wrong. When I finally broke free of him, thanks to you, I followed you right back into the hornet’s nest. I should have turned back.”

      “But of course you couldn’t,” Malem said. “You were bound to me.”

      “And so I was,” she agreed.

      “Tell me again why you can’t turn invisible yourself?” Ziatrice asked Mauritania. Her voice was a relaxed murmur.

      “Because I’m only half Eldritch,” Mauritania replied.

      He heard a moan from across the room, and realized the half gobling was shifting in her sleep. He sensed fear coming from her energy bundle in his head. Having a bad dream, apparently.

      “Tomorrow morning, when we rise, I will remove Gwenfrieda’s bandages,” Malem told Mauritania. “After Vorgon has set eyes upon her, you will have one of your healers tend her.”

      “Vorgon won’t even look at her,” Ziatrice interjected.

      He glanced at the blue-skinned woman. “Even so, Mauritania will wait until Vorgon sees her before healing her. If the Balor hasn’t laid eyes on her by noon, only then may she proceed. And once it’s done, the half gobling is to remain out of Vorgon’s sight until we reach our destination. If Vorgon sees that she has been healed, he’ll have me punish her again.”

      “It almost sounds like you actually care about her,” Mauritania said.

      Malem glanced at her coldly. “I care about the slots she grants me, nothing more. I want the vessel that grants me those slots to remain healthy.”

      “Is that all we are to you?” Mauritania asked. “Mere vessels… receptacles for your power?”

      “Essentially,” Malem said. “That, and my seed.” He couldn’t help the slight grin.

      He meant it as a joke, but Mauritania scowled and turned away.

      He sensed dark thoughts emanating from her. She wanted to kill him in that moment. But she couldn’t, of course. The tight vise he kept around her mind prevented it. Even in sleep, his will remained in place. And yet, he was beginning to doubt the efficacy of that will, considering Gwenfrieda had managed to defy him.

      He ran through the events that had led up to her escape. Gwenfrieda had told him she was going hunting as the armies made camp, and he let her go with a small troop of oraks on horseback. According to his beast sense, she had been about five kilometers away before he went to sleep. His connection to her had begun to weaken by that point, and so he’d told her not to wander too far.

      When she had, and the oraks informed him that she was attempting to desert, he had realized she was a full twenty kilometers away, judging from the tenuous feel of their link. That she had been able to defy his wishes had to be because of the distance. That, combined with her strong will, was the only explanation.

      That meant if Malem could get far enough away from Vorgon, there was a chance he could defy his master. Then again, Ziatrice and Mauritania had been half a continent away when Malem had first encountered them, and they had still been firmly within the Balor’s clutches. Perhaps even if Malem journeyed to the far side of the world he wouldn’t break free.

      I’m already free, he reminded himself. I live only to serve Vorgon now. He freed me from Banvil.

      Those were the words that always popped into his head when thoughts of freedom came. They had been repeated so often in his mind that he almost believed them.

      Wait, I do believe them.

      “Are you looking forward to the battle?” Ziatrice asked.

      “I don’t know,” Malem said honestly.

      “I am,” Ziatrice said. “I want you to secure your place as Vorgon’s top general.”

      “You would,” Mauritania told her, back still turned to him.

      Ziatrice shrugged. “I’m only looking out for the rest of us.”

      “I’m sure you are.” Mauritania paused. “Well, Abigail and Weyanna won’t be very happy, that’s for certain.”

      Malem shot her a grim smile that she did not see. “We exist only for Vorgon’s happiness.”

      Mauritania shuddered beside him, but said nothing more.

      When he looked at Ziatrice, he saw obvious fear in her eyes, but she quickly masked it, and pretended to smile back, allowing her pointed teeth to glint in the dim candlelight.

      He eventually sank into a restless sleep, haunted by images of Gwenfrieda—in his nightmares, she was strapped to a whipping post while Vorgon lashed her with cattails, the metal fragments ripping up her back. Malem felt every hit, and he screamed right along with the half gobling.
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      Malem sat in the specially crafted saddle atop the back of Nemertes, oldest dragon in the world. He was positioned upon the neck, about midway between the base and the head, with his legs hanging down on either side. The dragon’s mouth had been fitted with a harness and bit, somewhat similar to what a horse wore, so that Malem could control the direction of the great beast on a two-dimensional plane. To rise and fall in the third dimension, he adjusted the pressure of his boots on the sides of the neck. Or he just issued a mental command to Nemertes if that failed.

      Behind him, the air was filled with dragons. Blues and Blacks draped the sky in clusters, like dark splotches, with the more distant appearing similar to plagues of locusts. Many of them carried riders as well, though their saddles were positioned closer to the base of the necks, where the smaller girths better fit the passenger leg widths—these other dragons weren’t nearly as big as his.

      Nemertes. He shook his head, still somewhat amazed that he commanded such a beast. His life sometimes seemed surreal to him, and this was definitely one of those moments. How far he had come, from his humble days as an animal tamer, to a great leader of armies.

      He gazed down at the creature he rode. Vorgon had personally Broken the dragon after her previous near-death encounter with the Balor and had healed Nemertes before dispatching her on her mission to the Khroma mountains to the northwest. Nemertes had returned only yesterday, having successfully retrieved a thousand of her brethren. Vorgon had transferred her bond to Malem shortly thereafter, because as Vorgon’s dark lieutenant, Malem was to personally lead the magnificent creatures into battle through Nemertes. Also, Vorgon had a twisted sense of irony, and he thought it somehow appropriate that Malem should lead this particular attack from the air.

      The plains below were black with the hosts of Vorgon: spiders, dire wolves, oraks, night elves, dwarves, and Eldritch. Men were among them as well, conscripted from the ranks of the fallen cities. There was also troglodons, ghrips, basilisks, and other monsters mixed into the ranks, creatures captured and enslaved when Vorgon’s armies had passed near the Midweald forest. However, the ground-based hosts were in place merely for misdirection. Once they reached the base of the target mountain, they would attempt to bombard the city walls with their siege engines—a difficult task, given how high up the mountain the city was located. The more agile ground troops would attempt to scale the steep peak, and then the walls themselves when they reached them, but the real assault would take place from the air.

      Mages from all the dark races allied with Vorgon rode the different dragons, and waited to close with the enemy, ready to add their powers to the innate magic of their flying mounts.

      He felt a jab in his lower back. That would be Ziatrice, who rode behind him in the same saddle. She wore a skirt of black blades, and no doubt it was one of those swords that dug into him at that very moment.

      Given the raging winds that assailed him at this height, winds partially produced by the dragon’s motion, it was far easier to communicate via telepathy than voice. And so he began sending Ziatrice a mental message. Can you—

      But she shifted before he could finish, moving the blade down to a more comfortable position.

      She wasn’t wielding Wither today—there was no room for the big halberd on the back of the dragon.

      Abigail and Weyanna flew immediately beside Nemertes. The dragons were about half the size of Nemertes, and as such their smaller saddles could carry only one person each. Mauritania rode Weyanna, while Gwenfrieda sat atop Abigail. The half gobling’s back was healed, thanks to the handiwork of Mauritania’s healers. They hadn’t been able to remove the scars that crisscrossed her back, however. Weyanna told him that she had the power to heal those scars, but Malem wouldn’t let her.

      “Let her remember the price of desertion,” Malem had told her.

      Gwenfrieda had kept her head bowed the whole time.

      She must have sensed his gaze upon her then, because Gwenfrieda glanced his way. Her eyes were filled with such sadness, and were so full of accusation, that it almost hurt to look at them, and he couldn’t hold her gaze long. Her expression was at odds with her energy bundle: he felt no sadness from it whatsoever, only determination.

      Interesting.

      That meant she was learning to mask her emotions from him.

      He felt no such masking from Abigail and Weyanna, however, whose emotions were plain in his mind: a mixture of anger and remorse. And something deeper, something… yes, that was hatred. Not for Vorgon.

      But for him.

      If they must hate me so that I can please the master, then so be it. I’ll take their hatred over Vorgon’s displeasure any day.

      He sensed Vorgon’s energy bundle in his head, that beautiful, dark root growing at his core. The root that fed him stamina like some Drainer weapon run amok. There were more roots attached in a circle around Vorgon’s, and these belonged to the women. In addition to granting him extras slots for Breaking monsters, they also gave him a boost in stamina as well. He could take more stamina from them, but the supply was not infinite, and if he fed too deeply, he would kill them.

      A final bundle resided beyond theirs, near the outskirts of his mental space: Nemertes. The Blue was a true dragon, not a half dragon like Abigail and Weyanna, and thus she granted him no slots, or innate stamina. He could take stamina from her if he wished, but like the women, if he took too much Nemertes would die.

      Nemertes usually slept during the day, but she could be coaxed into fighting beneath the sun, with the right impetus. Unfortunately, the particular impetus he’d chosen had mightily pissed her off.

      One day I will slay you, Nemertes sent into his mind.

      He couldn’t help but smile. You can certainly try, Little One.

      Nemertes suddenly fought his mental control, violently, and it was all he could do to maintain his grip upon her.

      Abigail and Weyanna, sensing his preoccupation, joined in, struggling to break free, forcing him to concentrate his vise on all three of them.

      He drew stamina from them as they fought him, but because they resisted, the drain was slower than it should have been. Too slow… they were going to break free if he wasn’t careful.

      Malem tapped into the infinite stamina Vorgon provided then; while the women continued to weaken, he only grew stronger.

      Finally they stopped struggling, and his mental vise slammed shut around their minds. He gave stamina back to them—they would need it for the coming fight. Particularly Nemertes, who was flagging beneath him: she would drop from the sky at this rate.

      He let the stamina flow into her, directing it straight from Vorgon, and Nemertes’ flapping became strong and steady once more.

      I was wrong to ever trust a human, Nemertes sent.

      Yes, I know, you blame all humans for the death of your mate hundreds of years ago, Malem replied mentally.

      No, Nemertes said. I blame you for showing me that there was still goodness left inside of me. And then you had to go and stamp it out.

      Malem smiled. So?

      The dragon had nothing to say to that.

      The mountain is in view, Weyanna relayed from beside him.

      Ahead, he could see the distant peak poking up taller than all the others. Small dots began to flow away from the summit; at this distance, they looked like a swarm of bees erupting from a disturbed nest. As those dots grew closer, they began to scintillate underneath the sun.

      The Metal dragons had heard the call to battle.

      Well then, King Agantas, come meet your daughter. Come pay tribute to Vorgon, your master.

      Servants of Vorgon had gone ahead to the great dragon city of Khaledonius to negotiate the king’s surrender, but the only message Agantas had sent back were the severed heads of the servants. Vorgon hadn’t been very pleased.

      Malem reached out with his mind as the enemy dragons approached. He attempted to Break those in the forefront, but he was unable to wrap his will around any of them—they were too strong-willed, even with the boost his link to Vorgon provided.

      Let’s see how strong-willed they are after a few flybys.

      Dark mist began flow from his fingernails in anticipation of the coming battle. No doubt his eyes had also begun to glow a dark crimson, as he had been told they did during times of heated emotion. Both were side effects of his link with Vorgon.

      He shifted the great dragonscale shield he carried in his free hand, repositioning his forearm within the straps for a more secure grip, and then withdrew Balethorn. The blade hummed louder than it ever had before, rising even above the sound of the air rushing past his head.

      The magic sword wasn’t thirsting so much for the blood of the Metals before it, but rather the Blue below, and it was all Malem could do to prevent himself from plunging Balethorn into the great dragon’s back. He had to let it feed on another dragon soon… he wasn’t sure how long he’d be able to hold it back otherwise.

      Faster, Nemertes.

      The Blue sensed the urgency in his signal, and increased its pace.

      Why not give in to the urgings of the sword? Ziatrice sent. Stab the blade into Nemertes. Take the dragon’s life.

      And end our own? he returned. Good idea. You just like tempting me, regardless of how stupid the suggestion.

      I am a temptress, Ziatrice agreed. But consider, if we kill Nemertes, the other dragons will have no one to lead them. They will become disorganized, not to mention demoralized. And if that happens, there is a chance Vorgon will lose. If all the Metals concentrated their attacks upon him…

      His mental voice assumed a dangerous tone. And why would I want Vorgon to lose?

      So that you can lead Vorgon’s armies when the demon is gone, Ziatrice sent. Why conquer these lands for the Balor, when you could be conquering them for yourself?

      He suppressed the rising anger he felt. All thoughts of plunging the sword into Nemertes had vanished, replaced by images of thrusting its sharp point into Ziatrice. He managed to bite down upon his rage, and instead sent a final mental transmission.

      I will punish you later for these traitorous thoughts.

      He silenced her.

      The sword’s hungry urgings for the dragon resumed.

      He found that interesting, how his rage had overridden the ravenous call of the sword. That knowledge could prove useful, if he could find a way to harness it.

      As he neared the vanguard of the incoming dragons, he issued a mental command to Nemertes:

      Split into the designated flanking units.

      The Blues parted, flying into the sun so that they could attack from above. The Blacks meanwhile dove, intending to come in upon the enemy from below at the same time. Both flanking units separated into two waves: the first wave would rake the armored skin of their enemies with sharp talons as they passed, and the second wave would issue breath attacks to aggravate those wounds—ice in the case of the Blues, and acid for the Blacks. The breath attacks would be otherwise useless against those thick scales.

      Malem wore a complete suit of dragonscale armor himself. It was coated in Duramite for added protection against dragon breath. Gwen and Mauritania both wore similar armor on their dragons beside him. Ziatrice, however, didn’t need such a suit, as she was capable of erecting a magical barrier around her body. She could also extend it over Malem, as need-be, though he’d have to replenish her stamina if she did that too often.

      Nemertes continued on the same course, neither diving nor rising. Twenty dragons, including Abigail and Weyanna, remained with her. These dragons were chosen because of the particularly strong magic they wielded; they also carried powerful mages on their backs.

      Malem headed straight for the lead Metal dragon. It was a large gold, one of the bigger he had seen. Fleshy lobes of wattle hung underneath the chin like a beard. He wasn’t really able to tell Metals apart when they were in metal form, but he thought that one looked somewhat familiar.

      Abigail, is that King Agantas? he sent.

      It is my father, she confirmed. Prince Jayden fights at his side.

      He wasn’t all that surprised. The king liked to fight with his troops, and wasn’t afraid of leading the charge on occasion. The king had often told Malem it set a good example for the men.

      The Metals breathed flame as they closed. Malem raised his dragonscale shield, protecting himself and Ziatrice. Fire elementals appeared in front of Nemertes’ face to assail her eyes, but the big dragon merely shifted her head and chomped down on the fire elementals, devouring them in one blow. Malem could have laughed.

      The other dragons in Nemertes’ party didn’t fare as well against those fire elementals, and constantly shifted their heads to snap at the elusive creatures.

      Vines materialized in thin air in front of King Agantas, and shot out toward Nemertes in an attempt to wrap around her wings. But her strong sinews easily broke free of the plants, and she continued flying toward the vanguard.

      Nemertes unleashed her light magic then. Those ghostly tendrils sought out different Metals in the vanguard. It wouldn’t harm the dragons, not while they were as yet uninjured, but she wasn’t trying to hurt them. Only blind them. The bright light wrapped around their faces, forming blindfolds, and though the dragons shook their heads, they were unable to break free.

      Abigail also created fire elementals, and she sent them to assail the eyes of those dragons that yet remained unaffected.

      From above, Blues plunged into the blinded Metals of the vanguard, knocking them out of view. Meanwhile from below came the Blacks. They raked the undersides of the remaining foes, and dragon screams rent the air above the howl of the wind.

      Nemertes used her light magic to debuff the enemy dragons, making them unable to access their magic—though the effect offered no visual cues, he knew because he felt the characteristic energy drop that came with such a debuff attack. Then Nemertes flew toward the king, opening her mouth to crunch down on Agantas’ head, but just then two dragons struck from above, knocking her out of alignment. Malem and Ziatrice were nearly ripped from the saddle.

      Malem felt the pain pulsing in waves from the energy bundle of Nemertes, but the dragon said not a word of complaint. As those Metals scrabbled their claws across Nemertes’ back, Malem swung his blade at one of the Metals and managed to score a glancing blow in its right forearm. Balethorn buzzed triumphantly as the dragon released the Blue.

      Chains of dark mist shot out from Ziatrice, and she wrapped them around that dragon, a Silver. She squeezed, tightening the chains so that the Silver’s wings were pinned to its body, and the helpless creature plunged from view. Ziatrice cackled wildly.

      Nemertes spun her head to bite at the remaining Metal attached to her back. She bit at the neck, and wrenched the creature free; the enemy dragon’s claws ripped through the great Blue’s back before they tore away, spraying Malem and Ziatrice with gristle and blood.

      Beside them, Mauritania launched emerald colored streams of magic from the back of Weyanna. Those deadly ribbons cut into the underside of the enemy Metal, and carved gaping wounds through the scales as they passed through to the underlying muscle. The dragon roared in pain before falling from the sky. Eldritch magic was the only magic that could pass through dragon scales like that, as far as Malem knew. Not even the dark works of black mages could penetrate unbroken scales.

      He could still feel the pain pulsing in waves from the great Blue’s energy bundle.

      Weyanna, heal Nemertes, he ordered.

      No! Nemertes interjected. I want the pain. It fills me with anger. Anger gives me focus. Anger imbues my blows, and my magic, with strength. Let the wounds fester!

      You are certainly a strange dragon, Malem sent. But as you wish. Weyanna, stand down.

      The wounds would heal naturally over time anyway. Albeit slowly.

      Malem glanced around him for Agantas, but he’d lost sight of the king. There were too many Golds out there. He wasn’t able to pick him out with his beast sense, either, because all the Metals around him had similar mental signatures.

      Nemertes and the dragons with her had passed through the vanguard by then, and had entered the main body of Metal dragons. While Nemertes continued to blind them, Mauritania released several waves of green magic at the next group of incoming dragons, and struck several of them from the sky as well. Weyanna and Abigail released more fire elementals, while Gwen launched magic arrows from her saddle. These particular arrows were a gift from Faran, Black Sword of the night elves, rigged to explode upon impact, and they created grisly blast craters in the flesh of any dragons she struck.

      Malem sensed Mauritania beginning to flag beside him; she fired her magical streams sporadically now, and when she did, they came only as weak threads. He simply restored her stamina, drawing on the near infinite supply from Vorgon. Mauritania, previously slumping, suddenly sat straighter in the saddle, and she gave Malem a wicked grin before launching her lethal magic with renewed vigor.

      Nemertes also grew weaker beneath him. While her injuries would be healing at that very moment, the energy required for that healing was affecting her flight. She was flying beneath the others, and lagging behind them.

      Malem granted her stamina as well, and in moments she rejoined the others, flying as strong as ever.

      The mages on the backs of the other dragons unleashed different magical darts. Black streaks erupted from the night elf and orak mages, and burrowed into the wounds of enemy dragons, causing dark veins to spread across their flesh. Summoned by dwarven mages, Earth Elementals appeared on the backs of different Metals and punched away. Ziatrice herself persisted in launching her black chains, tightening them around any dragons that got too close, and sending them plunging.

      Blues and Blacks continued to strike at the incoming enemy from above and below, while Nemertes blinded all that flew in her path. Sometimes dragons flew straight at her in an attempt to strike at her with their claws, but she was able to avoid them all, and oftentimes she was the one raking their scales, rather than the other way around.

      Occasionally, enemy Metals came at Nemertes’ party from above, but usually the Blues overhead intercepted them. Malem granted stamina to Weyanna and Abigail as the flyby continued, and then, just like that, they had passed by the last of the dragons.

      The city of Khaledonius awaited at the top of Mount Ademan ahead.

      Malem glanced over his shoulder. Behind him, the combat had essentially turned into a free for all. Gone were any semblance of formations or attack waves—the enemy dragons wrestled with one another, or unleashed their lethal breaths into the wounds of any nearby enemies. The sky was littered with black forms vying against glittering shapes.

      He turned his attention to the city below.

      It’s time to unleash the dogs of war.

      He pressed his boots into the flanks of the great Blue’s neck, and Nemertes dove. The other surviving dragons in her party followed her lead, and dropped toward the city.
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      Malem steered Nemertes across the walls of Khaledonius. Below, human mages who had stayed behind to defend the city launched bolts of lightning and fireballs their way, but the big Blue easily absorbed the blows, as her underbelly was undamaged. She breathed venom and ice in turn, alternately melting and freezing her mortal foes. She also unleashed waves of light magic, and the threads of evil power weaved between the humans, causing their bodies to implode, leaving behind only bloody, empty robes on the parapet.

      In moments the Blue and her party were past the wall, and passing over the city proper. The towers below were made of emerald and gold, the exteriors further encrusted with rubies and gems. The balconies dotting the many structures harbored silver railings adorned with ornaments and carvings, but were otherwise empty. The streets between them were paved in diamonds, but also untrafficked at the moment.

      Malem kept Nemertes well above the city, because even though there were holes in some of the towers to facilitate the passage of dragons, Nemertes was too huge to fit any of them.

      They approached the series of walled-off towers that represented the central keep on the far side of the city.

      Metals lined the parapets that surrounded that keep, and they leaped off the edge, transforming into great silver and gold dragons as they did so. The thirty defenders approached the fifteen invaders, eager to make a name for themselves. No doubt they believed that the one among them who slew Nemertes and the evil Defiler on her back would be hailed as the savior of the world.

      Malem grinned wickedly. He’d certainly like to see them try.

      Ziatrice released her ghostly chains, instantly downing one of the attackers. Mauritania fired her green ribbons, tearing into the chest of another. Gwenfrieda fired her arrows, and the Metals dodged, but one of them was struck, and the explosion tore open its gut in a sickly mess. The creature landed on a nearby rooftop, its insides pouring out onto the surface and gluing the unfortunate dragon in place. Abigail created fire elementals; Weyanna breathed liquid fire into the eyes of her enemy, while also causing shards of ice to rain down from above.

      Fire n’ Ice, Malem thought incongruously. That was our nickname for her.

      His mind jumped back to the trick she had shown him while they were on the road from the fallen city of Tartan to the front lines in the west. They’d paused at a stream to refill their canteens. An entire army refilling its canteens could take quite some time, especially considering that all the pack animals would need to drink as well. Malem had gone for a walk along the shores with Weyanna, taking a small moment of respite from the dread of the coming battle that had hung over them all at the time.

      Weyanna had run ahead, giggling like a little girl.

      “Weyanna!” he called. “Slow down!” He struggled to keep up with her, his dragonscale armor weighing him down.

      When he finally reached her, she was kneeling next to the stream. She thrust her hands up to the elbows into the shallow river, and when she removed her forearms, she carried a ball of ice she’d formed from the liquid water.

      “Want to see how to create fire from ice?” Weyanna asked mischievously.

      “Impossible,” Malem said. “Unless you’re using magic of some kind.”

      Weyanna shrugged. “Not impossible. And I won’t need magic.”

      “All right,” he said. “I’ll give you fifty drachmae if you can make fire from that ball of ice.”

      “You’re on,” she said. She slid her hands over the surface in a wiping motion. The ice slowly changed shape—he realized she was melting and compressing the material with her body heat. In moments, she had created what looked like a lens, and she held it above the dry grass that grew on the upper banks of the stream, beneath a tree.

      The rays of the sun caught on that lens, and focused into a point on one of the blades of grass. In a few moments, a small plume of smoke erupted from the point, and then the grass ignited.

      She turned toward Malem and smiled widely. “Fire from ice.” She tossed the lens aside. “Now I’ll take my fifty drachmae, please.”

      “Cheater!” He scooped her up in his arms, and she giggled joyously. “You used magic to shape that lens!”

      “Not at all,” she said. “It was all body heat.”

      “How about I show you some body heat shaping of my own?” Malem said slyly. “And we consider that payment in lieu of the fifty drachmae.”

      She gave him a wanton look. “Deal.”

      He was jerked violently in place, and his mind snapped back to the present. Nemertes had just dived beneath the claws of one of the incoming Golds. Its belly was exposed within reach above Malem.

      Balethorn was quite literally yelling in his grasp. He stabbed upward, and the blade bit into the armored underbelly, cutting a long line that caused a good portion of its guts to bulge forth. The scream that the Gold dragon issued was so terrible that Malem almost felt bad for what he had done.

      Almost.

      What’s happening to me?

      He forced himself to focus on the battle. He began chanting the mantra that helped him in times like these.

      I serve Vorgon and no one else. I serve Vorgon and no one else.

      Yes, weakling, Vorgon’s voice came in his head. You serve me.

      Ziatrice activated her shield, extending it around Malem as the stricken dragon’s tail flung down upon the two riders. The tail deflected from the magic, and then the dragon plunged into a nearby building before crashing to the ground.

      Nemertes reached the parapets, where more human mages waited alongside human soldiers. The latter were clad in beaklike helmets and surcoats bearing the symbol of a talon on fire.

      Send in the Eldritch mages and fighters, Malem ordered Nemertes.

      The big dragon relayed the telepathic order, and some of the Blues with her dove toward the parapets. Nemertes cleared the way for them by launching threads of light magic into the fray, magic that looped between the waiting humans, causing them to implode within their armor and robes when it touched. She also used her ice magic, creating a slick layer underneath the feet of the remaining soldiers and mages, causing them to slip. They struck that frozen walkway, and were unable to get up—it was simply too slippery. Nemertes must have also debuffed them, because they launched no magical attacks in return.

      When the Blues with Nemertes grew near, the Eldritch riding them leaped onto the parapet, turning invisible as they fell. Soon after, unseen blades began to impale the human defenders who had survived Nemertes’ attack.

      More human soldiers and mages rushed forth, spilling onto the walkway from nearby barracks.

      Weyanna swooped low, breathing fire at the newcomers. Soldiers and mages yelled in agony as their bodies lit up like torches, and several tumbled over the wall as they blindly flailed about. Mauritania launched big green maelstroms of Eldritch magic that disintegrated humans in clumps, mercifully ending the lives of any who were aflame. That particular disintegration magic worked best on humans, Malem had learned, but not so much dragons.

      As Weyanna passed over the parapet, Mauritania became a green smear that extended toward the walkway below. She rematerialized at the bottom of that smear as she completed her teleportation, and then she drew her two daggers Tiercel and Peregrine—which were equivalent to short swords, given her stature—and used them to skewer the enemies in her path. She moved forward, weaving between her opponents in a blur, striking out with those blades. She towered over her enemies and hewed them down.

      The invisible scimitars of her companions pierced the armor of other soldiers and mages all around Mauritania as she continued her grim dance, and when she had hewn through five opponents, her body became another green smear and she teleported back up to her saddle before Weyanna completed her pass.

      Couldn’t resist, Mauritania sent Malem.

      The invisible blades of the Eldritch continued to strike down the survivors on the parapet.

      Look at the tiny humans, Nemertes said. Are they fighters, or are they orangutans scratching their arses in the middle of taking a dump? Pathetic.

      If you could not see your opponent— Malem began.

      Then I would strike out violently, and randomly, in all directions! Nemertes said. I wouldn’t just stand there like a moron, waiting for a blade to pass though my belly!

      It’s easy to comment on what you’d do, when you’re not actually down there, living it, Malem said.

      In moments there were no humans left standing. The Eldritch would be dispersing now, racing toward the connecting towers. Their mission: to infiltrate the keep while still invisible, and subdue any dragons that remained in human form or otherwise inside, ultimately taking the keep.

      More Metals rushed outside from the nearby towers and took to the air, transforming into dragons as they leaped from the balconies.

      “For the king!” some of them shouted.

      “For Khaledonius!” others screamed.

      Nemertes and the other dragons dealt with these dragons easily—they were nobles, most likely, and unused to war. Their attacks were uncoordinated and weak—they’d rush the invaders one at a time, and succumb to the overwhelming death the Blues and their riders rained down. Perhaps some of those nobles had been driven outside in fear when they had witnessed the unseen blades of the Eldritch hewing through their servants. Or perhaps they thought to die bravely.

      Nemertes and her party were soon forced to turn away from the keep to face the copious number of Metals that had returned to defend their city. Malem counted at least thirty out there.

      We’re always outnumbered, Malem commented.

      Just the way we like it, Ziatrice said, tightening an arm around his waist.

      Outnumbered, perhaps, Nemertes said. But not outmatched.

      Malem steered Nemertes toward the city wall, but the incoming Metals cut them off. Most of the defenders were already injured in some way, their scales littered with bites or talon marks, and so Nemertes spat venom and breathed ice, concentrating on any wounds she saw. The enemy dragons unleashed their flames upon her torn-up back in turn, and he felt the pain rising afresh inside her.

      She shot out light magic after one particularly nasty bout of fire drilled into her. The aim was off, and it reflected from the intact scales of the Metals before her. She tried again, and this time it dug into the wounds of her enemies, causing sickening craters in the flesh as the wounds imploded. The stricken dragons fell, shrieking.

      Malem fed stamina to Nemertes, as well as Weyanna and Abigail. Two more Blues fell before the party was able to break free, and finally they crossed the city walls and rejoined the main battle outside.

      By then the dark army of Vorgon had climbed the shoulder of the mountain so that his vast host stood before the base of Ademan. Earth mages among the host constructed temporary structures with their magic to scale the steep slopes and reach the walls: vines and trees grew in profusion, intertwining among one another to form ramps and ladders. Shouting with bloodlust, oraks led the charge up those structures. Dwarves followed just behind them.

      The dread lord itself stood on the field below. The Balor could not fly, despite the demonic wings that grew from its back—a vestige of some earlier form. Or perhaps Balors could fly in the Black Realm, their native domain.

      Vorgon was tall enough to hit the lower portion of the city walls on the mountain with its huge, fiery ax. The Balor repeatedly struck the solid gold structure with its weapon, and carved large, gaping dents into the metal.

      At the same time, the Balor also sent up great streams of Darkness from its chest, which flowed up the mountain and over the walls like waves breaking upon a rocky shore. When it crossed into the city beyond, that Darkness would seek out targets in the streets and buildings, weaving to and fro like heat-seeking tendrils of death. The Balor had grown in power since Breaking Malem, and the intensity and range of those Dark streams went far beyond what the armies of the Alliance had seen on the front lines. Vorgon had truly become death embodied.

      There would be no armies marching down the mountain to greet the black host, not just because of the incoming waves of Darkness, but because the dragons didn’t have any ground forces as far as Malem knew. However, some of the Metals did make strafing runs across the black ranks, unleashing flames that lit up long swaths of the enemy. Some of the Metals were hit by green darts of Eldritch magic, and flew unsteadily away from the battle before crashing into the ground.

      Some of the Metals attacked Vorgon himself, swooping down to rake the huge demon’s back with their claws. For some, Vorgon simply adjusted his wings to slough them off; others he swatted away with his tail. Eldritch mages lingering within the ranks of the army below used magic to get rid of the more persistent ones: their green darts ripped into the creatures and forced them to let go. The stricken Metals would often plunge into the thick host below, where they would be summarily butchered.

      Nemertes swerved suddenly and bit into the neck of a Metal that flew past too closely. When Nemertes pulled away, her jaws brought with them a huge chunk out of the enemy’s flesh. The Metal plunged to the shoulder of the mountain far below, where it was promptly beset upon by the dark hosts of Vorgon. The Black that had been chasing it turned away to find another foe.

      A wall of fire struck him, but it did no damage—Ziatrice had raised her shield around them both. He spun toward the source of that fire, and saw a big gold dragon bearing down from above. It swung its fiery breath across the back of Nemertes, scorching the exposed flesh of her wounds.

      She spun about, turning upside down, so that her belly faced the sky. Malem was strapped into the saddle, as was Ziatrice, but she still held on tight to his waist. He could see the ground below, and the dark armies watching expectantly.

      He felt the impact as the Gold struck Nemertes, and heard the gnashing of claws and teeth. He felt the pain spike in Nemertes’ energy bundle, and then a moment later she righted herself. The Gold dragon plunged lifelessly toward the dark host below, and the monsters cleared out of the way. After impact, dire wolves and oraks swarmed the body, chewing and hacking.

      Three more Metals fast approached Nemertes. Three fire elementals appeared on her back, and struck at Malem. Once again Ziatrice created her shield. He could sense the drain that maintaining the shield required, and he quickly transferred stamina to her.

      He tried to Break them, but his will bounced off the minds of the elementals. He wished he was powerful enough to Break the minds of higher-level monsters instantly, but not even Vorgon could do that.

      Nemertes, debuff these assholes! Malem sent, wanting her to dispel the fire elementals.

      I tried, Nemertes said. The Metals responsible have strong wills.

      Green darts rammed into one of the Metals courtesy of Mauritania, and one of the fire elementals winked out. Arrows exploded in the chest cavity of another, thanks to Gwenfrieda, and a second elemental vanished. Weyanna and Abigail created fire elementals of their own, creatures that harried the eyes of the final Metal, a Silver, and then they slammed into their foe, ripping their talons across its belly.

      Malem swung his sword at the fire elemental on Nemertes’ back as it came at him again; his blade passed through Ziatrice’s magic shield, and sliced into the creature, but the sword passed clean through, of course. The elemental slammed into the shield, and Ziatrice gasped at the effort to maintain it. Dark mist erupted from her body, and drilled into the fire, but the magic did no harm as well.

      Malem fed more stamina into Ziatrice, drawing on the well of Vorgon, and then he laughed when the fire elemental rammed into the shield once again.

      “We can do this all day, Fiend,” Malem said, though his voice didn’t carry above the wind.

      And then the creature vanished. He glanced toward Weyanna and Abigail—they had torn the responsible Silver’s neck from its body.

      He shared more stamina from Vorgon with Nemertes, and to all of the women bound to him. Gratitude flowed through their energy bundles in return.

      He looked out among the airborne hordes around him, at the Blues and Blacks fighting the Silvers, Golds and Bronzes, and then reached out with his mind, searching for the weakened among them.

      He had forty slots in total, including the four slots granted him by Vorgon, and the thirty-six from the women. Fifteen of those slots were in use, binding Nemertes to him. He could have released the beast, as it answered to Mauritania, but he preferred having it under his direct control. That left twenty-five slots to do with as he pleased.

      He sensed many weak Blues and Blacks among the combatants. Most true dragons required ten slots, so he could Break two Blues, or Blacks. But he had no real need to control them, not while they were already under the wing of Nemertes. And why bother, when there were so many Metals available? The latter wouldn’t even require slots at all, because of their half human nature, and instead would grant him slots.

      He quickly found two injured Metals with his beast sense. Unfortunately, they weren’t weak enough—which made sense, considering they were still flying. His mental grip evaporated when he touched their minds.

      A great Bronze went down near Weyanna.

      Weyanna, grab that one, quickly! Malem instructed her.

      She obediently swooped down and latched onto the dragon. Malem easily Broke the weakened creature, a male, and then sent Weyanna: Heal it.

      Weyanna obeyed. The strain of healing, combined with the effort required to hold the heavy weight of the creature, was quickly taxing her. Malem transferred copious amounts of stamina from Vorgon to her, and he also revived the Metal. He took a good dollop of stamina for himself to compensate for the drain of Breaking such a powerful creature.

      The Bronze began to struggle in Weyanna’s grip.

      Release the dragon, he told Weyanna.

      The Bronze broke free and scrambled away from Weyanna. It fought against Malem’s mental hold.

      It will go easier for you if you do not fight me, Malem sent that one.

      Fuck off!

      The dragon struggled against him all the more.

      Malem grinned malevolently, and drained stamina from the Bronze until it had trouble flying. A pair of Blacks spotted the dragon and, seeing an easy target, swerved toward it.

      Call off those two, he ordered Nemertes.

      The two Blacks promptly turned away, choosing another target.

      Nemertes swerved to the right, dodging a stream of flame meant for her back, and then sending light magic back upon her attacker.

      Finally the dragon ceased struggling, and Malem secured his grip on the creature. He gave stamina back tentatively, wanting to gauge the Bronze’s response, but it didn’t try to escape again. As expected, the Breaking had used up no slots, due to the half human nature of all Metals, and instead had expanded his mental headroom so that he had six extra slots, giving him a total of forty-six.

      What is your name? he asked the dragon.
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      Malem waited, but the dragon did not answer.

      What is your name? he pressed.

      Solan, finally came the reply.

      You are mine now, Solan.

      No answer.

      Come to me, and fight by my side.

      The Bronze turned around and flew toward Nemertes. When a Silver came close, opening its mouth to breath fire at the great Blue, Solan diverted and struck down the surprised Metal.

      Good boy, Malem sent.

      He sensed only anger in return. Anger, and resignation, as Solan took up a position next to Nemertes. Malem gave the Bronze extra stamina as reward, but the anger only increased.

      Malem didn’t mind. He knew that anger would only make Solan strike out at his former comrades all the harder, as the dragon sought an outlet for his rage and helplessness.

      He sensed another weak Metal nearby, this one a Platinum. It was injured, but not enough for him to Break entirely.

      He steered Nemertes toward that one, and had her swoop down, using her weight to close with extreme speed. She caught the Platinum by surprise, and struck it from above, digging her talons into its flesh. She wrapped her claws around its neck, and squeezed.

      Malem Broke the Platinum, gaining six more slots. He took stamina from Vorgon to recover from the Breaking.

      Don’t kill him, Malem told Nemertes. Weyanna, come closer. Heal this one.

      Weyanna swerved to the side, and the white bands of her healing magic enveloped the dragon.

      Nemertes released the Platinum so that its wounds could heal. He granted stamina to Weyanna, so that she could recover, and also to the Platinum.

      As expected, the Platinum immediately darted away and tried to fight his control. Once more Malem simply withdrew stamina, and the dragon quickly surrendered to his will. He learned the dragon’s name was Jaasorn. Another male.

      Jaasorn tried to fight him once more when he ordered the Platinum to attack another Metal, but a combination of slamming down with his will, and draining Jaasorn’s stamina, put the half dragon in place. Jaasorn finally attacked the Silver as ordered, and when it returned, winded, he gave the dragon stamina in reward.

      Four huge Platinums suddenly swerved from the main combat, and focused on Nemertes. Jaasorn and Solan attempted to intercept them, but the Platinums batted them aside. They breathed fire, sweeping it across the injured back of Nemertes, and scorching her wounds. Ziatrice raised her magic shield to protect Malem and herself, while at the same time striking out with her dark chains. She wrapped them around one of the dragons, causing the creature to plunge.

      Green darts from Mauritania struck the other dragon, and it dropped from view. Malem didn’t bother trying to Break that one—Weyanna’s healing magic couldn’t handle Eldritch magic.

      The remaining two Platinums crashed into Nemertes and threw her to one side. The great Blue flinched in pain, and released her light magic in waves. The bright tendrils curled into the wounds they found on the first Platinum, and created craters of implosion, causing the Platinum to scream in pain. But the second Platinum had no wounds to fester, and the light magic did no harm.

      Malem tried to crush the mind of the injured Platinum, but while he was able to touch its will, he couldn’t get a firm hold.

      Nemertes abruptly changed course, and dove toward the second Platinum. She opened her jaws and ripped into its back, tearing away one of its wings. Screeching, the creature dropped toward the ground.

      Mauritania launched green darts from the back of Weyanna, while Gwenfrieda fired her explosive arrows, and together they took down the first Platinum. Because of the Eldritch magic, once more he abandoned any notions of Breaking the falling Metal.

      That healing you offered earlier? Nemertes said. I’ll take it now.

      Weyanna flew to the great Blue’s side and healed Nemertes. She also healed the damage Solan and Jaasorn had taken. Malem restored Weyanna’s endurance when it was done, and gazed out upon the rapidly thinning Metal ranks.

      With Vorgon’s infinite stamina, he could keep Breaking and Breaking until he had all of the Metals under his control.

      That’s right, Ziatrice sent. Break them all!

      Over the next few minutes, he Broke another three dragons. He injured them, captured them before they could fall, and had Weyanna heal them. He gained another eighteen slots in the process, for a total of seventy.

      If he hadn’t been under Vorgon’s control, he would have never done this. Breaking half dragons against their wills? His old self would have never allowed it. But his new self didn’t care. His new self desired only to serve, and to obtain the power that came with that serving. Yes, he would keep growing his Breaking abilities, to infinity. For Vorgon.

      And for himself.

      The new dragons included one male, and two females. Their names were Gannet, Sylfi, and Brita. The first was a Silver. And the latter two were Chromiums. Sisters, apparently.

      He felt none of the ordinary fatigue he usually did when breaking such powerful creatures, because he continually leeched stamina from Vorgon to renew himself.

      With Vorgon backing us, we truly are invincible.

      He couldn’t help the mad cackle that erupted from his lips.

      When he sent Jaasorn to attack a group of Metals from behind, a big Blue mistakenly swooped down and sliced open Jaasorn’s neck with its claws, killing the dragon instantly. Jaasorn hadn’t offered any resistance—he thought they were on the same side.

      Malem felt the boomerang effect as his connection to the dragon was severed, and he lurched in the saddle. He had to draw stamina from Vorgon to stabilize himself.

      More angry from the loss of slots than anything else, and also by the fact the Blue had just showed him that he wasn’t as invincible as he thought, Malem struck out at the Blue’s mind, but couldn’t touch it.

      He sent Gannet, Sylfi, Brita and Weyanna down upon it, and they began to rip into the creature with their claws and teeth. When its mind became weak enough, Malem finally broke the Blue. Since it was a true dragon, it didn’t grant him an increase in slots. So instead he crushed its will entirely, draining it of its stamina. The dead creature fell away from the four attackers and plummeted to the ground.

      He spotted another Black, and once more steered his Broken companions to attack. When it was wounded enough, he Broke it, and similarly killed it. The stamina drain he received wasn’t much, considering how weak the creature was, so he tapped into Vorgon’s source to replenish what he had lost during the Breaking.

      But the flow of infinite stamina instantly slammed shut.

      Enough! Vorgon sent in his head.

      Malem glanced toward Vorgon below. He realized that the Balor was fully occupied. Metals were attacking it in repeated waves, using the demon’s body to shield them from any attacks from the Eldritch below. Those Eldritch had grown weak, and their magical attacks no longer packed the same punch, the emerald ribbons flimsy and insubstantial.

      Vorgon swung his fiery blue ax about, cutting open Metals as he could. The Balor also unleashed walls of darkness from its chest, steering them toward its airborne enemies. Those Metals that couldn’t dodge in time were hit, and black veins crawled across their scales before they crashed amid the black host below.

      All that fighting and magic use certainly had to be trying on Vorgon’s own stamina. The Balor would soon need to return to that nether world between realms so that it could regenerate.

      Malem had probably been draining that stamina a little too liberally. Hopefully, he wouldn’t be punished for it later.

      He directed Nemertes, and the other dragons under his control, toward Vorgon to help stave off the attacking Metals. And to hopefully get back on Vorgon’s good side.

      The Metal ranks in the skies around him had thinned severely by then. But so had those of the Blues and Blacks.

      As he got closer to Vorgon, he thought he recognized the big Gold dragon leading the airborne assault against Vorgon. But as before, he wasn’t completely certain.

      Abigail, is that your father?

      It is, she replied weakly.

      Kill him, he ordered as they grew near.

      She suddenly fought his control, madly, and Malem was forced to drain her.

      He probably shouldn’t have been surprised she would act this way, considering how he himself had acted when Vorgon had given him a similar order.

      Stupid, he told himself.

      She continued fighting him so that he was forced to drain more and more of her stamina, until at last she couldn’t hold herself aloft.

      She plunged toward the ground.

      Malem drained stamina from Solan, preparing to give it to Abigail instead—he had no intention of letting her die—but then, to his surprise, Agantas swerved away from Vorgon.

      “No!” Agantas shouted. He climbed away from the attack group, ascending toward his plummeting daughter.

      Malem held back on giving the stamina to Abigail… he was interested to see how this would unfold. Abigail had a long way to go before she reached the ground yet.

      Thin ribbons of green magic arose from the Eldritch ranks among Vorgon’s black host below and sought the retreating king, whose flight had brought him into their full view. Some of the ribbons struck Agantas, but the magic was too weak to bring down the great Gold.

      Get him!

      Malem sent Nemertes straight down, and the dragons under his command followed suit. Nemertes tucked in her wings and dropped like a boulder, but Solan was ahead of her and reached Agantas first: the Bronze raked his claws across the king’s back.

      Agantas turned to swat Solan away, exposing the wounds he’d taken in his belly.

      Nemertes promptly unleashed her light magic as she fell, and the bright ribbons struck the wounds.

      Agantas yelled in pain, quickly turning his back to Nemertes. The king dove up and forward with a final burst of energy, and scooped the falling Abigail into his claws. Her weight dragged him down for a few seconds, and for a moment Malem thought the pair were going to crash into the dark host below.

      But Agantas managed to arrest his motion ten yards above the ground. And he began flying away. His flight was slow, lumbering, and he took several hits from the enemy below as he struggled to increase his height.

      Malem called off the dragons to relish in the sight. Agantas was going to be shot down. That much was obvious.  But still the king refused to release his daughter.

      Malem had to admire the half dragon for that.

      He reached out experimentally. To his glee, he discovered he could touch the king’s mind without the mental tendrils evaporating. The toll of the wounds Agantas had taken, along with Abigail’s weight, had combined to weaken the king enough for Breaking.

      Malem wrapped his will around the king’s mind and squeezed.

      Agantas’ flapping faltered, and his body dipped. Arrows porcupined his underside from below as night elves let loose. Eldritch magic riddled his underside; while weak, the blows were beginning to add up, further taking a toll.

      Please, Malem! Abigail sent. Not him, too. Don’t do this to my father! He’s only trying to save me. You have me already. Must you take all my family?

      Malem was about to silence her, but something about her voice got to him. Perhaps it was the hurt he sensed in her, and the growing accusation, bordering on hatred. Or maybe it was simply the sheer desperation. He didn’t know, really.

      Either way, he released his mental hold on the king. The strokes of Agantas’ grand wings became stronger, more forceful, and the king pulled away from the army below. Other Metals came forth, and shielded the king with their bodies.

      Malem turned Nemertes toward those Metals, glad for some target other than the king he could attack. He didn’t want it to be completely obvious he was letting Agantas get away.

      The other dragons under his direct control took his directional change as the cue to attack; they streaked past the other Metals, ignoring them to head straight for Agantas.

      Leave him, Malem ordered. Attack the Metals protecting him.

      The dragons under his command immediately turned about to assault the surrounding Metals.

      What are you doing? Nemertes asked as she bit into the side of a defending Silver. These other Metals are worth little in the grand scheme of things. The king is within our reach. If you will not Break him, then at least allow the rest of us to take him.

      The king had pulled beyond the range of the army below now, and was exposed only to the dragons ahead.

      Several Blues approached from the side, traveling on an intercept course with the king.

      Recall your Blues, Malem told Nemertes. Leave the king be. When she didn’t reply, he tightened his will. Do it.

      The dragons turned back.

      Ziatrice’s voice came in his head next. The master will be angry…

      Malem silenced her, along with his own doubting thoughts. Vorgon’s anger seemed preferable to the inevitable hate Abigail would feel for him if he allowed any harm to come to her father. Again, it didn’t make sense to him why that should be the case—why did he care if she, a mere receptacle of his power, hated him? But he did care.

      He told himself that it didn’t matter if the king escaped, not if Khaledonius fell. That Vorgon wouldn’t punish him too severely.

      Your plaything is right, Nemertes sent. Vorgon will kill you for this.

      But Malem said nothing. Maybe he preferred death to infinite servitude.

      No. I am free. I’ve always been free. Thanks to Vorgon.

      He almost turned around, almost reached out in an attempt to crush the will of Agantas again, but somehow held back.

      Agantas continued to put distance between himself and the pursuers. More and more of the Metals joined him, and they fled together. Malem realized most of the Metal army was in full route by then. They were fleeing the city en masse, and heading away to the north. Small pockets of them still fought, holding off the remaining Blues and Blacks so that the others could escape.

      Tell the king to release you, Malem told Abigail.

      But you’ve drained too much of my stamina, Abigail replied. I can’t fly.

      He restored her stamina then, using the amount he had stolen from Solon earlier. He also transferred endurance from Nemertes, since Vorgon still wouldn’t feed him.

      Now you can fly, Malem sent. So tell him to release you. Then return to me.

      But—

      Do it, Malem said. Or I send the dragons back to finish what they started. And your father is mine.

      Agantas continued flying for several moments, no doubt arguing with his daughter, but then he released her at last.

      Abigail fell away, and then promptly swooped around to return.

      Behind her, the king continued retreating, joining his routed army. Agantas swiveled his neck to glance back, his features full of longing; when his eyes alighted on Malem atop Nemertes, his expression hardened. Malem could sense the sheer hatred emanating from the king in that moment. Malem had led the attack against his precious dragon city, and stolen his daughter away from him. Of course there would be no love coming from Agantas.

      The king at last swung his head around and continued on his way. He did not look back again.

      You will say nothing of what happened to Vorgon, do you understand me? Malem sent Nemertes.

      But the Blue didn’t answer him.

      He tightened his will around her. Do you understand?

      Yes.

      Somehow, he doubted she would hold her tongue.

      A green flare launched from the central keep and rose into the sky. It would have been launched by one of the Eldritch mages and was the sign the keep had fallen.

      The vast host below issued a shout of triumph.

      The Blues and Blacks pursued the routed Metals north, and harried the laggards, sometimes dropping them from the sky. Malem didn’t bother to Break any of the injured; Weyanna was too far away to heal them before they struck the ground.

      In the end, the true dragons grew weary of the pursuit, and turned back to join in the victory party. Oraks and dwarves had already reached the walls, thanks to the vine ramps and ladders the earth mages had grown over the mountain’s steep faces, and the invaders streamed into the streets via the access Vorgon had hewed into the golden wall.
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      Malem flew over the city as Vorgon retreated south away from Mount Ademan. The Balor summoned a portal to its nether realm to recover its strength, and slowly began to vanish.

      Malem landed Nemertes on the parapet of the main keep. He stepped from the saddle, and slid down the leathery wing onto the ground.

      Ziatrice joined him.

      Two Eldritch approached. They were mages, judging from their robes, and from the jingling ornaments that hung from their horns. The walkway they crossed connected the parapet to a nearby tower. Behind them they hauled along two naked women with ropes tied around their necks. Both had pixieish faces, with short hair to match, and he would have thought them beautiful if it weren’t for their haggard expressions, that and the festering green wounds that marred their lean bellies, marking where the Eldritch magic known as the Green Rot had struck.

      He had seen injuries like these before on Abigail and Weyanna, grievous wounds that had prevented them from transforming out of the human state.

      “A gift for you, High Lord,” one of the Eldritch told him.

      Malem gazed at the weakened dragons. "Come before me."

      The Eldritch mages shoved the women forward, and forced them to kneel in front of him.

      He attempted to wrap his will around them, but with a shock, realized that he had Broken them already. They were the two sisters, Sylfi and Brita. They must have landed ahead of the party.

      “You morons!” Malem drew Balethorn and struck off the Eldritch’s heads.

      Sylfi and Brita gasped at the brutal sight and hugged one another, weeping.

      Malem still held Balethorn in hand. The sword was quiet—it had been sated during the fight. He promptly scabbarded the blade.

      “You don’t have anything to fear from me,” Malem told them. “I am your protector, now.” He tried to send soothing vibes down his connection with them, but it didn’t seem to help.

      He turned toward Mauritania, who had teleported off her perch upon Weyanna. “Summon one of your healers immediately.”

      Mauritania bowed. “It will be done.”

      “And make sure none of the other Eldritch under your command make the same mistake,” he added. “Unless they want to suffer the same fate as these two.”

      He glanced at Weyanna expectantly, but the white dragon shook her head. “I can do nothing for these women. My healing can’t penetrate Eldritch magic.”

      “Maybe we should let them die,” Ziatrice chimed in. When he gave her an angry glance, she merely shrugged innocently. “What? Less competition.”

      He heard a moan from somewhere beside him. There were several human bodies piled across the parapet, where Nemertes and her team had attacked earlier. He approached the closest pile, and kicked over one of those upon the outskirts. Sure enough, the man moaned again. He wore the beaked helmet of a soldier, and a surcoat bearing a talon aflame. His belly was shredded where a dragon’s claws had found him. He looked up at Malem with pleading eyes.

      His mood still sour, Malem glanced behind him. Abigail had landed on the parapet now, too, and Gwenfrieda had just climbed down.

      “Gwenfrieda, come here,” Malem ordered.

      The green half gobling approached.

      “Kill this thing,” Malem said, gesturing toward the soldier.

      “I can heal—” Weyanna began.

      Malem raised an abrupt fist, silencing the white dragon. “Gwenfrieda?”

      The half gobling gave him a pained look, but she promptly knelt, grabbing a sword that a defender had dropped during the battle. She hefted the blade by the hilt, and walked toward the man to do as Malem asked.

      But Malem intercepted her. He stood in front of her, and kicked her lowered blade so that it bounced toward his chest. He grabbed it, and directed the tip over his heart. He pressed his body forward so that he could feel the sharp tip pricking his skin.

      “What are you doing?” Ziatrice hissed.

      Malem ignored the night elf, and stared into Gwenfrieda’s eyes. “You want to do it. I know you do.”

      Hatred flared in those eyes, along with defiance.

      Malem still had his will squeezed tightly around her, but in that moment he released it, giving her the freedom of choice.

      The hatred gave way to confusion, and then anger. She bit her lower lip, and her grip on the sword tightened so that her knuckles were white. Then she pressed the blade forward, ever so slightly, and Malem flinched at the pain, but otherwise stood his ground.

      And then, just like that, she withdrew the blade, and swung it in a wide arc that was no doubt meant for his head. But the angle of that arc changed at the last moment, swinging downward, so that instead the blade plunged toward the stones that composed the parapet walkway.

      “Oof!" a voice said.

      Malem glanced downward.

      Gwenfrieda had impaled the man instead. He let out his last breath, and died.

      She turned her back on him, leaving the blade protruding from the dead body. As she walked away, he realized she was weeping.

      He wasn’t sure why he had done that. Perhaps it was partly out of anger at himself for having bargained so fiercely for her life in front of Vorgon earlier. He wanted to be sure she was worth it. And yet, even that wasn’t a viable excuse. The truth was, he had wanted to die in that moment.

      Wanted to die for what he had become.

      And what better way than at the hands of one of his own women?

      No. I’ve become greater than I ever have, thanks to Vorgon. I can’t die now, not while I’m at my most powerful.

      And yet, that power came at great cost.

      He shook his head violently.

      There is no cost. Vorgon saved me. Set me free from the Darkness of Banvil.

      And yet, if that were true, then why did the thought seem so wrong to him?

      He knew the answer almost immediately: he had merely traded one Darkness for another. This was not freedom.

      This was slavery.

      There were moments, such as now, that came when Vorgon went away to that nether realm and the demon’s hold over him weakened. Moments when Malem became fully aware of the terrible extent of his plight.

      But those moments were few and far between. Probably a good thing, because when they came, he realized there was no escape.

      How could there be? He was surrounded by an army of Vorgon’s most devoted servants. Black Swords. Night Elves. Dwarves. Oraks, and other creatures of the night.

      These moments were too fleeting for him to plan anything. Far too fleeting.

      Already, the moment of lucidity was passing.

      What was I just thinking about?

      Mauritania’s healer arrived, and proceeded to mend Sylfi and Brita. Malem ordered the healer to escort the sisters inside so that they could find some proper clothes. The healer was to inform any Eldritch or other members of the dark army he encountered along the way that the women belonged to the Defiler, Vorgon’s top lieutenant.

      The other new members of Malem’s team remained on the parapet, close to his side and under his watchful eye. Nemertes had already notified the Blues and Blacks of their presence, so they need not fear an attack from that vector. The creatures were too busy ravaging the surrounding buildings anyway.

      Nemertes departed a moment later to join in the fun.

      Malem swept his gaze across the dragon keep, and the city beyond. The looting was in full swing. Dark troops continued to flow inside Vorgon’s breach in the city wall. Their numbers spread out across the diamond-paved streets. Oraks used daggers to pry gems away from the emerald and gold exteriors of the towers. Night elves threw chunks of broken gold into big pots, melting the precious metal into ingots. Dwarves used pick-axes to wring diamonds from the roads.

      Somewhere in this city the Metals had kept Malem’s two former pets for safekeeping. Felipe, and Bounder. He smiled fondly at the dear memories those names brought to mind, but the grin quickly fled his lips: the animals were very likely dead now.

      In truth, Malem didn’t really care.

      He turned away from the city in time to see Weyanna and Abigail returning to human form. Ordinarily the mere sight of their naked bodies would have him struggling to contain his urges, but today he hardly noticed. They slid out of the oversized saddles that now wrapped their entire bodies, and retrieved the slip-on dresses and boots they had stowed in the side pockets earlier. After quickly donning the clothing, they came to him.

      “I’d like to barricade the royal quarters,” Abigail told him. “To protect my things, and those of the king.”

      Malem waved her away. “Go ahead.”

      She ran off with Weyanna toward the main keep. He spotted a pair of Eldritch loitering nearby, members of the infiltration group that had taken over the keep.

      “Go with them,” he told the group. “Make sure the looters don’t give them trouble.”

      Not that he was worried all that much. In human form, Abigail was a formidable fire mage, while Weyanna was a powerful ice magician to boot.

      Mauritania came to his side, joining Ziatrice. She watched the final two Broken dragons, Solan and Gannet, return to human form. In only a few seconds two muscular, naked men stood before them.

      Mauritania licked her lips. “Mmm.”

      Malem suppressed a sudden pang of jealousy. He felt like killing those two half dragons right then, completely understanding Ziatrice’s earlier comment about competition. They were far handsomer than he was. But he was unwilling to lose the twelve slots those two dragons provided him with. Besides, he offered so much more than just good looks to his women.

      I don’t need to worry about competition.

      “Kneel,” Malem said anyway, wanting to exert his will over the men, and show the women who was boss.

      Solan and Gannet dropped to their knees immediately. Mauritania seemed to lose interest at that point, turning her back. Ziatrice, meanwhile, suppressed a yawn.

      “Get some clothes,” Malem said. “And then come back here and keep watch on the parapets with the women.” He glanced at two more idling Eldritch. “You two, escort them, and see that they remain out of trouble.”

      “Yes, master,” Solan said.

      Gannet said nothing, keeping his head bowed.

      He didn’t call me master.

      Malem decided not to make an example of him. Not yet.

      “You’re dismissed,” Malem said. The two rose to their feet and were joined by the two Eldritch. Malem returned his attention to Mauritania and Ziatrice.

      Mauritania was looking at Gwenfrieda, who stood nearby, gazing out across the city.

      “Why did you test her like that?” Mauritania asked.

      “I don’t know,” Malem said. “Something compelled me.”

      She nodded. “You know, when I was bound by Vorgon, there were times when I was myself. Very short moments, when all I wanted to do was die to escape. Once, I set a sword down on the ground, wedging it between two cobblestones, and knelt before it. I pressed my weight against the blade… it was magical sword, a Drainer, and it whined loudly for my blood. I almost obliged it. Almost. But I couldn’t do it. When I stood, I was back in Vorgon’s control entirely, and I destroyed the hungry blade with my powers.”

      “You would have done the world a good thing if you had gone through with it,” Ziatrice commented, bearing her sharp teeth in a rictus.

      Mauritania scowled at her. “You should talk, Bitch.”

      Ziatrice shrugged. “I meant it in the kindest way.”

      “Of course you did,” Mauritania said.

      “We’ve all done our fair share of damage to the world,” Malem said. “But it’s for a good cause.”

      “Is it?” Ziatrice said. “I’d agree, if that army was doing this in your name. But they’re not. They fight for Vorgon, not you.”

      “Careful,” Malem said. “I won’t tolerate much more traitorous talk from you, Woman. Vorgon is our master now. Don’t you forget it.”

      Ziatrice bowed her head. “Sorry, my lord.”

      All of a sudden she thrust out one hand, and from it dark mist erupted. The tendrils of darkness were headed toward his body.

      Mauritania threw a net comprised of Eldritch magic in its path, and the bright green web trapped the darkness before falling to the walkway stones. Both magics dissipated upon contact.

      Malem squeezed his will tightly around Ziatrice so that she could no longer move, and he angrily drew Balethorn. The sated blade still remained silent.

      “Told you she’s a bitch,” Mauritania said. “We can’t trust her.”

      Malem released Ziatrice’s lips so that she could talk.

      The night elf smiled widely. “Just testing you! I wasn’t going to let the magic hit you, of course.”

      Malem stared at her, not amused.

      “Breaker?” Ziatrice said, her smile faltering. “Let me go?” When he didn’t answer, she tried using his preferred name: “Defiler?”

      He sighed, and released her. She sagged, physically exhausted by the mental hold.

      “Go loot the keep or something,” he told her.

      Her face lit up, and she ran across the parapet to do his bidding.

      He glanced at Mauritania.

      “Alone at last,” the statuesque woman said, giving him a sly look.

      “What, you want to fuck right here?” Malem said.

      She shrugged. “Why not?”

      Malem glanced around at the lingering Eldritch, who pretended not to be paying any attention.

      He pursed his lips. “Why not indeed.”

      “It’s more fun in public,” she said.

      He nodded. “And there’s nothing like a good battle to get one’s blood boiling.”

      “I’ll show you something that will get your blood boiling…” Mauritania said, reaching toward her bosom.

      Defiler, Vorgon’s voice interrupted in his head.

      Malem straightened, turning away from Mauritania. Master. You have returned already?

      Soon, Vorgon said. Meet me in an hour in the caverns below the keep. We have something to discuss.

      Malem glanced at Mauritania. “Sorry, I have to go.”

      “Why?” she whined.

      He was already running across the walkway. He glanced over his shoulder at her: “Duty calls!”

      “Duty can wait!” she shouted at his back.

      “Not this time.”

      Malem sought out Abigail, and found her in her chambers.

      “I need a map,” Malem told her.

      She retrieved a roll of parchment from one of her cupboards, and unfurled it on a cherrywood table. “Is there any place in particular you are looking for?”

      “The caverns under the keep,” Malem said. “Vorgon wants to talk to me alone.”

      “That can’t be good,” Abigail said.

      “Probably not,” Malem agreed.

      She showed him the route to follow, and folded up the map, giving it to him. He thanked her before taking his leave.

      She called out when he stepped through the door. “Breaker!”

      He gave her an impatient look.

      “Thank you for letting my father go,” she said.

      He nodded slowly. “I’m about to pay the price for that, I think.”

      “Let me go with you, then,” she said.

      “No,” Malem said. “The punishment must be mine alone. I will bear full responsibility for my actions. ”

      “Be careful,” she said, her voice breaking with emotion.

      He took mercy on her, and turned around and left without a word more.
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      Malem made his way down the keep’s central staircase until he reached the basement level. Using the map, he found the entrance that led to the caverns below. Two half dragons in full scale armor lay slumped near the entrance. Their chests were slit open. Eldritch warriors stood watch above them, their swords bloody.

      One of the warriors nodded respectfully. “Defiler.”

      Malem gazed between the two dragons, and the Eldritch, and then clenched his fists, suppressing the sudden urge to slay them.

      Why do I always want to kill everything in sight these days?

      He walked past them without a word, and into the darkness beyond.

      “Do you need light?” a warrior called after him.

      Malem ignored the man, continuing into the murk. It was bright enough for his night vision to guide him. That, and the occasional torch that flickered in its bracket allowed him to pick his way through the dungeon-like corridors. The map was unfortunately unreadable, but he had memorized the route he needed. He folded up the parchment and tucked it into his belt.

      He found more bodies along the way, these of both half dragons and Eldritch, as if the latter had died shortly after killing the dragons. The passage was big enough only to fit the dragons in human form.

      The brick-walled corridors ceded to raw stone, and he made his way through the jagged tunnel carved into the mountain beyond. He ignored passages that branched off to either flank, and continued until the tunnel opened into an expansive cavern.

      He stood in a cavern held aloft by pillars that were wider at the plinths and apexes than at the middles, pillars that had crystallized naturally beneath the mountain. Some of them hadn’t joined at the middle, and instead formed sharp stalagmites and stalactites that reminded him of teeth.

      There were more torches here, set into different brackets along the walls and pillars, and they illuminated the vast quantities of gold and silver coins that steeped the chamber. Set amid the many piles of drachmae were chandeliers, chairs, vases, weapons, scabbards, satchels, and other valuable items, all made of gold or silver, and sometimes inlaid with diamonds and similarly expensive gems.

      The hoarded gold and gems that composed the treasury of Khaledonius.

      The marvelous sight was ruined by the corpses of the two huge dragons sprawled across the treasure between the stalagmites and pillars. The first, a Gold, lay near the center of the cavern; dried blood caked its open mouth and nostrils. Its eye gazed lifelessly at him, their irises glazed over. The second Metal, a Silver, had its lips curled back in a rictus of pain; below the chin, its neck was torn open.

      Half dragons didn’t always transform back into humans when they died. These two were proof of that. Seeing the once majestic creatures draped lifelessly across the treasure like that made him feel strangely poignant.

      Such is the end that awaits us all, no matter how beautiful we once were, no matter how strong.

      Malem warily advanced, surveying his surroundings for any potential ambushes. He kept his hand on his sword hilt. He didn’t want to draw the weapon outright, lest he offend Vorgon.

      Speaking of swords, his gaze was caught by different bladed weapons set amid the glittering piles. Scimitars with extravagantly detailed, gem-inlaid hilts. Axes whose blades themselves contained diamonds that caught the light in hypnotic patterns. Several of those weapons had to be magical, and he was sorely tempted to loot them. Surely Vorgon wouldn’t miss one absent sword? But he resisted the urge.

      All of this belongs to Vorgon now.

      “That’s right,” Vorgon boomed from somewhere in the room.

      Malem glanced about, searching for his master, but he could not see the Balor.

      “You should feel honored,” Vorgon said. “As of yet I have allowed no others of my army to set foot in this place and live. I have executed those who discovered it.”

      That explained the Eldritch bodies he’d seen on the way here.

      “I am honored, Master,” Malem said.

      “The treasure that these greedy dragons hoarded will be used to pay my armies,” Vorgon told him. “Let it not be said I am not a kind master.”

      “You are kind, as you are merciful,” Malem said.

      “Ah, merciful,” Vorgon said, the Balor’s voice assuming an ironic tone. “You sense why I have summoned you. Good.”

      The chamber shook, and the huge demon stepped out from behind one of the pillars. It towered over him, the blue flames that burned along its silhouette adding to the general illumination of the chamber. Its big ax hung from one arm, glinting wickedly in the torchlight.

      Malem wasn’t sure how the Balor had fit inside this place in the first place. Perhaps Vorgon had entered it directly via the intermediary realm the Balor used to recuperate.

      Vorgon regarded him uncertainly a moment. Malem didn’t like it when the Balor looked at him that way.

      “Why didn’t you Break King Agantas when you had the chance?” Vorgon asked.

      “I couldn’t,” Malem said. “You cut off my supply of stamina, and so—”

      “You are bad at this,” Vorgon said.

      “Bad at what?” Malem asked warily.

      “Lying,” Vorgon replied menacingly.

      Malem swallowed. What did the Balor know?

      “Nemertes told me you let the king get away,” Vorgon said.

      Ah.

      He would have to have a word with the dragon later.

      “Agantas was fleeing,” Malem said, thinking fast. “I tried to Break him, but he struggled. It’s possible I would’ve been able to succeed, even without your stamina, but I noticed a group of nearby Metals preparing a concerted attack against you, and I realized the king was acting only as a diversion. I recalled my companions and struck at the Metals from behind, scattering them before they could assault you. By the time I turned back, the king was gone.”

      Vorgon didn’t answer for a long moment. And then came that deep, eerie, booming laugh. “Ah, my Defiler. I know you released him for the sake of one of your playthings. The female dragon. His daughter.”

      Malem was very careful to keep his mind empty.

      “That’s right, try to mask your thoughts from me,” Vorgon said. “But I already know the truth.” The Balor shrugged its great shoulders. “I don’t really care. Agantas’ army is decimated, the remnants scattered to the four winds, and quite useless. No further threat to me. He can rule his tiny remnant, hiding away in a small cave somewhere while we destroy the world. Agantas, king of thirty dragons. In fact, it even pleases me that you have Broken his daughter, and that she fights for us. Agantas has to live, knowing this, haunted by the memory of what you have done to his child. Yes, that pleases me greatly.” He paused, then sighed. It was like the rasp of a whetstone upon a blade. “Still, I feel I should punish you for this. What punishment would you suggest, Defiler?”

      “I don’t know,” Male said. “Whatever the master desires.”

      “Shall I kill one of your playthings?” Vorgon asked.

      Malem felt a sudden panic inside of him. He tried to suppress it before Vorgon could notice, but was too late.

      “Ah yes,” Vorgon said, smiling. The flames formed a wreath around its lips. “I feel the spike in fear. Which plaything should I take? The one you name Mauritania? Weyanna perhaps. Or maybe Gwenfrieda?”

      Malem said nothing.

      “Choose,” Vorgon said. “Or I will choose for you.” The Balor leaned down, bringing its head close to him. The acrid scent of brimstone filled his nostrils. “Perhaps I will make you kill them with your own blade.”

      Unexpected anger boiled inside Malem, but he managed to tamp it down.

      “Ah, yes,” Vorgon said. “I feel the rage welling inside of you. These playthings mean more to you than you let on.”

      “They serve only to enhance my power,” Malem tried.

      Vorgon grinned. “And the anger you feel is only because of the potential loss of this power?”

      “Correct,” Malem said.

      Vorgon stood up, returning to its full height. “Your feelings for these playthings must never get in the way of your loyalty to me, do you understand? I have allowed you to spare one of them already, and now I must tolerate the escape of the Metal king, too, at your hands. I give you lenience I would show no other general. But it will not last, I assure you. Do not test my patience further, Slave, or I will begin taking the lives of your playthings, if not your own. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, Master,” Malem said.

      “Do not ‘yes Master’ me,” Vorgon intoned. “Your devotion to these playthings is truly dangerous. It will be your downfall. This I foretell. Like the young girl who cares for the broken swallow, when the bird dies, so does her own will to live. If one of your playthings falls on the field of battle, you, too, will be vanquished, either from anger, or sorrow. You will not see for the hatred that boils in your eyes, and the hot blood that sears through your veins, and you will be struck down.”

      A part of Malem denied that this was true, refused to believe that he felt anything for these women other than sheer lust, and swore complete and utter devotion to Vorgon. Yet another part believed the Balor to be right, completely. He remembered what he had done when the Blue had slain Jaasorn. How he had struck out at the creature, killing it, along with another Black before Vorgon cut off his supply of stamina. And what about the Eldritch soldiers who had brought the half dragon sisters to him, intending to give them to him as a prize? Their heads hadn’t remained long on their shoulders…

      “I—” Malem closed his eyes. He sighed, looking up at the great Balor. “You’re right. They are dangerous.”

      “Of course I’m right,” Vorgon said. “But tell me, if you had to choose between saving me, or one of your playthings, who would you pick?”

      When Malem didn’t answer immediately, those eyes flared with an unexpected rage.

      I’ve pissed him off.

      Oh yes, came Vorgon’s voice in his head. Your hesitation tells me everything.

      Malem’s legs suddenly gave out from under him and he dropped to his knees. He became weaker still, and it was all he could do to hold himself up.

      “You are not worthy of the position of top lieutenant,” Vorgon said. “I am stripping you of that title, effective immediately, and demoting you to the rank of ordinary Black Sword. King Durabane of the dwarves will take your place, becoming dragon master and lord of my armies. He will ride Nemertes into battle in your stead.”

      Malem bowed his head, saying nothing

      “I could end your life with a mere thought,” Vorgon said. “Crush your mind to a pulp. And yet, you are still useful to me. For now. But there will come a time when that usefulness ends. Now then. Accept your punishment.”

      Malem crumpled entirely as pain filled his body. As the agony spiked, he curled into the fetal position. His screams echoed throughout the cavern. It felt like a dragon had stabbed a sharp claw into his skull and was tearing it slowly down his back, splitting open his spinal column and the surrounding tissues. The claw expanded outward, as if opening into multiple talons, and shredded his internal organs before continuing into his arms and legs.

      “Father!” Malem shouted.

      The pain suddenly stopped. “Father?” Vorgon asked.

      Malem said nothing.

      “Yes, I suppose I am your father now,” Vorgon said. The great Balor retreated, the flames limning its form going out. Nearby torches flickered and extinguished under a sudden breeze, shrouding the demon in darkness.

      Malem thought their meeting was done, but then those eyes glowed a fiery blue in the murk.

      “Now that you are no longer my top general, I do have a mission for you,” Vorgon said. “One suited to your particular set of skills. Think of it as a way for you to redeem yourself.”

      Malem forced himself to his feet. “Tell me this mission, Master.”

      “I want you to take your playthings with you,” Vorgon said. “And fly northeast, over the mountains. Enter Dothweald Forest and Break Wendolin Lasalan, queen of the tree elves.”

      Malem stared at Vorgon uncertainly. “Enter the Dothweald with only those I have Broken? No others? And Break Wendolin?”

      “That’s right,” the Balor replied.

      “I have heard the tree elves keep an army in that forest,” Malem said. “And that the entrance to their realm isn’t even known. Some say only those of the elves’ choosing may find it. All others pass through the forest without encountering a soul.”

      Vorgon raised a fiery eyebrow. “Are you refusing the mission?”

      “No, I accept, of course,” Malem said hastily.

      “Good,” Vorgon said.

      “By the way, Wendolin is a half elf,” Vorgon said.

      Malem straightened

      The Balor grinned. “I thought that would pique your interest. However, you are not to add her to your little harem of playthings. She is to be my betrothed.”

      Malem cocked his head slightly. “You want to marry an elf?”

      “She is no ordinary elf,” Vorgon said. “Because she is half human, she has unique powers that not even she truly understands. The power to transcend realms. Only by mating with her will my presence in this world truly solidify. Until then, I must always return to the nether realm to regenerate. But once I have Broken her, and joined with her, I will be able to recuperate entirely in this land. I will truly become invincible.”

      “How can you even mate with her?” Malem said. “You’re a little large down there, aren’t you?”

      “There are other ways to join with a female of this realm,” Vorgon said. Dark streams erupted from its chest, forming grotesque phallic shapes.

      “I see,” Malem said, shuddering slightly.

      “Once you have Broken her, use her to take control of the tree elves,” Vorgon said. “Return with an army of elves at your back.”

      “You make it sound easy,” Malem said. “By the way, haven’t the tree elves declared neutrality in this war?”

      “They have,” Vorgon said. “But like the Metals, who once claimed neutrality as well, eventually the tree elves will join the war on the side of men. Even now, the envoys of the shattered Alliance court them.”

      “All right,” Malem said. Being courted wasn’t the same as actually declaring war, but Malem wasn’t going to press the matter. He understood well enough why Vorgon wanted her, if it meant he could enter this world fully.

      “Do this, return with Wendolin and her elven army, and I will welcome you back into the fold with open arms,” Vorgon said. “I will make you my top general once more. Fail, and I’ll very likely kill you. From afar.”

      Malem couldn’t help but swallow nervously. “I assume you’ll want to keep some of my women here, as a surety against my return?” From his point of view, it would be safer for the women to leave some of them behind, considering where he was headed. Gwenfrieda for example was relatively weak compared to the others.

      But Vorgon saw right through him. “You hope to shield your playthings from this task? Alas, there is no protection here, my servant. Without you to ward them, any women you leave behind will be pillaged by my remaining Black Swords.”

      “I think you underestimate those I have Broken,” Malem said. “Any man or beast that tried to touch them against their wishes would regret the act. At least for as long as they lived after having their genitalia extracted.”

      Vorgon smirked at the words. “Nonetheless, I need no such surety against your return. I own you thoroughly. I know you will come back to me, success or failure, assuming I allow it. The very fact that you mentioned such a surety indicates as much.”

      Malem bowed his head. He could do nothing but cede to the wishes of his master. Vorgon was right, anyway: it probably wasn’t a good idea to leave behind any of those he had Broken, not in this den of vipers. Besides, given how Gwenfrieda had nearly escaped when she’d traveled over five kilometers away from him, parting with any of the women definitely wasn’t wise. Not if he wanted to continue his mastery over them and maintain his current slot count.

      I forgot about that little distance problem.

      But had he truly? Not really. Gwenfrieda’s escape was always at the back of his mind, and he knew quite well he couldn’t move too far away without risking their loss. So why had he even considered the idea? He wasn’t completely sure. Perhaps a part of him wanted to let the women go, at least some of them, to give them a chance to escape the darkness his life had become.

      No, my life is not dark. I’m freer now than ever before.

      “I expect you to leave immediately.” Vorgon began to vanish, returning to that nether realm the Balor favored.

      “Yes, Master,” Malem said.

      If he was so free, then why did it feel like he had the weight of a thousand worlds resting upon his shoulders?

      Malem turned around amid all that gold and glitter, and began the long march back to the surface.
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      Xaxia rode Vesuvius through the ruins of the city. The nimble steed navigated the bricks of the broken buildings that fanned out across the cobblestone with ease. Xaxia wasn’t sure why she had come here, to Tartan, capital city of Mulhadden. It had been the site of one of Malem’s greatest battles, the very site where he had tamed the Black Sword Mauritania, and then the Darkness that hunted him shortly thereafter. Yes, he had conquered a Balor here.

      Yet it was also a place of great sorrow. The citizens of Tartan had died to the last man, woman and child, slain by the Eldritch, who showed no quarter under Mauritania.

      The city was ruled now only by beasts, and a select few monsters that hunted them. She had spotted a hill giant hiding amid the ruins of one building, and more than a few spiders. She wasn’t sure how long she intended to stay here. Enough to gather whatever few trinkets hadn’t been looted since the day of the city’s fall, and hopefully she’d be gone before dark.

      There was no indication that General Rashan had returned with the Mulhadden army here. When Banvil fell and Malem joined Vorgon, Rashan’s army, like all the armies of the Alliance, had fled the field of battle, routed and overwhelmed. They had headed east, toward the cover provided by the Midweald forest, harried across the bloodied plains by Vorgon’s dark host.

      Maybe they’d all been slain? Or perhaps she’d merely beaten the army to this place, though that seemed unlikely, considering she had detoured southeast, taking the long way around the Midweald to avoid the monsters that riddled the forest.

      She decided that Rashan must have decided not to return, with the general instead electing to pledge his allegiance and that of Mulhadden’s army to another monarch, one who still had a realm worth protecting. Given what remained of this city, she didn’t blame him.

      Vesuvius nickered gently.

      “What is it, boy?” she asked softly. She glanced around nervously, wondering what the horse sensed.

      She thought she caught a glimpse of a figure behind her, at the periphery of her vision, but when she turned the horse around fully, the shadow had vanished.

      Imagining things.

      She swung her steed around and continued forward at a canter, and then turned down a relatively intact side alley. She rode a good distance down that ally, letting her horse’s hooves echo from the cobblestone, and then she came to a halt and dismounted. She hitched Vesuvius to a post outside an abandoned tavern, appropriately labeled “The Abandoned Brig” in big white letters, and then drew Biter. The blade fed her a small amount of vitality through the hilt. It wasn’t much—the true stamina boost would come when she killed an actual monster with the Drainer, preferably an orak, but it did dispel the weariness she was feeling after hours of riding.

      Blade in hand, she silently retreated to the opening at the far end of the alley.

      She waited next to the edge with her sword. Five minutes must have passed. Ten. But no one traveled through the opening in all that time.

      She slowly peered past, but the street was empty beyond.

      She stepped back inside the ally and sheathed Biter.

      Definitely imagined it.

      Before she could turn away, something promptly entered.

      Xaxia nearly leaped out of her boots.

      The intruder, a large black panther, also jumped straight up. When it landed, the panther turned around, and its claws momentarily scrabbled across the cobblestones as it struggled to find traction, comically running in place, and then it was off, racing back through the city.

      She peered past the edge of the alley, watching it retreat. Its tail had become so fluffy thanks to its fright that Xaxia couldn’t help but giggle. Soon, it vanished into a side street and was gone.

      If I were a Breaker, that’s the kind of animal I’d want as a pet.

      She smiled sadly, thinking of Malem.

      What had happened to him was a tragedy. All his life he’d run from the Darkness, and the day he finally beat it, he fell to another form of the dark.

      She loved him, she thought. But he was so wrong for her. Unattainable even, given how desired he was by other women. She hated having to share any man. She much preferred it the other way around, with multiple suitors chasing her. Though that rarely happened these days. In fact, it had only really happened once, when she had played a princess to get close to a target.

      She shook her head.

      Sometimes I wish I was a princess for real.

      The thought made her laugh.

      Soft like a princess? I don’t think so.

      She’d fallen for another man like Malem before. An actor who starred in dramas that played in the amphitheater of her hometown. All the women had swooned over him. She’d managed to sneak into his dressing room one time, and she hid in the closet, waiting for him to arrive. When he came, shutting the door on his adoring fans, she spent many long minutes debating on whether she should reveal herself. When she finally decided to just go for it, a knock came at the door. What she saw next could not be unseen. The man was quite literally an actor: he was very much into other men. Very young ones, at that.

      She sighed. At least Malem liked women. But he was still wrong for her.

      Why do I always fall for the wrong guys?

      Especially now, after what happened to him. His eyes had glowed red after Vorgon took control of him. Black mist had flowed from them, along with his fingernails. She knew he was lost in that moment. Lost forever.

      So she ran away. Ran and ran.

      Now she understood what it had been like for him his entire life, running from something you couldn’t understand. Something that could kill you, if you let it in.

      She smiled sadly.

      She thought often of their short time together. Be it fighting in the woods, or drinking in a tavern. Strangely, she missed the other women as well. She thought she should hate them, but that wasn’t the case. They were her friends. It had taken the loss of those women, and Malem, for her to realize that.

      She often dreamed of Malem and the others at night. Together again, riding side by side on their horses through the forest. Or battling the minions of Vorgon.

      Is that all I’ll ever have left of him, and the others? Only memories, and distant dreams?

      She forced herself not to dwell upon the past. In it lay only unmitigated pain.

      I’m haunted by my own Darkness, now.

      She had fallen back into her own banditry ways. Stealing food in the night from the rare merchant she spotted on the road. Or robbing shops in the different cities and villages she passed through. In two of the bigger cities, she’d sent out feelers to her contacts shortly after arriving, but no one ever had any jobs for her. The demand for assassins and problem solvers such as herself had dropped precipitously; which made sense, considering an army the size of Vorgon’s would soon be on the doorsteps of said cities. One would think the demand would go up, as nobles schemed against one another to jockey for position in the coming world order, but that didn’t seem to be the case. Most nobles, the smarter ones anyway, were simply packing their bags and fleeing East, away from Vorgon’s black hosts.

      Just as she had done.

      She returned to Vesuvius and remounted the trusty animal. “I only have you now, my friend,” she said, patting the animal’s withers.

      She approached the castle where Malem had taken Mauritania. The crenellations and towers of the outer wall loomed over her in splendor, still a chalky white even after months of neglect. Though she did spot vines growing in places across the surface, dark veins that marred the otherwise pristine facade. A hint of the emptiness to come.

      She passed through the main entrance—the gates sat askew, hanging by their upper hinges alone. She crossed the courtyard to the inner wall, where a lowered drawbridge provided passage over a moat. Its waters had turned a stark black since the last time she had come this way. The surface was very still. Perhaps a little too inanimate. She wondered if any monsters had taken up residence since her last visit.

      She shuddered at the thought, drawing Biter, and kept Vesuvius very close to the center of the drawbridge as she pressed the animal to a canter. The clip-clop of her mount’s hooves seemed so very loud in her ears.

      When she reached the other side and entered the castle courtyard, she slouched slightly in relief, but still kept Biter in hand.

      She crossed the flagstones of the yard, steering Vesuvius alongside a row of potted plants that had probably once contained topiary, but now sported unrecognizable bushy masses. Next, she circumnavigated dry fountains that had long since ceased pumping water, their basins cracked, their statuary broken.

      She reached the castle proper, hitched Vesuvius to a post, and entered the wide open doors before her to set foot in the main hall.

      The first thing she noticed was the lack of loot. Candleholders and brackets had been stripped from the walls so that the only light came from the broken windows. Discolored rectangles marked where rich paintings and exquisite tapestries had once hung from the stone surfaces. Even the carpets had been torn away.

      This is a waste of time.

      But she continued forward.

      She reached the dining hall, and wasn’t surprised to find that the dining tables had been stripped of their cloths. The cutlery and dishes in the kitchen beyond had also been looted. She found nothing except a few worthless tin pots.

      Definitely a waste of time.

      She made her way through the hallways and up the stairs, searching the rooms on every floor. The place was completely abandoned, save for the rats that had taken up residence on the lower levels.

      She found a few drachmae hidden in a niche in the wall when she shoved aside an empty bookcase, but otherwise she came away almost empty-handed.

      She took the final staircase that led to the rooftop where she, Malem and the others had had their fateful encounter with Mauritania.

      She reached the rooftop: a wide battlement lined with parapets. A nearby tower loomed over it.

      She slowly crossed that battlement. The place evoked so many memories. She saw where Ziatrice had ripped away the stones from the surrounding parapets with her ghostly chains to form a defensive bulwark for Malem and the others to hide behind. That bulwark itself was littered with blast holes where Eldritch magic had struck, and the upper portion was a jagged mess, its broken stones scattered across the rooftop when Nemertes had broken through with a single swipe.

      She observed the depressions where the great feet of Nemertes had crushed the stone to powder upon landing. She spotted a similar depression where Mauritania had used that magical shockwave of hers to nearly knock everybody from the roof. She picked out the dents in the rooftop and surrounding crenellations where the swords of Malem and Mauritania had missed their marks during the duel that followed.

      She remembered how the Darkness had chased Malem around that rooftop while he fought Mauritania, trying to use the distraction of the fight to finally snare him.

      How did we ever survive that day?

      She didn’t really know. That fight was a blur to her now.

      She noticed something strange, then. Near the center of the rooftop, it looked almost like dark mist was emerging from the stones themselves, as if seeping through tiny pores from some source within.

      As she watched, that dark mist curled across the rooftop stones, weaving left and right, slowly making its way toward her. Alarmed, she took a step back.

      The darkness seemed to grow stronger, flowing with more alacrity. Overhead, the sun became dim.

      “Get back!” she said.

      But no sooner than the words left her lips, the dark threads vanished. The sun shone bright as ever above.

      She shook her head and chuckled softly. “This is what happens when you’ve been alone too long. Hallucinations, Xaxia. That’s all this is.”

      Still, come to think of it, that had been the very spot where the Darkness had entered this world—via the black portal Banvil had summoned. The same spot where Malem had followed the Darkness through to the Black Realm, and confronted the Balor.

      She felt a cold tingle pass up and down her spine.

      Does Banvil still live? Is it possible?

      She didn’t believe so, but then again, it wouldn’t have surprised her. Not much was truly known about Balors, and how their bodies and magic behaved when away from their native realms. If he were slain here, did he die in the Black realm as well?

      She shook her head. “Foolish imaginings.”

      She sheathed Biter with a dismissive gesture, and walked to the edge of the rooftop. Before she reached it, she caught herself glancing repeatedly over her shoulder, but the Darkness didn’t appear again.

      At the edge of the roof, she stared past the parapets at the ghost town below.

      “This is the future that awaits all cities,” she said softly. “Breaker, what have you done?”

      “He comes here often,” a voice said from behind her.
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      Heart in her throat, Xaxia spun.

      A gaunt man stood before her, slightly hunched. Below his hollow eyes and cheeks, he sported a thick, knotted brown beard. Matted hair clung to the bald spot in the center of his head, and hung down to his shoulders. He was clothed in the threadbare robes of a beggar, or perhaps some monk who had made a vow of poverty. His sandals looked like they were about to fall apart.

      “How long have you been watching me?” she asked. She hadn’t realized it, but her hand had unconsciously leaped to the hilt of her sword. She kept it resting there for the time being.

      “Since you entered the castle,” the mendicant replied.

      She shook her head. I let a beggar follow me, and didn’t even notice? I’m losing my touch.

      Then again, she hadn’t exactly been trying for stealth during her trek through the castle. Knocking over tables, moving bookcases—searching for loot was a noisy business. Plus the loud clip-clops produced by Vesuvius during her entry would have been hard to miss.

      She studied him uncertainly. There was more than a touch of madness to those eyes, but also a dangerous shrewdness to them. “Who are you?”

      He smiled, revealing a dark hole where one of his upper front teeth used to be. “I am Banvil.”

      Once more Xaxia felt her spine tingle. But then she shrugged the feeling off, and erupted in a raucous laugh. She bent over from the sheer exertion of it.

      Finally, when she’d caught her breath, she looked at the man and said: “You’re either mad, or you have a macabre sense of humor. Either way, I like it!”

      He gave a deep bow. “A little of both, I’m afraid.”

      “What’s your name, really?” she said.

      His eyes became distant, and he looked over her shoulder, toward the city below. “I was once known as Goldenthall. I was a king. I ruled a nation of warriors. I sent my armies away to the west to battle Vorgon with the Alliance. But he sent a race of demons to attack my city while my soldiers and mages were gone. I had only a skeletal defense force left to protect my city, so I opened my doors to the demons, asking their queen to take me and spare my people. She did the reverse.”

      Xaxia stared at the man in shock. She had seen Goldenthall only once before, on this very rooftop. She hadn’t immediately made the connection, because he looked so different, but now that he had revealed who he was, she could certainly see the resemblance. Still, he was little more than a shadow of his former self.

      She looked more closely at his clothes. Yes, she realized they were made of intricate silks, but she hadn’t been able to recognize them as such because of the many holes, and the layer of grime that had formed over them.

      Malem had left Goldenthall here when he took Mauritania’s army away. The king hadn’t wanted to leave. She wondered if Goldenthall had stayed in the castle the whole time, hiding from the looters that occasionally passed through, and from the monsters that had taken up residence in the city. No doubt he had lived off the rats that infested the lower levels, and the wine that remained in the cellars.

      “Is it really you?” she said. “Why are you still here?”

      “Where should I go?” Goldenthall said. “This city is all I’ve ever known, from my days as a young prince, to my all too short tenure as a king.”

      “But there’s nothing here for you, not anymore,” she told him.

      He nodded. “I am a king of ghosts. I’ve been trying to leave, but I haven’t been able to bring myself to. Maybe someday.” He shut his eyes. “Whenever I set foot in those streets, I hear the screams of my people. And I see them dying all over again, killed by Eldritch magic.”

      “Mauritania overstepped her bounds,” Xaxia agreed. “But she wasn’t herself. A Balor can twist people into terrible creatures… making them do things they would never do without his corruption.”

      Goldenthall cocked his head slightly, and raised a hand to his ear. “Who overstepped their bounds? I didn’t quite hear…”

      “Mauritania,” Xaxia said.

      Goldenthall exhaled with a hiss and stepped back. “Do not say that name here!” He glanced around nervously. “You’ll summon the demon back!”

      “She’s never coming back,” Xaxia said. Neither is Malem.

      He shook visibly. “She will come!” He continued to gaze around the battlements, as if expecting Mauritania to leap out at any second.

      Xaxia sighed, and waited. He finally seemed to calm down, but still jerked whenever he heard some noise, like a birdcall in the distance, or the buzzing of a fly.

      Hoping to distract him, she asked: “Who comes here often?”

      He looked at her with a confused expression. “Mmm?”

      “When you first spoke to me, you told me, ‘he comes here often,’” Xaxia explained. “Who?”

      “Ah yes,” Goldenthall told her. “That was in reference to your words: ‘Breaker, what have you done?’”

      She stared at him. “And? Who is it that comes here?”

      “Why, the Breaker,” Goldenthall said.

      Xaxia frowned. “You really are mad. Either that, or you’re still playing games. It’s starting to piss me off.” She patted Biter’s hilt menacingly.

      “I know you saw him,” Goldenthall said. “He was just here, lurking at the center of the rooftop.”

      Xaxia folded her arms. “That was not Malem.”

      “Who?” Goldenthall said. “No, I’m referring to the Breaker of Worlds. Banvil.”

      She tilted her head, puzzled. “Tell me exactly what it is you think I saw?”

      “Dark mist,” the former king of Tartan said. “Issuing from the flagstones themselves. Curling across the battlements, as if reaching for you.”

      So she hadn’t imagined it after all.

      “I saw dark mist, yes,” she said. “But to equate that mist to Banvil is a bit of a leap, don’t you think?”

      “No,” Goldenthall said. “He calls out to me, sometimes, when I sit here late at night beneath the stars. When I let him wrap the darkness around me.”

      “That’s impossible,” Xaxia said. “I watched Banvil die. Watched Vorgon cut off the demon’s head with that terrible ax.”

      She noticed how the former king referred to Banvil as he, rather than it. That implied an intimacy, or at least a familiarity, that Xaxia wasn’t sure she was comfortable with.

      The man nodded. “That aligns with what I’ve seen and heard. Banvil is but a shadow of his former self. He can only enter this world through this portal, where the boundaries between worlds have been weakened.”

      “Probably Malem’s fault,” Xaxia muttered. She remembered when Malem had enlarged the dark portal before stepping through. Even though it seemed like that portal was now gone, he’d probably accidentally left it open a crack. That’s what happened when you played with powers you didn’t fully understand.

      “Who’s fault?” Goldenthall asked.

      “Never mind,” she replied. “I still don’t understand how Banvil can be alive, if he died here.”

      “That’s because he wasn’t fully here,” Goldenthall said. “No Balor can truly enter our world, you see. A part of their essence always remains behind in a higher realm. To truly kill a Balor, you have to destroy it in the Black Realm as well, or whatever intermediary realm it uses to regenerate.”

      “How do you know this?” she asked.

      Goldenthall’s eyes momentarily darkened, and black mist flowed from them.

      Xaxia gasped, stepping back, reminded of what happened to Malem that fateful day.

      Goldenthall smiled a terrible smile. When he spoke, his voice seemed unnaturally deep. “Because I have made this creature my vessel.”

      The mist faded, and Goldenthall’s eyes returned to normal. He seemed oblivious to what had just happened.

      “Holy shit,” Xaxia said.

      The former king pursed his lips. “I am neither.” His voice was its usual timbre.

      “Are you really Banvil?” she asked.

      “No,” Goldenthall replied. “I do have his Darkness within me, this is true. But I like it there. It suits me. We’re like old friends who keep each other company on dark, winter nights. It just so happens that every day is a dark winter night for me.”

      “You’re completely okay with this?” she said. “Really? Having a Balor inside your head?”

      Goldenthall shrugged.

      She supposed it wasn’t all that different from what Malem was experiencing.

      “I can’t believe you’re more afraid of Mauri—” Xaxia caught herself. “The Eldritch, than a Balor.”

      “It was not a Balor who razed my city,” Goldenthall said.

      “Actually it was, if indirectly,” Xaxia said. “But forget that. You have to help me destroy Vorgon.”

      The former king shook his head. “It’s impossible. Banvil is in no state to deal with Vorgon. He won’t return to his former power for many decades.”

      “Then you have to help me set Malem free,” she said.

      “That name again,” Goldenthall said. “It seems familiar to me, but I can’t quite place it.”

      “Banvil knows him,” Xaxia said. “Ask the Balor if there’s a way to take Malem’s mind back. To free him from Vorgon.”

      Goldenthall’s eyes defocused for a moment, then he returned his attention to her. “If Vorgon has Broken him, then he is lost. Not even Banvil can save him.”

      “There has to be a way,” Xaxia said.

      Goldenthall compressed his lips. “If this Malem could enter the Black Realm, or whatever realm Vorgon uses to regenerate, it’s possible he might be able to sever the link. But even if he did, Vorgon would simply re-Break him, without Banvil in his mind to stop the Balor.”

      “Then we will bring Banvil’s essence with us when we enter Vorgon’s nether world,” Xaxia said. “And Banvil will join with Malem after we free him, to prevent Vorgon from re-Breaking Malem.”

      She wasn’t sure it would be so simple as that, nor if allowing Banvil to join with Malem was a good idea in and of itself, but she wanted to hear the demon’s take.

      The king’s eyes became pure black once more and emitted dark mist. He spoke in the demon’s voice. “A tempting offer. Linking with Malem would strengthen me greatly, and shave off several years from my recovery time. But still I would be no match for Vorgon. Malem would have to battle the beast on his own, both before and after he frees himself.”

      “He’ll have help,” Xaxia said, thinking of the women bound to him. “So if this vessel, Goldenthall, comes with me, is that enough to convey your essence to the nether world, to join with Malem?”

      “No,” Banvil said. “Before confronting Vorgon, Malem must enter the Black Realm, and allow my raw essence inside of him first. Only then may he proceed to Vorgon’s domain. I will lurk in the background of his mind, waiting to pounce… the moment Vorgon releases him, I will take control.”

      Xaxia stared at the possessed king. “I’m not sure I like the sound of that. What exactly do you mean by, ‘take control?’ That sounds suspiciously like what Vorgon did to him already. I doubt he wants to trade one master for another.”

      Banvil chuckled: a deep, terrible sound coming from those frail lips. “There will be a price, yes, but it is not so steep. I am too weak to exert the control Vorgon has over him.”

      Xaxia regarded him skeptically. “You seem to have no trouble exerting control over Goldenthall…”

      “This vessel is weak,” Banvil said. “Also, I have touched Malem once before… he has had a lifetime to adapt to me. So no, I will not Break him, unfortunately. Things will be almost exactly like they were before.”

      “And what is this price you speak of?” Xaxia said.

      “That is something to be discussed between me and the Breaker,” Banvil said.

      Xaxia hesitated. She didn’t trust the Balor worth shit. Still, what choice did she have? If there was a chance Banvil could help Malem break free of Vorgon, she had to take it. Not just for Malem, but for the world.

      She suppressed a grim smile. That’s right; tell yourself you’re doing this for the world, when you know damn well it’s only for Malem.

      Besides, it was extremely doubtful Malem could save the world. Banvil had already admitted that Vorgon outmatched the Balor. Without Banvil to fight Vorgon, what chance did Malem have against the demon? If she did manage to free Malem, very likely the only option they would have at that point was to run away, far from this realm, and hope Vorgon never found them.

      But she was getting ahead of herself.

      First, she had to free him. And to do that, she needed this creature’s help. But she would have to tread very, very careful. She still didn’t really believe that allowing Banvil’s essence inside Malem was the best idea, but the way she looked at it, he couldn’t become any worse off than he already was. At least having Banvil inside would give Vorgon something else to fight. Meanwhile, Malem might actually be able to wrest free of them both.

      That was the only hope he had, as far as she was concerned.

      But do I really want to experiment on him like this?

      She shook her head. He didn’t really have any other options, did he? But who was Xaxia to presume that? Maybe it was best if she left him well enough alone?

      “Fine,” Xaxia said, still conflicted. “How do we enter the Black Realm then? Can Malem create a portal?”

      The mist dissipated and the former king’s eyes returned to normal. Goldenthall slumped as if exhausted.

      “No,” Goldenthall said after a moment, in his usual voice. “At least not on his own. There is an artifact one can use… I used to have one such artifact, in my treasury, though it was looted long ago. No doubt the thieves used it to enter the Black Realm, where they were promptly slain by the dark denizens.”

      “Where did you acquire this artifact from?” Xaxia asked. “And don’t tell me you inherited it when you took the crown.”

      “Oh no, I found it during one of my famous dungeon expeditions,” Goldenthall said. “Back in my adventurer days, I used to hire teams of mercenaries to go on dungeon crawls with me. This one time, I sent my team to the Khroma Mountains, and we made our way deep inside the den of a Black Dragon known as Nosfarious. Most of my team was slain, and I myself narrowly escaped with my life. But not before grabbing the Dark Eye.”

      She folded her arms over her chest. “The Dark Eye?”

      “Yes,” Goldenthall said. “That is the name of the artifact. I pried it from the hilt of a Balor blade the dragon had in its hoard. Where the dragon got this blade, I do not know.”

      “Wait a second,” Xaxia said. “When Banvil died in this world, the sword he wielded was left behind. Vorgon stabbed it into the ground like a tomb marker. Is that what you mean by a Balor blade?”

      “That’s exactly what I mean,” Goldenthall said.

      She nodded. “Then I know what to do.” She still wasn’t really sure she was actually going to go through with what she planned, but she wanted to at least check if the Dark Eye was in the blade.

      She turned to depart, but Goldenthall spoke. “I’m going with you.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at him. “I thought you couldn’t bear to leave the city?”

      “It will pain me, but it must be done,” Goldenthall said. “I have a purpose now, once again. A means to exact vengeance. I refuse to die here. Useless. Besides, Banvil will protect me.” He giggled. “Isn’t that something? I’m protected by a Balor.”

      Xaxia was about to deny him, but against her better judgment, she said: “Fine. But if you ever hold me back, I’m cutting you loose. Is that clear?”

      “Very much so,” he said.

      With that, the pair made their way down the keep.

      She wasn’t sure why she had accepted. She supposed the loneliness of the journey was getting to her. It would be nice to have some company. Even if that company was a half-mad former king who was possessed by a Balor.

      At least she finally had a way to help Malem.

      She just hoped it wasn’t a trick of some kind.

      What if I’m only further damning him?
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      Malem rode atop Abigail, who had assumed her silver dragon form. He sat at the base of her neck, tied firmly to the specially constructed saddle. Around him flew the other half dragons. Gwenfrieda rode Solan, Ziatrice sat atop Weyanna, and Mauritania saddled Gannet. Sylfi and Brita had no riders, and they flew ahead, acting as scouts.

      The Dothweald lay below. The party had crossed the Harken mountain range, and the Wilden plains beyond, before arriving at this forest. He had spotted no human armies or settlements along the way. The only life he’d seen were wildebeests roaming the plains. That and the tigers and cheetahs that hunted them. Predator and prey alike always scattered upon sight of the dragons. But otherwise, there were no monsters here—the mountains acted as a natural barrier.

      The dragons made a complete sweep of the forest from the air to gauge its extents.

      Sheesh, Gwenfrieda sent. This forest is huge. It’s going to take us months to find those elves. Assuming they’re even here.

      Malem couldn’t sense any elves down there with his beast sense, but that could have been because of the range.

      They’re here, Malem replied. And we’ll find them, if it means we have to burn the entire forest to the ground.

      After circling the entire extents from the air, which took three hours, still the party had found no sign of any habitation, so Malem had the party land on the northern perimeter.

      The dragons transformed into naked humans. They sloughed off the saddles as they transformed, and then retrieved the clothes they’d packed in the saddlebags and dressed.

      Malem stared hungrily at the sisters, Sylfi and Brita, and decided he would be taking them to his bed tonight. Sylfi glanced at him while she dressed, and the terror he saw in her face when she realized he was looking at her strangely only excited him all the more.

      Do not be afraid, little one, he told her. You will know only infinite pleasure with me.

      Leave me alone! she replied.

      He sighed. She’d come around eventually. Even if he never laid a hand on her, once she felt the shared pleasure that came whenever he coupled with any one of them, she’d be begging for more.

      “You like them, huh?” Ziatrice said, coming to his side. The blue-skinned woman carried her huge halberd, Wither, and wore a green and purple corset above her skirt of black blades. Couldn’t be all that comfortable, that corset, but he suspected it was magical, given the range of movement she was capable of while wearing it. He had to give her credit for wearing it though, because it did press her breasts up pleasantly while accentuating her figure at the same time.

      Malem ignored her comment and turned to gaze out at the eaves of the forest. The luscious trees looked inviting, he had to admit. Though somehow he suspected that was all a mask. The tree elves were known to be a peaceful race, but that didn’t mean they were averse to killing intruders.

      “Maybe you should let me break them in for you,” Ziatrice said, bearing those sharp teeth of hers.

      He looked at her, momentarily confused.

      “The sisters?” Ziatrice clarified. “I could train them on the male dragons. Teach them the sexual arts.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Malem said.

      “Perhaps we should bring one of the men to our bed the next time we couple?” Ziatrice suggested with a hungry glint in her eyes.

      “No man, half dragon or human, will ever sleep in my bed,” Malem said. “Nor will Solan and Gannet sleep in yours, or the beds of any of the other women. You are mine. Is that clear?”

      “Yes,” Ziatrice said, sounding disappointed. “But who will pleasure the men then? Unless you intend them to play with each other?”

      “There will be no need,” Malem said. “They will share in the same pleasures as the rest of you, when I couple with whomever I choose for the night. Now be silent, Bitch.”

      She scowled, but then looked away.

      He returned his attention to the forest once more, looking for any signs of habitation by elves, but saw none. There were no trails, no huts, or anything of the sort. He did spot a few songbirds, however.

      The dragons finished dressing, and stowed their saddles behind different bushes to be reused for the journey home. If he succeeded in his task, Malem wouldn’t be using them—he’d be marching south at the side of the elven army. Those saddles were to be used only in the case of failure. Then again, if he did fail, he’d probably be riding out of the forest bareback. As such, he would have ordered those saddles and their bags burned if it weren’t for the personal belongings the half dragons had carried along from their fallen home.

      Abigail’s saddle and its bulging bags left a deep rut in the undergrowth as she dragged it behind her. It looked heavy, but because of her dragon strength, she slid it with relative ease.

      “Here, let me help you with that,” Gwenfrieda said. She wore the same dragonscale armor as Malem, which mostly hid her lithe figure. Her hair hung down her back in a ponytail.

      Gwenfrieda went to Abigail but couldn’t lift her end of the saddle off the ground. “Damn it, this is heavy. What the hell did you put in here?”

      “Looks like she packed her whole quarters into those bags,” Mauritania commented. The tall, pale woman had on a black satin dress with blue swathes highlighting her bosom area. She had also taken to wearing the tiara of gold and silver on her brow above her blunted horns, the same tiara she had worn when he had first Broken her. Instead of the diamond high heels she had worn on that day, she had on more practical leather boots. Twin scabbards at her hips held the sword-like daggers she liked to wield in close quarters.

      “Hey, I wasn’t going to leave all my valuables in the city for oraks to loot,” Abigail said. She wore her favorite tight red dress with the bodice trimmed in gold lace. She also had a crimson bonnet covering her straw-colored hair, though she had neglected to wear any of the silver jewelry she was fond of. “Besides, I didn’t pack everything.” She stowed the bag between two closely pressed trees. “And it’s his fault.” She spun on Malem. “He promised we’d stop at one of my dens in the mountains along the way. But we never did!”

      Malem shrugged. “Maybe you should learn to live like the rest of us. We only carry those belongings we can hold on our backs.”

      “Not all of us are accustomed to the nomad lifestyle!” Abigail said.

      “We’ll get you accustomed, yet,” Gwenfrieda said.

      Abigail crossed her arms. “Hmph.”

      Weyanna emerged from the trees next to Solan and Gannet. She wore a white dress that revealed her back almost to her buttocks. She gave the men flirtatious looks.

      “I want you two to scout ahead,” Malem ordered Solan and Gannet.

      The pair had donned dragonscale armor, with swords clasped to their hips. Probably magical. They gave Malem an odd two-fingered salute before turning around and proceeding into the forest.

      He turned toward the two short-haired sisters, one blond, and one brunette. Sylfi and Brita were wearing the same outfits: both of them had donned leather leggings, which they wore underneath skimpy jade-colored skirts. They also had on short-sleeved green blouses decorated with the embroidery of red flames on the sides. A satchel of arrows rested on their backs, and they carried stout longbows, like Gwenfrieda. They also had short-swords strapped to their hips.

      Malem raised an eyebrow when he saw how they were dressed. “You know you’re going to lose all that equipment when you transform into dragons?”

      Brita shrugged, and raised her head defiantly. “We’ll retrieve it afterward.” Beside her, Sylfi cringed at her tone.

      So Brita is the more spirited of the two.

      Malem shook his head. “I hope none of it is magical.”

      Brita didn’t reply.

      He felt that was a little disrespectful. Malem wondered if he should make an example of her.

      No, not worth it.

      The other women were disrespectful to him often enough, and he rarely made an example of them after all, unless they directly insulted Vorgon. Still, these two were relatively new…

      He felt the terror rising from Sylfi’s energy bundle; she seemed certain that he was going to punish them both for her sister’s perceived transgression. And yet, for some reason, that only made him want to prove to her that he wasn’t the monster she thought he was.

      But I am the monster.

      He forced himself to look away.

      Punishing them for minor transgressions will do nothing in furtherance of Vorgon’s aims. We are here to conquer the tree elves. So let’s do this.

      As expected, just because he was far away from his master didn’t mean he had lost his connection to the demon. He could still feel Vorgon’s bundle of energy at his core, vibrating in strong pulses despite the distance; that bundle was also open, allowing him to leech stamina as needed.

      Master, are you there?

      Of course, came the reply. What is it?

      We are entering the forest now.

      He reached out, Breaking several songbirds, and he had them scatter through the forest ahead of Solan and Gannet. He also sought farther with his mind, looking for larger creatures, but detected only deer, boars, and other such forest dwellers.

      No elves.

      That seemed odd. But again, not entirely unexpected, given what he knew about these creatures. He doubted he’d find the entrance to their domain unless they wanted him to.

      And at the moment, they didn’t.

      He planned to change that, very shortly.

      He momentarily switched to the viewpoints of Solan and Gannet in turn. The two were pressing their way through the thick undergrowth. He tried different songbird views, and watched them weave between the different trunks.

      Malem snapped his viewpoint back inside himself. “We march. Sisters, lead.”

      The two followed the path of broken twigs and crushed foliage the male half-dragons had made through the undergrowth. Malem proceeded after them, with the other women following.

      Gwenfrieda came to his side. “Probably a good thing we didn’t bring horses. There are no trails in this damn place.” A big leaf slapped her face as she advanced, and she shoved it aside.

      Before leaving, they had debated whether or not the dragons should carry war horses in their claws so that the party could ride them after landing. But Malem had decided horses wouldn’t help in the forest, for the very reasons Gwenfrieda was now complaining about.

      “You complained that the sisters would lose their accouterments after transforming,” Weyanna said. “But these trees, they are too thick for dragons.”

      “What are you saying, you can’t transform?” Malem asked.

      “Oh no, we can transform all right,” Weyanna said. “But we won’t have very much room to maneuver if it comes to a fight. If we extend our wings, there’s a chance we could impale them on the broken branches our transformation will create. We’d have to climb up the trunks and breathe fire into the forest around us as we strike down with our talons. Either that, or uproot all the trees around us, until we have space to maneuver.”

      “Something to consider, certainly,” Malem said. If it came to it, they could remain in human form. Their dragon strength would give them an advantage over their enemies, and in the case of Abigail and Weyanna, they also had their innate magical abilities to rely on. Solan and Gannet had weak fire magic they could utilize, while Sylfi and Brita had no natural magic whatsoever. They could breathe fire while in dragon form, but that was it.

      Gwenfrieda glanced at him as they continued to march, and she lowered her voice so that her words reached his ears alone. “I never thanked you for saving my life. For convincing Vorgon to spare me.”

      “I spared you only because of the Breaking slots you grant me,” Malem said. “No further reason. Vorgon understood that the loss of those slots would mean I, his tool, would become less powerful. And that is why he spared you.”

      “Then you tooled him!” Gwenfrieda joked.

      Malem gave her a blank look.

      She quickly smoothed the amusement from her face. “Sorry. Still, I have to thank you. Vorgon could have struck you down for defying him. You risked everything. And I don’t want you to think I’m not grateful.”

      He nodded slowly. “You thank me now, and yet… I thought you wanted me to kill you? When I held the blade before you, I seem to recall you speaking the words ‘do it’ in my head.”

      She smiled wanly. “At the time I wanted you to, yes. It was more of a dare, really. I thought if you didn’t want me anymore, that if I was to be cast off and slain for my disobedience, then you may as well be the one to kill me. But I’m glad you held your hand.”

      “Why did you run?” Malem said.

      She looked down, at least until another leaf hit her face, and then cursed softly. Finally: “I ran because I missed the old Malem. I needed a break from everything. The constant fighting as Vorgon conquered every town and village between here and the Metal dragons. The constant slaughtering of the innocents. The daily raping and pillaging that reminded me of what the oraks had done to my own village; to the people I had once considered family. But most of all I needed a break from you. Or, more accurately, from what you have become. I… I probably shouldn’t have done it. But when your hold on me weakened, I couldn’t ignore the opportunity. So I ran. Now I know what it’s like to run from a darkness, only to be caught up in it.”

      He didn’t know what to say to that. He checked her energy bundle, wondering what sort of feelings would be running through her as she spoke these words, but he felt only determination.

      “You have learned to mask your emotions from me,” Malem said. “From the others, the emotion I sense most often is hate. But you… all I ever detect from you is… resolve.”

      “That’s probably because I could never hate you,” she said. “The demon that controls you, maybe. But you? Never.”

      He gave her a warning look. “You insult Vorgon?”

      She smiled sadly. “No. I wouldn’t dare.”

      He nodded. “Good. So how do you do it? How do you mask yourself from me?”

      “You said you detect only resolve?” she asked. “That’s probably because you’re reading me correctly. I’ve resolved to stick with you through thick and thin, no matter what happens, no matter what you will become.”

      “But you just told me you ran because you needed a break from me,” he said. “That doesn’t sound like sticking with me through thick and thin…”

      “No, maybe not,” she admitted. “Still, I planned to return. I swear this to you. In truth, well… I wanted to find a way to save you.”

      “Save me?” he asked dangerously.

      She glanced at him nervously. “Yes. From the Darkness that consumes you. I have sworn to do so, Breaker.”

      He felt his expression darken. “I don’t need saving, Woman. And I am the Defiler now, not the Breaker.”

      “My bad,” she said.

      “Vorgon has saved me already,” he continued. “He has set me free from the Darkness.”

      “Only to replace it with another,” she said.

      He narrowed his eyes. “I’ve had enough. Let me walk alone, Woman. In peace.”

      She nodded, and then slowed her pace to let him pull ahead.

      Two hours later, when he judged that the party had traveled six to eight miles into the forest, he called a halt.

      So far, they hadn’t discovered any trails, traps, cabins, or any other signs that the forest was inhabited. Nor did he ever sense elves with his beast sense. The closest creatures he could detect were a pack of wolves, some distance to the west. He’d broken a few of them, just to confirm that there were actually wolves out there, and not elves somehow masquerading as lesser beasts.

      The songbirds hadn’t sighted anything, either, despite having split up to cover half the forest ahead of the party. If there was an elvish city here, it was certainly well hidden.

      He ordered the songbirds to continue their search. Meanwhile, he recalled Solan and Gannet.

      When the pair of half dragons returned, he turned to address his party.

      “All right,” Malem said. “This is useless. It’s fairly obvious the elves don’t want to be found, at least by us. It’s time we started our little blaze. I’ve heard the tree elves are a little overzealous when it comes to protecting the plants that inhabit their forest. Let’s see how accurate that description is. Abigail, if you will?”

      Abigail stepped forward. She hesitated, and he sensed from her energy bundle that she considered what she was about to do some heinous crime against nature.

      He tightened his will around her. Light the forest.

      Her arms promptly ignited, and she released a stream of flames into the forest in front of her. The leaves caught fire.

      The flames spread slowly, as most of the undergrowth was moist, and well-nourished, not dry and dead like kindling.

      The flames slowly spread, and Malem watched in satisfaction as a wall of fire ate up the forest in front of him.

      “Let’s see if that summons a few angry tree elves,” he said.
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      Malem watched the fire spread. It burned eastward, away from the generated wind.

      He glanced at his party. “Spread out. I want a half circle formation.” He visualized the positions in his mind, and ordered the different members like pawns on some game board until they were all in place on the western side, away from the flames.

      He joined them, taking cover behind a thick bole, and scanned the trees. So far, there was nothing out there. He felt no creatures approaching on his beast sense; indeed, most animals were fleeing the flames.

      He broke some more nearby birds, and placed them on different perches throughout the forest near the fire.

      An hour passed, but no attack came. Behind them, the flames had mostly burned out, though in the distance the fire continued to rage. The winds had picked up with the heat, and it spread faster than ever.

      He had the party reposition, wanting them to stay close to the conflagration.

      “Is that wise?” Brita asked in her sweet, high-pitched voice. “If the winds change direction, we won’t outrun it.”

      “I’m not worried,” Malem said. “We have an ice mage among us.” He glanced at Weyanna.

      “I can create a wall of ice, if I have to,” Weyanna said.

      “And I can expand my magical shield around you all, if we huddle close,” Ziatrice said. She looked at Malem. “Assuming you’ll feed me the stamina I need to maintain it.”

      Malem nodded. “I have complete access to the master’s stamina.”

      “Well, that’s nice of him, considering he demoted you!” Mauritania mocked.

      Though the reminder of his reduced position angered him, Malem let it slide.

      He spent the rest of that day following those flames. Sometimes the team had to retreat rapidly when the fire changed direction, but that was the most excitement they saw. The elves didn’t show themselves.

      Nightfall came, and the fire, which had been weakening for the past few hours, finally burned itself out.

      Malem gave the order to set camp. He recalled his birds, which had completed a full sweep of the forest—the airborne animals had found no sign of any elves.

      “Maybe we’re in the wrong forest,” Mauritania commented when he revealed the songbirds had found nothing.

      “No, they’re here,” Malem said. “Vorgon wouldn’t have sent me here for nothing.”

      “Even Vorgon can be wrong,” Mauritania said.

      He shook his head. “I’ve heard rumors about these forests for years. And even met a few travelers who claimed to have encountered the elves while passing through. They described a great magical city, whose buildings, shaped like oaks, were made of marble and gold, and whose fountains were waterfalls containing the purest water one had ever seen.”

      “I think, perhaps, they might have lied to you,” Ziatrice said. “It happens, you know.”

      “You mean people actually lie?” Gwenfrieda said sarcastically. “Nooo.”

      Solan and Gannet created a fire pit, filling it with branches and lining it with a series of rocks, then Abigail ignited it.

      Malem meanwhile used a dagger to carve several spits from the broken branches he’d collected, and then summoned most of the birds he had Broken. When they arrived, he broke their necks, plucked and skewered them, and then roasted them over the flames. The party ate well that night.

      “You know, I thought these would taste gross,” Gwenfrieda said as she bit into one of the roasted birds. “But they’re no different than chicken. Well, a bony, less meatier version of chicken, anyway.”

      “The texture is slightly off,” Mauritania said, her face full of disgust.

      “Then don’t eat it,” Ziatrice said. “I’ll take your share if you don’t want it.”

      “As will I,” Solan said. “These won’t satisfy my appetite. Tomorrow morning, with your permission, I’d like to go for a food run in dragon form.”

      “All us half dragons will need to do that,” Abigail added.

      “I can certainly allow it,” Malem said. “There’s a pack of wolves to the west you can dine on.”

      Solan frowned. “I prefer venison.”

      Malem nodded. “I detected a few deer, earlier, too. I’ll be happy to point you in their direction at first light.”

      “Thank you,” Solan said.

      When they had finished, Malem said: “Solan, Gannet, you’ll take first watch. Gwenfrieda, Ziatrice, you’ll relieve them at midnight. Abigail, Mauritania, you take the final watch after that. In the meantime, the rest of you, feel free to pick out spots for yourselves on the bare ground. We’ll leave the fire burning overnight.”

      “It will go out in about an hour,” Gwenfrieda said.

      “Then let it smolder,” Malem said. He glanced at Sylfi and Brita. “You two, join me.”

      Sylfi shot Brita a look in the firelight. He felt shear dread emanating from her.

      It’s going to be all right, he tried sending her.

      She didn’t answer.

      He led them a short distance away from the main camp, using his night vision to guide him. Then he sat down behind a big oak that would shield him from the prying eyes of the campsite, and beckoned the pair to join him. The two pixie-like girls sat down on either side. Visually, he couldn’t tell which was which in the darkness, but from the shyness and fright emanating from the woman on his left, he knew that one was Sylfi.

      He Broke a family of nearby owls and had them stand guard throughout the clearing along with Solan and Gannet. He also perched one overhead, and used its superior night vision to augment his own, which allowed him to see the women more clearly.

      He looked Sylfi in the eyes, though he was unsure if her own night vision was strong enough to register his gaze. When she flinched beneath him, he realized it must be.

      “If you don’t want to do this,” he told her. “I won’t force myself upon you. I’ve never forced myself upon anyone in my life. Some say I’ve become evil now that I follow Vorgon, but that’s not the case. I still have morals. To a degree. Though of course if Vorgon commands me to do something, I must do it.”

      “Does he command you to fuck us?” Brita asked defiantly.

      He shot her a glare. “Watch your tone, Woman. While I’m not evil per se, I am quicker to anger than I used to be. And no, Vorgon has never commanded who should share my bed.”

      “Then why don’t you piss off already?” Brita said.

      Malem tightened his will around her. “You know, I’m starting to have a change of heart about not forcing myself upon women. You might just be the first, if you keep up that attitude.”

      He heard a giggle behind him.

      “Ziatrice!” Malem said. He hadn’t sensed her approach: he’d been too caught up with the women.

      “Sorry,” Ziatrice said, coming out from hiding. “I was just enjoying the spectacle. You don’t mind if I watch?”

      “Actually, I do,” he said.

      “Too bad,” Ziatrice said. “Would have been fun. And you say you’ve never forced yourself upon anyone? Sometimes the way you order us to your bed makes me wonder if that’s true or not.”

      “I order you to my bed, but you always come freely,” Malem said. “Even Abigail and Weyanna.”

      “Of course they do,” Ziatrice said. “How can we resist the pleasure?” She glanced at Sylfi and Brita. “Once you’ve felt what sex is like with the Defiler, you won’t ever want to go back to another man. Or even woman, if that’s your leaning. In fact, the sex is the only light in the darkness that your life has now become. Trust me on this. Give yourselves to him, fully.”

      “I think I’ll pass,” Brita said.

      Malem glanced at Sylfi. “You too?”

      She nodded quickly. He sighed. “Ziatrice, you will keep me warm tonight.”

      She smiled, her pointed teeth glinting in the light of the distant fire. “Goodie!”

      Sylfi and Brita started to stand. “No. You stay. You’re going to watch.”

      “I thought you didn’t like it when people watched,” Brita said. She nodded at Ziatrice. “You weren’t going to let her do it.”

      “I don’t like it when Ziatrice watches,” Malem said. “But you two, you might actually learn something from this.”

      “I’d rather not,” Brita said.

      Malem was about to contest her, then shrugged. He was in a lenient mood tonight. “Fine, go then.”

      “We don’t want your pleasure, either,” Brita said. “If you have a way to shut us out, then do it, because not doing so is tantamount to rape, in my opinion.”

      Malem felt suddenly angry at the accusation, but realized she was right. He grabbed onto their minds and silenced them. It would shield them from the shared pleasure, something he had learned while experimenting with the other women. He decided to block Solan and Gannet, too, since he didn’t need the pair distracted while on watch.

      Gwenfrieda, would you like to join me and Ziatrice?

      I’d rather have you alone and all to myself, Gwenfrieda sent. But if a duo is the only way I can be with you, then of course I accept.

      Then come here.

      Lately, he found himself preferring two women for company. He wasn’t sure why that would be, but he suspected it had to do with his growing power. And the lust for it.

      He could sleep with two women at once, so he would.

      But just because one can, doesn’t mean one should.

      That was a saying his uncle used to tell him when he was a kid.

      Malem ignored it, since it was a stupid saying.

      He slipped off his dragonscale armor, and then watched Ziatrice and Gwenfrieda strip. He couldn’t see their respective skin colorations in the dark; to him, they were both the same dark gray at the moment.

      Malem slipped off his underclothes, allowing his member to leap free.

      “My, my, what big equipment you have,” Ziatrice said.

      Malem grunted, and pulled her down onto him. She rode him, and he met her thrusts with his own, slamming into her from below. The thwap, thwap of skin slapping against skin echoed through the night.

      From Gwenfrieda’s energy bundle, he felt a sense of being left out, but he didn’t really care at the moment. He was too busy, too concerned with his own pleasure.

      “Are you sure you want to take us separately?” Gwenfrieda cooed. “Or wouldn’t you rather munch on this?”

      Suddenly a naked crotch thrust into his face. He was momentarily overwhelmed by the smell, but then found himself becoming more aroused by it. He began to lick her.

      She moaned.

      He thrust even harder into Ziatrice as she rode him.

      Gwenfrieda rotated in place while he pleasured her privates with his tongue so that she faced Ziatrice. A moment later he heard a sucking, smacking sound, and he paused to glance past her voluptuous buttocks: she was leaning into Ziatrice, and their faces seemed to be touching.

      He realized they were kissing.

      That turned him on even more and he thrust all the harder into Ziatrice.

      The pleasure he felt grew in leaps and bounds thanks to the echo effect caused by their link. The fact that he was pleasuring Gwenfrieda at the same time as Ziatrice only increased what he felt so that he found himself coming close to the edge very quickly.

      He held back for as long as he could, but at last he couldn’t take it and found release. Gwenfrieda came at the same time, judging from how wet his face became. Ziatrice and Gwenfrieda both shuddered on top of him.

      He threw them off of him and to the ground, and drained stamina from Sylfi and Brita so that he was ready to go again. He shared some of that endurance with Ziatrice and Gwenfrieda.

      “Come here,” he ordered Gwenfrieda.

      This time he mounted the half gobling directly, missionary style. He kissed her passionately, and then pushed his upper body from the ground so that he could look upon her while he worked. He loved watching the way her chest jiggled with each pump.

      Meanwhile, Ziatrice placed each foot on either side of Gwenfrieda’s head and then knelt, sitting on the half gobling’s face. Ziatrice was directly in front of him at that point, with her breasts quivering eagerly, and so he buried his face between them.

      He continued there for some time, in complete ecstasy, but then sat up to rip Gwenfrieda from Ziatrice. Still inside her, he carried the half gobling to a nearby log and set her down. Regrettably, he had to withdraw to swing both legs over the log, but when he was in place, he mounted her anew, partially standing up.

      Ziatrice assumed a similar position near Gwenfrieda’s head and promptly sat on her face. Then Ziatrice leaned forward to kiss Malem. He bit her lower lip, and pressed his teeth hard against hers.

      “I can taste you, Malem!” Gwenfrieda exclaimed. “You taste so good!”

      It was sexy as hell, and he couldn’t help but increase the frequency and fervency of his thrusting.

      His tongue darted forward, and Ziatrice parted her lips to let him in, surrendering entirely. He was reminded about those sharp teeth of hers as he explored the inside of her mouth with his tongue, and cut himself. He didn’t care.

      Ziatrice seemed to get turned on when she felt the blood flowing from him, and she sucked, eagerly.

      Gwenfrieda moaned underneath him, but she must have continued pleasing Ziatrice, because the latter woman began to shudder; finally Ziatrice pulled away from him and bit her lower lip. Whatever the half gobling was doing to her, she was good at it.

      Might have to ask her for some tips sometime, he thought vaguely.

      He didn’t last for much longer, and finally exploded inside Gwenfrieda. Once again, the combined pleasure was magnified beyond what ordinary humans could experience, and he simply quivered in place for long moments, unable to comprehend that any other reality existed other than this orgasmic one.

      When he finally remembered who he was, and where, he rolled off Gwenfrieda to rest between her and Ziatrice. He felt cold, and slick with sweat.

      “Well, that was interesting,” Ziatrice said. “I think I learned more about you, gobling, than I have in the six months I’ve known you.”

      “And I you,” Gwenfrieda said.

      “Did you like what you learned?” Ziatrice asked.

      “Very much so,” Gwenfrieda said.

      Malem found himself getting turned on all over again. Another hour passed in that manner, maybe two.

      By the time he went to sleep, he had a huge smile on his face.
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      Malem awoke with the dawn the next morning. No attacks had come overnight.

      Ziatrice and Gwenfrieda were no longer beside him. He vaguely recalled waking during the change of the watch, when they had taken their shifts.

      He pulled on his dragonscale armor.

      That was a mistake, not suiting up before sleep last night. If an attack had come…

      But he had been too spent. And too lost in bliss.

      He finished dressing, and then strapped Balethorn’s scabbard to his waist. He rounded the tree, and returned to the camp proper.

      Everyone was awake. Mauritania, Abigail, and Weyanna gave him satisfied smiles when they saw him.

      Sylfi and Brita noticed the amorous exchange of glances, but said nothing. He sensed curiosity from their energy bundles, along with a sense of missing out.

      Good. Let them wonder what they’re missing. Eventually, they’ll come around.

      “Where are Solan and Gannet?” Ziatrice asked.

      Malem searched the camp, but they weren’t anywhere in sight.

      “I didn’t see them go,” Abigail said.

      “Neither did I,” Weyanna added.

      Malem frowned. “You were both on watch, and you didn’t see them?”

      “Sorry…” Abigail said.

      “We’ll talk about your punishment later.” He reached out with his mind, and sensed the two dragons a few miles to the south. They weren’t moving.

      “They probably couldn’t stand the hunger anymore, and went hunting for food,” Malem said.

      Solan, Gannet, are you there?

      No answer.

      He tried to access their vision, but received only darkness. That would only happen if they were asleep.

      Or unconscious.

      “Something’s wrong,” Malem said.

      An arrow struck Abigail in the center of her chest. She gasped, clutching her throat, obviously unable to breath. Blood bubbled up from her lips as she drowned on her own sanguine fluid.

      “Down!” Malem said.

      He ducked behind a nearby tree, and the others similarly dropped around him. He reached out, searching for whoever had done this, but his beast sense still registered a blank. He was about to switch his viewpoint to the nearby owls, but then his connection to the birds severed, almost at the same time, and he slumped from the whiplash effect. One of the birds fell from a tree nearby, impaled by an arrow.

      He searched for other nearby birds or animals to break, but there were no others in the area. It was almost like all animals had been systematically flushed.

      He drew vitality from Vorgon, then low-crawled toward Abigail. Weyanna was with her, and the pair sheltered behind a small bush.

      Weyanna held Abigail in her arms. She had ripped away the arrow, and was applying healing magic in waves of white mist. The wound knitted up before his eyes, and soon Abigail breathed normally. They were both slumped, however, their faces haggard from the ordeal.

      He transferred stamina to the two of them, and they perked up.

      “How did that arrow penetrate her body?” Malem asked. He knew a little bit about Metal dragons, and when they were in human form, and uncollared like Abigail, ordinarily their flesh was as hard as their scales. Unless of course they wished their skin to be soft, like when they mated Malem.

      “Magic,” Weyanna explained.

      Another arrow ripped past, and he heard the swoosh and felt the blast of air as it nearly hit his head.

      He ducked lower.

      “Would these magic arrows cause the same damage if you were in dragon form?” Malem asked.

      “I doubt it,” Weyanna replied. “We’d be much larger. The arrows would be reduced to the size of thorns.”

      “Then transform,” he said.

      He issued the order over their mental line.

      Dragons, transform, Malem sent. Ferret out these attackers.

      Weyanna quickly removed her dress, and her boots, as did Abigail beside her. Then together, the two of them changed into dragons.

      Malem was forced to jump to his feet, and retreated before he was crushed by the giant figures. They changed swiftly, within the span of seconds; more arrows came in, striking them during their changes, but because they were so much larger, the arrows did far less damage.

      In moments, Abigail had grown to her full height, the silver crammed in next to Weyanna’s white. Sylfi and Brita, the two chromiums, were packed in nearby.

      The four dragons rammed into the surrounding trees, and bit into the trunks, uprooting them.

      Blurry forms dropped away from the branches, and quickly took cover behind nearby trees.

      Abigail sprayed flames across those trees, as did Weyanna and the other two. In moments the forest around him ignited.

      A fire elemental appeared, and wove between the burning trees, seeking out the attackers.

      The forest became alive. The burning trees experienced a growth spurt, and branches shot out, wrapping around the four dragons in turn.

      Wooden limbs also sought Malem, but he clambered to his feet and drew his sword, using it to cut away the branches. The sword hummed loudly, begging for the lives of the four dragons.

      He knew the arrows would be targeting him next now that he had placed himself in the open like that, and he was about to call Ziatrice, but she was already there, standing at his side. She activated her magic shield so that when the arrows came, they bounced off.

      The dragons couldn’t escape the many wooden limbs that bound them; their heads were tilted skyward, so that when they breathed fire, their flames rose harmlessly into the air.

      “We are here to speak with your queen!” Malem shouted. “We are an envoy, from the Metal dragons.”

      The attack didn’t abate.

      Malem poured stamina into Abigail, willing her to break free, but branches continued to grow from the nearby trees, thoroughly pinning her and the others. In fact he could barely see the dragons through all the wooden limbs that had wrapped around them.

      How are they holding you? he sent. You’re a frickin’ dragon!

      I don’t know, but it’s pissing me off! Abigail replied. These branches feel like cords of iron!

      There are too many of them! Brita complained.

      Abigail suddenly began to shrink, returning to human form. The branches constricted with her diminishing form, so that by the time she was human, she was bound tight, clothed by vines and wooden appendages.

      That didn’t work out too well for you, Malem sent.

      You forget, that in human form, I’m a full-bodied fire mage, she sent.

      Her entire body lit up with flames, becoming a human torch that burned through the branches that held her.

      Nice, he sent. Why can’t you do that as a dragon again?

      Scales don’t conduct flames too well, she replied.

      She walked forward, her naked body clothed in flames, and directed her fire toward the other dragons bound beside her. None of those dragons were fire mages in human form, so it wasn’t really advantageous of them to transform back. Malem wondered if it was worth it to do so anyway, but decided the masses of branches that held their bodies would simply clump up around them, and would be no easier for Abigail to burn through.

      Abigail wasn’t able to burn through the branches holding their companions for long—she had to redirect her flames at the wooden appendages that struck out from the forest toward her.

      Other living branches hurtled toward Malem as well, but the magic shield denied them. However, their touch drained the shield, forcing Ziatrice to maintain it, weakening her. He granted her stamina, and swung his sword at the branches that had wrapped around the shield’s extents—the magic allowed his blade to pass through—and he cut the wood away. Ziatrice also swung Wither beside him, breaking away those branches.

      “Like trimming a hedge,” he said. “Cords of iron, I don’t think so.”

      It helped that both of their blades were magical, of course.

      The growth spurt did nothing to douse the flames the dragons had created throughout the forest, and the fires continued to spread, so that some of the limbs that came at Malem were on fire.

      Nearby, Gwenfrieda remained ducked on the ground, releasing explosive arrows at branches that sought her out in turn. When the arrows struck, they always cut away big clumps of the branches. He didn’t know how much longer she’d be able to escape those clutching limbs however, not when they were coming in from all sides.

      Come to me! he told her. Seek cover in Ziatrice’s shield!

      She leaped to her feet, and Ziatrice momentarily lowered the shield so that the half gobling could enter. She resumed firing when the shield went up so that the three of them fought back to back.

      He wasn’t sure where Mauritania was, but green darts of magic weaved between the burning trees, seeking targets, so she was still active out there.

      Abigail abruptly returned to dragon form. She had lost her fire elementals when she became human, but she summoned them again and directed the creatures to Weyanna. Their arms reformed into fiery axes that they used to strike at the branches holding her. With each impact, the flames leaped onto the nearby binds and helped burn them away, but it would be a while yet before she broke free, especially considering more branches shot forward to replace those that were severed.

      Meanwhile, Abigail, next to her, alternated between breathing flames into those binding branches, and biting into them, while at the same time defending against the branches that continually tried to catch her.

      Ziatrice launched her chains of dark mist through the magic shield and ripped away one of the trees from where arrows launched, revealing a small humanoid. It was a woman, Malem realized, clad in an outfit patterned with brown and green patches so as to blend in with the forest. Underneath the war paint smeared across her cheeks and brow, she was fair-skinned, with long, pale hair and immaculate features. The only odd thing about her was the pointed ears.

      Had to be an elf.

      He could finally feel her with his beast sense now that he’d spotted the elf, and he tried to Break her. No good: his will evaporated upon touch.

      The elf woman fled.

      Mauritania, see if you can injure that one!

      Killing is easy, Mauritania returned. Injuring, harder. But I’ll see what I can do.

      A tall, green smear appeared in front of the elf as she fled. Mauritania materialized from that blur with her short sword equivalents—Tiercel and Peregrine—in hand. She struck out at the woman, who had drawn a sword of her own to replace the bow.

      Mauritania towered over her as they fought, and Malem realized the half Eldritch’s foe was a man—Malem had merely confused him for a woman because of the feminine face, and the long hair.

      Mauritania was hit by an arrow then, in her left bicep. Her mental scream rang his mind: Fuck!

      She dropped the weapon that hand wielded, and the arm flopped lifelessly at her side. She fought on through the pain with her remaining weapon, but she began to flag.

      The elf scored a glancing hit on her left calf.

      Weyanna, can you heal her?

      In answer, white threads darted away from the trapped form of Weyanna, making their way toward the half Eldritch.

      Meanwhile, Malem poured stamina into Mauritania, and she devoured it hungrily. Her eyes flared with swirls of green magic and her horns grew out demonically. The elf immediately switched to the defensive as Mauritania’s large blade struck so hard that her foe’s weapon was nearly slapped away with each strike.

      Meanwhile Ziatrice launched chains of mist at the tree whence that furtive arrow had come, and uprooted it, revealing another elf in hiding. This one was definitely female, judging from its bosom.

      The revealed opponent turned around, but before the archer could run, Ziatrice caught her with the next batch of chains and drew the elf toward her. She swung Wither as the elf came into range—

      Wait!

      But Wither struck, splitting the elf in two.

      Damn it.

      Weyanna’s healing magic had reached Mauritania then, and mended her arm. Malem felt both of their stamina drop from the healing, and he pumped energy into them, taking from Vorgon’s well.

      Mauritania scooped up the dropped blade in her revived arm, so that she had one per hand again, and she pressed the attack against her flagging foe.

      But then branches erupted from the surrounding trees en masse and wrapped around Mauritania before she could cut them away, trapping her. Her arms were yanked above her head so that the wrists were nearly touching.

      The elf, grinning in triumph, plunged the blade toward Mauritania’s heart.

      Teleport!

      An instant before the blade struck, Mauritania dropped her blades, but instead of teleporting, she slapped the palms of her trussed hands together. A powerful green shockwave erupted from her body, breaking away the branches, and knocking the elf flat on his back.

      Malem tried to Break the elf—no good.

      He sensed weakness from Mauritania as she turned around to scoop up her dropped weapons—the shockwave attack had cost her. Blades in hand, she swiveled to strike at the elf once more, but her foe was already racing away through the burning forest.

      Give me stamina! Mauritania sent.

      He knew she wanted stamina to teleport in front of the elf and cut him off, but Malem didn’t think that was a good idea. What if she teleported into view of a bunch of elven archers?

      Forget it! Get back here!

      Mauritania hesitated, but then retreated as more branches sought her. Malem fed her some much-needed stamina, and she launched darts of green magic at the wooden limbs, withering them. Arrows also came in, but missed. She teleported again when several of those branches nearly snatched her up, and she appeared close to Malem and Ziatrice. She continued sprinting toward them.

      Ziatrice lowered the shield to let Mauritania through, and then raised it so that the four of them could fight back to back while protected by the magic.

      Gwenfrieda had exhausted her supply of exploding arrows by then, and had switched to the auto-refilling, non-exploding variety she carried in a second satchel. She was keeping the archers pinned behind the different burning trees.

      Ziatrice uprooted another tree with her chains of mist, exposing an archer. Before Malem could stop her, Gwenfrieda released an arrow, killing that one instantly.

      Careful! I want to Break them!

      The number of branches trying to ensnare Abigail increased significantly, and she was forced to leap up onto Weyanna to avoid them all.

      Hey! Weyanna said. Fuck you’re heavy.

      Abigail breathed fire at the incoming branches in a wide arc, lighting them all on fire. The fiery blades wrapped around her, but they burned away, and she was able to shuck them free.

      Finally she gets smart, Gwenfrieda commented.

      Like you’re doing any better down there! Abigail retorted.

      More branches came in at the silver dragon, but Mauritania and Ziatrice helped out, with the former launching green darts to wither the limbs, and the latter wrapping her dark chains around the appendages to yank them away. Abigail continued to breathe fire at the branches as well, pausing occasionally to tear into those that held Weyanna. Meanwhile the fire elementals hacked away at the white dragon’s binds.

      And then one of the burning trees experienced a sudden growth spurt, and literally came alive. Two branches formed from its sides, becoming long arms topped with claws. It uprooted, and its exposed tubers combined to become to thick legs. The upper boughs became burning hair. In the center of the trunk, malevolent eyes peered from dark slits, while a gnarled mouth opened down the middle, filled with sharp wooden stakes that served as teeth.

      “We have to find the asshole elf responsible for this shit!” Gwenfrieda said.
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      Malem tried to Break the living tree, but unsurprisingly his will evaporated upon touching its mind—if you could even call what it had a mind. Its intelligence seemed more on the level of a worm or small insect than anything else. It should have been weak-willed, but magic protected it.

      One of those big arms swung down on Malem and the others, but Ziatrice’s shield deflected it. She staggered from the blow, and the shield momentarily blinked off. The tree launched vines from its arm, attempting to wrap them around Malem and the others, but he restored the half elf’s stamina and the magic shield flashed back into existence, so that the cords wrapped around the magic, instead of the occupants.

      Malem and Mauritania sliced those vines away.

      Meanwhile Abigail leaped down from Weyanna, and crashed into the animated tree. The pair collapsed onto the ground, and rolled about, wrestling. Abigail plowed into two trees as she fought, breaking them.

      The evil tree wrapped its claws around the silver dragon’s throat, and vines extended from its arms, tightening around Abigail’s neck.

      Uh, shit, Abigail said. Some help?

      She breathed fire up at her attacker, and singed its already burning boughs, but wasn’t able to target the main trunk.

      More branches came in from other trees nearby, trying to bind her; Mauritania and Ziatrice used their magic to help keep those branches at bay. Meanwhile, Malem was occupied with the limbs that kept trying to attack him and the others inside the shield.

      Weyanna abruptly tore free of the limbs that held her, and she raced to Abigail’s aid. She ignited the creature with a direct blast of flame to the trunk, and it screamed, releasing the silver. Weyanna bit down on the burning tree and lifted it off the ground by one leg, then she swung her head about, using the heavy mass like a club to strike at the surrounding trees. Branches tore and broke away all around her, and elves fled from their covers behind them.

      Gwenfrieda had a field day with those fleeing elves, striking them in the back.

      He was about to remind her not to kill all of them, when Gwenfrieda altered her aim, striking one of the elves with two shots in rapid succession: one in the buttocks, the other the calf.

      Malem wasn’t certain that would be enough to Break the target, but he was pleasantly surprised when his will wrapped around the elf. He squeezed, and the elf struggled like a fish grabbed by hand from the lake. He seeped stamina liberally from Vorgon, until the creature was his.

      I want you to go to the mage who’s doing this, Malem instructed his new tool.

      The mage? the elf asked. There are two.

      Then go to the closest, and let me know when you arrive. Try to stay alive until then.

      Since the dragons were bound to Malem, they would sense that the elf was his, but they still might accidentally kill the Broken creature in their bloodlust.

      Weyanna continued striking the surrounding trees with her living club, until the animated tree she held broke apart entirely, shattering under the stress.

      Abigail swept her flames across the fleeing elves, igniting them. She also bashed into the trees around her, and unleashed fire at branches that tried to grab her. She didn’t have to worry about too many branches coming at her from behind, because of the devastation she and the other dragons had wrought, with the burning, toppled trees forming a clearing of sort; most of the entrapping limbs came from the intact forest ahead.

      Meanwhile, the fire elementals concentrated on freeing the next trapped dragon: Sylfi.

      Malem led the others toward that dragon; they stayed together, using Ziatrice’s shield for protection. When they reached Sylfi, they joined the fire elementals, hacking away at the limbs that bound the chromium. Gwenfrieda protected their rear, searching for any archers that were yet out there. Malem occasionally paused to turn around and hack at any branches that tried to envelope the magic shield.

      Because of the clearing formed by the falling trees, the sky was partially revealed overhead, and so when he noticed motion overhead he glanced up to discover a flock of some kind of robins flying past.

      He smiled grimly.

      He reached out and broke all fifty-three of them; he recouped his stamina from Vorgon, and sent the robins dive-bombing toward the forest below. He instructed them to swarm any elves they encountered.

      Peck the fuckers to death!

      In moments Sylfi broke free with a roar. She leaped across the clearing, reaching Abigail and Weyanna, and thrust her head between the trees, unleashing a blast of flame. An elf was hidden behind a tree trunk right beside her, and leaped from cover, striking at her neck with a sword. The magic blade dug deep.

      Sylfi swiveled her head in outrage, and chomped down on the elf. She raised her head, and those two feet that protruded from her mouth kicked at the air helplessly. She swallowed the elf in two quick bites.

      “Remind me not to piss her off,” Gwenfrieda commented.

      Malem and the others rushed to free the next dragon, and were joined by the fire elementals.

      White mist sourced from Weyanna knit the gash in Sylfi’s neck, and Malem restored both of their stamina when the healing took.

      Meanwhile, his birds swarmed behind the different burning tree trunks, like one big, swirling entity, and ripped the flesh from elves that were in hiding. He spotted one of those elves trying to run, its body covered in a seething mass of robins. The elf collapsed a moment later, and when the birds ripped away, they left behind a body stripped of all clothes and skin, whose bones were partially exposed through the ripped red of the muscles.

      Vines emerged en masse from one of the trees as the robins approached, and looped around the swarm in an attempt to crumple the constituent avians. The robins simply separated, and the vines crushed empty air.

      Elves fired arrows at the mass of birds, and slowly eliminated them. The boomerang effect that came with the loss of each bird was minimal, and the attacks mostly served to inform the birds where their next target awaited.

      In her bloodlust, Sylfi breathed fire upon his avian swarm as she ravaged the surrounding forest.

      Watch out! he told her over their mental link.

      Sorry, she replied.

      The birds all fell to the ground, burning, and he felt the strain as they died, their connections severing. He quickly crushed the stamina from the survivors before they all died, and made up for the overall loss by taking endurance from Vorgon.

      A bright, iridescent object hurtled into the clearing, arcing from the forest. It was about the size of an Iguanid’s egg, and about the same shape. It landed in the center of the clearing, and upon impact, the ground around it seemed to melt away so that in moments it had vanished, absorbed by the soil.

      “What was that?” Malem asked.

      “Trouble!” Mauritania replied.

      A thick beanstalk thrust forth from the ground, growing at an incredible speed. The trio of freed dragons concentrated their fire on the stalk, and burned it, but the blackened regions simply pushed upward as the plant continued to grow. It expanded outward, too, becoming thicker and thicker.

      Branches from the surrounding forest attempted to wrap onto the freed dragons, but they used their flames to burn them, and pulled away before those limbs enwrapped them entirely. Abigail, Weyanna, and Sylfi leaped onto the stalk in turn, wrapping their jaws around it, and it carried them upward as it grew.

      I’m here, the Broken elf notified him.

      Finally.

      Malem took personal control of the elf so that he operated the creature from its direct viewpoint. The elf crouched behind a tree, next to another elf dressed in a green robe. The latter male was concentrating, his eyes glazed over, obviously in the middle of some spell.

      Malem glanced down at his person, and realized the elf he controlled lacked a sword. It did have a belt, however, and there was a hilt sticking out from a small sheath.

      Malem smiled, withdrew the dagger, and proceeded to rip the mage open. The surprised magic user glanced at his attacker, and Malem’s link with the creature abruptly severed. Malem wasn’t sure what the mage had done, but the elf was obviously dead: he experienced the boomerang effect that always came with such a death, and it weakened him, but he merely drew stamina from Vorgon.

      When he was back at his full strength, he reached out once more with his beast sense.

      He was worried he wouldn’t sense the stricken mage… but then he found him.

      Malem wrapped his will around the elf’s mind and squeezed. The mage fought him. For a moment, Malem worried that he hadn’t done enough damage, but as the mage bled out, the creature weakened. Malem remained the same strength through it all, of course, thanks to his link with Vorgon.

      And then it was done: the mage was his.

      What’s your name, asshole? he asked.

      Fentalis, came the reply.

      The man was quickly weakening from his mortal wound. Malem wanted to call Weyanna down to heal him, but when he glanced upward, he saw she was occupied: overhead, the dragons circled the huge stalk, dive-bombing to release waves of debilitating flames. The upper section of the plant had formed boughs of sort, which had split into long limbs, each of them tipped with sharp, spear-like points, which it thrust at the dragons in an attempt to bring them down. The dragons dodged them nimbly by shifting their weight, and drawing in their wings as necessary. On the bright side, at least the plant had stopped growing, as far as Malem could tell.

      Get rid of that thing, Malem told the mage.

      I can’t, the mage replied. I share control with another.

      Then interfere with his control, Malem sent.

      Okay.

      Where is this ‘other’ by the way? Malem pressed.

      I’m not sure, Fentalis said. Hiding here, somewhere.

      Brita broke free then, and leaped into the air to join the others in the attack against the giant plant. Abigail must have noticed that her fire elementals were free, because the latter creatures began fanning out to search behind the other trees that surrounded the clearing.

      Malem and the others who remained on the ground moved closer to the center of the clearing, near the stalk, to get away from the branches that continued to assault Ziatrice’s magic shield. As they moved away from the tree line, the attacks dropped in frequency, eventually subsiding entirely.

      The giant limbs at the top of the stalk began to attack one another. An appendage would strike out at Weyanna, for example, but before it could reach her, another branch would wrap around that one, and pull it away. Because the attacks had suddenly ceased, with the plant being occupied with itself, the four dragons were free to unleash hell upon it, and they flew past in scorching waves, burning branches away by the score.

      But then the attacks resumed, and the limbs shot out once more. Sylfi, passing too close, was caught by several branches, and they drew her into the core, firmly wrapping her up.

      What are you doing? Malem sent Fentalis.

      But he realized the elf had collapsed. From the energy bundle, he knew Fentalis was close to death. There was no time for Weyanna to come down and heal him, so Malem decided to crush the elf’s will entirely, taking his stamina before he died.

      Those giant limbs found the other three dragons in turn, and wrapped them up, pulling them into the core of the stalk.

      I’m changing back, Abigail sent. Let’s see how well this stalk likes holding a human torch!

      But before she could make good on her threat, the energy from her bundle in his head shifted. Defiance and rage had been replaced with… peace? It was a similar energy he felt from her when she slept.

      Shit.

      The ground beneath him abruptly opened up, and limbs wrapped around him, Mauritania, Ziatrice, and Gwenfrieda.

      “How the hell did they get through the shield?” Gwenfrieda asked.

      “The shield doesn’t protect against ground attacks,” Ziatrice replied.

      Mauritania chuckled. “Took them long enough to figure that out.”

      “I think the mage was just occupied,” Malem said, his gaze on the trapped dragons.

      A mage emerged from the treeline. He was dressed in green robes, and had long, silvery hair that reached to his hips.

      Malem reached out with his mind, and found that mage, but was unable to Break him.

      The limbs that bound him sprouted small, puffy, ovules, which promptly burst, releasing spores of some kind. They descended like scintillating dust around him.

      Malem suddenly felt very, very sleepy.

      Before his eyes closed, he called out to Vorgon.

      Master, where are you? I—
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      The corpses hung from the trees by the necks, swaying in the breeze. They were fresh, Xaxia thought. All men. Young. Wearing only loincloths. Probably killed by bandits for their belongings.

      Xaxia was no stranger to banditry herself of course, but she never killed those she robbed. She often teased those she robbed, true, telling them she was going to slay them, but she never followed through, not unless there was a price on their head. But there was no point to these deaths. If there were a price, the heads would have been collected, not left to rot in the sun like this. Whoever did this had killed out of sport. It took a certain low class of bandit to do that.

      Xaxia wrinkled her nose at the thought, and pressed Vesuvius forward.

      “Poor lads.” Goldenthall clung to her waist, seated behind her in the too-small saddle.

      She had ridden Vesuvius hard the past few days, riding around the southern edge of the Midweald on her way back to the former front lines where the sword of the Balor lay. Not hard enough to run the animal to its death, but the steed was definitely showing signs of fatigue, such as its flanks becoming slathered in perspiration when the animal was only moving at a canter. It didn’t help that the horse had to carry two riders now.

      Vesuvius had also lost a horseshoe and partially cracked the hoof en route, and Xaxia had to stop at one of the villages that were still standing to get a new horseshoe applied. She was lucky to find that village so quickly, because most of the other cities and towns had succumbed to the monsters that had been flowing out of the Midweald en masse of late. She learned in the village that those monsters had emerged tentatively at first, forced out by the remnants of the Alliance army that fled east through their territory. When the monsters realized that the soldiers of men no longer patrolled the countryside—all of the able-bodied youth had been conscripted to join the Alliance months before—it was like a tap had opened, and out they flowed.

      Because there were so many monsters roaming the plains, she almost thought it might be safer to simply enter the forest itself and take her chances with the monsters inside, but there were too many places to get caught up and trapped in the Midweald, so she decided it was best to stick to the savanna.

      That was another reason she knew the hanging corpses were fresh: no monsters had gotten to them. Hopefully, the bandits who had done the deed would soon find themselves devoured by ghrips.

      Speaking of ghrips, the citizens of the village where she’d taken Vesuvius, a place called Farkander, had taken up arms to defend their territory from that particular tentacled menace, which seemed prevalent in this area. It helped that they already had a reinforced wall in place, so when the ghrips came, it was not so easy for them to get at the populace.

      Shortly after arriving in Farkander, she had gotten into a fight with a few locals at the bar, and the guards had tried to conscript her on the spot when they saw her fighting prowess. She chose arrest instead, escaping at night with Goldenthall’s help. The man had been dead drunk from the earlier bar visit, and had nearly bungled the rescue, but somehow he’d completed the task and here she was.

      The plight of those villagers reminded her of what awaited across the rest of the realm. Already more than a quarter of the countryside had fallen to Vorgon: the demon claimed all land west and north of the Midweald, up to the mountain ranges in the north just before the territory of the Metals. In fact, when she arrived in Farkander, the latest rumor was that the Metals had fallen as well, with King Agantas himself slain on the field of battle. She was shocked by the news, since she had met the king several times, and even flown on his back into battle. The messenger pigeons had flown fast and furious across the sky that day.

      If Vorgon isn’t stopped, the entire world will fall.

      Except it didn’t seem possible that anyone could stop Vorgon. Banvil had been their only hope, but the demon was a remnant of its former self, barely able to possess the broken man behind her, and when it did, even then for only short stints.

      Vesuvius slowed, wheezing hard, and Xaxia allowed the animal to switch to a trot.

      “You’re pushing the fucker too hard,” Goldenthall said.

      Xaxia ignored the man. No matter how many times she had told him not to call Vesuvius that, he persisted. She even slapped him once, but still he kept it up. He simply hated horses, and there was nothing she could do to change his mind.

      In half an hour, the no man’s land of the former front lines in the war against Vorgon came into view. She could see the weathered trenches on both sides, partially filled in from the rains and winds that had transpired in the six months since the place had been abandoned. Small shrubs and grasses had begun to sprout up along the edges of some of those trenches, as life returned to a place that once knew only death.

      Along the flat plain of the no man’s land itself, no plants grew. There, she saw the half buried, scattered bones of man, monster, and beast. She noted with macabre fascination that some of the human-shaped skulls sported horns—those would be Eldritch. Other skulls were smaller, almost childlike, with wide, thick foreheads—dwarves. She forced herself to stop categorizing those bones.

      I’m not here to forensically analyze the dead.

      She had to keep her gaze on the ground to guide Vesuvius through the bones, but she glanced up occasionally to ensure she remained on course: she headed toward the northern portion of the no man’s land, where, upon the distant horizon, a cross-like structure jutted well above the landscape. That was where Vorgon had planted Banvil’s sword into the ground after taking the opposing Balor’s head. A grave marker.

      “I died here,” Goldenthall hissed. “Died. Died.”

      “Wasn’t you,” Xaxia commented.

      Goldenthall hugged her tightly, rested his head on her shoulder, and wept loudly.

      Xaxia shook her head, and pressed Vesuvius onward across the former no man’s land, weaving between the bones of the dead.

      When the Alliance broke, Vorgon’s troops had chased the forces of “good” all the way to the Midweald. None among Vorgon’s host had stopped to collect their dead. The Balor wouldn’t allow them to, probably. Then again, night elves and mountain dwarves likely had different rituals when it came to the dead. Perhaps their cultures required them to leave the bodies where they fell, not to be touched, like fallen birds and deer in the woods.

      Leaving them to be fed upon by the carrion eaters of the world. The crows had certainly dined well that day.

      She shuddered and shook her head, trying to douse her dark thoughts, but couldn’t. The site of a mass open grave would have that effect on anyone…

      Vesuvius tripped on a small thigh bone, and momentarily increased its gait, snapping Xaxia back to the present. She focused on her destination, trying to forget where she was, and the terrible memories she had of this place.

      The sword grew in size until it towered over her. Finally, she reached it, and dismounted to approach. The blade was about twice the width of her body when she stood with her arms at her side. It had a thickness similar to her thighs.

      She gazed up at the pommel of the hilt far above. She squinted, and could see the small, circular region where the Dark Eye resided.

      “Where’s a dragon when you need one?” she muttered.

      “That’s a long way to climb,” Goldenthall agreed. The bearded man had dismounted to stand at her side.

      She studied the black blade. The edge was somewhat blunt, and probably derived most of its cutting power from the force with which a Balor swung it. That and the fact it was extremely hot when wielded by a demon.

      There were nicks along the edges where the sword had perhaps struck other, similarly-sized blades over the years, or mowed down armored foes. Those nicks afforded her fingerholds.

      She wasn’t a big fan of free climbing, however. She did it when she had to, for example scaling the wall outside the home of an assassination target, but she much preferred having at least some support. Free climbing a height of this scale was suicide.

      From her saddlebags, Xaxia retrieved the ropes she had stolen from the camp of a traveling merchant who sold climbing gear among other things—a difficult task in and of itself, given how many hired swords the merchant had with him to protect against monsters. She also grabbed the pitons and carabiners she’d stolen from that same merchant, along with a small mallet, and shoved both into a small backpack. Then she secured her belt, replete with Biter, to Vesuvius.

      “Don’t let him touch my stuff,” she told the horse, giving Goldenthall a warning look.

      “I have no use for your sword,” the former king said.

      She secured the rope around her waist, and then reached up along the edge of the sword and found a groove for her fingers.

      “Aren’t you worried you’re going to cut yourself?” Goldenthall asked.

      “I’m worried about a lot of things,” she replied as she pulled herself up. She planted one of her boot tips into another small dent below, and placed her weight upon it. She reached for the next fingerhold, but as she felt along the edges, she realized that one was a little too sharp. She found a different, duller fingerhold, and used that for purchase.

      And so she continued upward in that manner. She paused occasionally to hammer a piton into a suitably sized dent, attached a carabiner, and threaded the rope through, updating her lifeline as the assassins she had once lived with had taught her. She tested the pitons with her body weight, and they held; still, she was afraid they’d be ripped away if she fell.

      All the more reason why I have to be very, very careful.

      She proceeded upward, not daring to look down, her lifeline hanging down beneath her. Thankfully she didn’t fall, not once, and thus never had to test the true strength of her lifeline and the pitons that held it.

      She reached the hilt section at the top, and climbed over the horizontal guard, which protruded, requiring her to slide her feet away from the blade and rely entirely upon the strength of her upper body to pull herself over. On the plus side, the guard and hilt were wrapped in a rope-like material that allowed for a better grip, and soon she had surmounted it. She planted her feet firmly on top of the guard, and then pulled herself up along the hilt toward the pommel at its tip.

      But when she reached that pommel, the Dark Eye wasn’t there. Instead, she saw only an empty hollow where the eye had been plucked free. From the ground, that hollow had given the illusion that the artifact was still in place.

      Damn it. Climbed this, not to mention came all this way, for nothing.

      Someone had looted it already. She should have expected as much, given that the blade was out in the open like that for the past six months.

      Waste of time.

      She careful lowered herself down the hilt once more. Descending was always trickier than climbing, at least for her. It felt like feeling one’s way in the dark, especially considering that she refused to look down. At this height, the risk of vertigo was too great. No, she had to search around with the tip of her boot until she found a toehold, and then carefully place her weight on it, lower her upper body, and repeat the process. She wasn’t looking forward to it.

      Whenever she had to scale a building in a city, she always had alternate exits planned once she reached the top so she wouldn’t have to climb back down. But there were no alternate exits here.

      She reached the bottom of the hilt, and climbed past the protruding guards. She had to kick both feet out into the empty air when she reached the edge, and felt around with her boot until she found the edge of the sword. She couldn’t find a toehold. She kept searching, her arms growing weary from supporting her weight. She realized she should have planted a piton for support.

      If they could see me, the assassins would be having an apoplectic attack of rage right about now.

      She retreated, and placed the proper piton and carabiner, and then returned to her former position. At last she found a small dent upon the sword’s edge. She forced the toe of her boot into it, and then let go of the guard with one hand. She reached underneath, but just then her other fingerhold broke away, and she plunged.

      Fuck!

      She passed the point where she had hammered the last piton and then her motion abruptly halted. She felt the painful tug at her waist, but was just relieved that the piton and carabiner had held. But before she could even get her bearings, she was unceremoniously falling once again—it had broken free.

      The next three pitons tore away without even stopping her. She realized that this was it. What an ignominious way to go: not only had she failed to find the Dark Eye, but she was going to die here for nothing.

      Abruptly she jerked to a halt once more, and swayed upside-down about a meter above the ground. Her last piton had held, incredibly enough.

      She opened up the knot at her waist and let herself fall to the ground.

      “Nice climbing,” a gruff voice said.

      She clambered to her feet to see a mountain dwarf standing next to Goldenthall. She had been so consumed with the climb, not daring to look down, that she hadn’t even noticed the dwarf’s arrival.

      She glanced at Goldenthall accusingly, but the man shrugged as if to say it wasn’t his fault the dwarf was here.

      “Who the hell are you?” She rushed past him to her saddle, and grabbed Biter’s scabbard. She was relieved to find the weapon still in its sheath, begging to be drawn. She didn’t oblige the sword, not yet—that would be rude. But she wanted to be ready.

      The long-bearded dwarf hadn’t moved the whole time. He was dressed in chain armor, as if suited up to go to war. An ax hung from a loop at his belt. Behind him, she spotted a small pony hitched to the ground. It too wore armor.

      “Timlir Grouchfain the III.” The dwarf held out a hand expectantly, but Xaxia didn’t oblige him.

      “Grouchfain?” she said. “Odd name. Either you’re a grouch, or fain. Which is it?”

      “My family is known to be mercurial,” Timlir said.

      “You’re a deserter?” she said. “All the mountain dwarves have aligned themselves with Vorgon.”

      He shook his head. “Not a deserter. I was never part of the army. I travel on my own.”

      “And yet you are dressed as if for war,” she said.

      “You have to be, in these times,” the dwarf said. “Everyone wants to kill you in these parts. If not the bandits, then the monsters.”

      “Okay, well, what do you want then?” she said. “We have no food to spare. Nor coin.”

      “I was passing by, and I couldn’t help but notice you were climbing that wee sword there,” Timlir said.

      “Yeah, that’d be pretty hard to miss,” she said. “Though I’d hardly call it wee.”

      “You seek the Tarnenauge?” the dwarf asked.

      She frowned. “The what?”

      “The orb that contains the power to enter the Black Realm?” Timlir asked.

      Now she narrowed her eyes. “Why?”

      “Because I might know where you can find it,” he said.

      “Tell me where,” she said.

      Timlir raised a finger. “Ah, but not so quickly. Let’s talk about my fee.”

      She drew Biter from its sheath and held the tip against Timlir’s beard. “Your payment will be your life.” The blade only expressed minor interest in slaying the dwarf.

      “I love it when you get feisty,” Goldenthall said. His voiced had deepened, and his eyes were black, oozing dark mist.

      Timlir’s eyes widened, and his gaze passed in shock between the two of them, as if he wasn’t sure which of them to fear more.

      “I— I only wanted to go with you,” Timlir said. “To the Black Realm.”

      “Why would you want to go to the Black Realm?” Xaxia said. “Are you mad?”

      “I can take you to the Black Realm,” Goldenthall said. “Right here.” The dark mist curled toward Timlir’s face.

      “Leave him,” she warned the Balor-possessed man.

      Goldenthall gave her a defiant look, but then the mist retreated slightly. It still threatened to touch Timlir at any moment.

      “So answer me,” she told the dwarf. “Why do you want to travel to the Black Realm?”

      “I seek my wife,” he said. “In the First Balor War, she was one of those who were lost when Falsanor opened the door to their realm, taking half of the mountain.”

      “That war was centuries ago,” Goldenthall said.

      “I know she’s still there, somewhere,” Timlir said. “I will find her. We dwarves are long lived.”

      Goldenthall laughed deeply, his voice almost booming. “You will find only death. But if that is what you want, I see no reason why we shouldn’t oblige you now.”

      Once more those threads came for him.

      “Stop!” Xaxia told him, and once again the dark mist curled backward. Goldenthall gave her an annoyed, disappointed look.

      “Fine,” she told the dwarf. “You can come. Now tell us where we can find this ‘Tarnenauge’ as you call it.”

      She lowered her blade, and glared at Goldenthall when the mist still hovered menacingly near the dwarf.

      The former king sighed, and the darkness faded, his eyes returning to normal. He blinked in confusion.

      The dwarf eyed Goldenthall suspiciously before speaking. “I came upon the sword a few months ago. A group of night elves—these were deserters I believe—were camped at the base of it. I watched as they climbed the weapon, and retrieved the dark orb. They headed west. I tracked them all the way to one of the fallen cities of man, where they had taken over one of the keeps. And there they brought the orb. I tried to sneak inside at night, but I was captured, and narrowly escaped with my life.

      “I have been searching for a few thieves to help me out since then. I thought at first you might be the next best thing, at least you drew your sword, and your companion’s eyes turned black. What was with his voice dropping a few octaves? And the dark mist erupting from his body?”

      “Oh, he’s harmless,” she said, smiling a little too brightly, and quickly stepped in front of Goldenthall. “Really, you don’t have to worry about him.”

      “Is he a dark mage?” the dwarf asked.

      “Something like that,” she replied. “But enough about him. You were saying, you thought I might be the next best thing to a thief? Someone to help you retrieve the Tarnenauge?” She smiled, and blinked a few times, doing her best to turn on the charm. She was a bit rusty.

      “Well, yes,” Timlir said. “Until you drew your sword…”

      “Oh, that,” she said. She scabbarded the blade. “There, you happy now?” She scowled. “Come on, let’s cut the bullshit. You want to get to the Black Realm. We can take you there. Teaming up with us is your only option.”

      He stared at her, and she sensed he was more at ease with this direct version of her.

      “Look, I’m sorry for drawing my sword,” she said. “I just got a little pissed off when you started bandying about words like price and fee.”

      “Maybe that was a little premature.” The dwarf gazed at her a moment longer, and then seemed to come to a decision, because he nodded to himself. “I can tell by the way you climbed that sword that you’ve done some thieving in your life.”

      “Assassinating, more like it,” Xaxia said.

      “Even better,” the dwarf told her. He peered past her at Goldenthall. “You sure you have him under control?”

      “Yes, yes,” she said. “He was just playing back there. You know, dark mage stuff.”

      Timlir nodded. “A dark mage. That could certainly come in handy where we’re going.”

      “Then it’s agreed,” she said. “You’ll help us retrieve the artifact.”

      He pursed his lips. “Tis agreed.” He spat on his hand, and held it toward her.

      She grimaced, and reluctantly accepted the handshake. She felt the disgusting wetness ooze between her fingers, and when the shake was done, she immediately wiped her hand on one of her leggings.

      Goldenthall chortled happily, and jumped from foot to foot in a sort of dance. “I’m not going to shake the disgusting creature’s hand! Oh no! Oh no!”

      Timlir gave her an odd look. “Is he always like this?”

      “His mood jumps around,” Xaxia admitted. “He was a king, and watched all his citizens get slaughtered in front of him, so you can expect that he’s going to be a little loopy.” A thousand questions appeared on the face of the dwarf, but before he could ask any of them, she added: “It’s been a few months since you last returned to this outpost? How do you know the elves are still there?”

      “I went back a few weeks ago to scout,” the dwarf said. “And spotted a few of them loitering around the keep.”

      “What if they’ve sold the Dark Eye, er, Tarnenauge?” she asked.

      “It’s possible,” Timlir said. “But I believe they have been using it to make forays into the Black Realm.”

      “Would they even know how to use the artifact?” she said, glancing at Goldenthall.

      The former king nodded. “Night elves are masters of dark magic. They would definitely be able to tap into its black powers.”

      She paused. “Why would anyone want to make a foray into the Black Realm anyway? Other than you…”

      Timlir shrugged. “They seek loot. Many from this realm were lost in the Black Realm during the First Balor War. Kings and queens clad in full battle gear, their armor and weapons made of powerful magic. It is the same allure that brings divers to the sea in search of sunken ships.”

      “And yet the Black Realm is slightly more dangerous than the sea,” she said.

      “Only a little,” Timlir agreed, just as sarcastically.

      “All right, then,” Xaxia said, pulling herself onto Vesuvius’ back. “Take me to this night elf outpost.”

      Timlir glanced at the cord she left hanging from the sword. “Aren’t you going to collect your ropes?”

      She shook her head fervently. “Hell no. I’m not climbing that again.”
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      Malem blinked his eyes open.

      He lay inside a hard cell whose floor, walls and ceiling were made from wood. In fact, he almost thought the cell was carved into the wood, rather than made of it.

      He pushed his upper body upright and rubbed at his eyes, feeling so very groggy. There was no furniture to speak of, save for a chamber pot on the floor nearby. It was empty.

      Arranged in neat columns, bars made of thick vines covered the entrance to his cell.

      He barely sensed the men and women bound to him. He wasn’t able to tell how far away they were, though given how reduced his sense was, he would have guessed that they were very far away.

      Abigail, are you there? Weyanna?

      No response.

      He tried to reach out with his beast sense, but couldn’t attain the necessary focus. He was just too weary. He suspected he had been drugged.

      He was relieved to discover he could still sense Vorgon’s energy bundle at his core, but the connection felt muted somehow.

      Master, are you there?

      Nothing.

      He tried to seep stamina from that energy bundle, hoping to counter the effects of whatever drug he had ingested, but no endurance came his way.

      Master, help me.

      No response. Either Vorgon couldn’t hear him, or he was pissed that Malem had failed.

      He was on his own.

      He pulled himself to his feet, nearly losing his balance as stars filled his vision. He stumbled drunkenly toward the vines that covered the entrance to the cell. He wrapped his hands around them and pulled, but they were like iron bands and refused to yield.

      He reached for Balethorn’s hilt at his waist, but discovered he was no longer wearing the weapon, nor the belt that came with it. He still wore his dragonscale armor however.

      He peered through those vines, but his gaze was met by the wooden wall of the narrow passageway just outside. Sunlight hit the wall, coming from a window somewhere to his right that wasn’t visible from his current position.

      His gaze dropped to the base of the cell. The vines were connected to a common root that ran along the entrance and away to his left and right, following the edge formed by the floor and wall.

      “Anyone here?” he tried. His voice was slurred.

      “I am,” came Solan’s voice. It was slightly muted, and came from down the hall to his left. So he wasn’t so far away after all, like Malem’s sense had led him to believe.

      “Solan,” Malem said. “Are you the only one?”

      “The only one who is awake, anyway,” Solan said. “I have a feeling the others are here, residing in cells similar to our own.”

      “Where are we?” he asked.

      “I don’t really know,” Solan said. “Some kind of tree elf prison.”

      “What happened that morning?” he said. “I sensed you miles away to the south before the elves attacked.”

      “The forest came alive where we slept apart from the others,” Solan said. “I woke up surrounded by branches… I was moving, fast, dragged along the forest floor by those wooden limbs. I transformed, as did Gannet, breaking free, but more branches came, pinning us. Before I could call out to your mind for help, the branches sprouted spores, and I lost consciousness. I awoke in this prison.”

      “That sounds close to what happened to us,” Malem said. “Except we fought a little longer. Though I have to wonder why the elves didn’t drag all of us away like that.”

      “This is only my opinion,” Solan said. “But I think the elves wanted to find out what they were dealing with. They didn’t want to take Mauritania, Gwenfrieda, or Ziatrice because they were unsure what kind of magical abilities those three might have, given the trio are obviously only half human. But Gannet and myself, we look human. My guess is, the tree elves thought to interrogate us alone to find out why we were here. But when they realized we were half dragons, that spooked them into attacking the rest of you.”

      “An interesting theory,” Malem said. “Though how true it is remains to be seen. Can you transform?”

      “No,” Solan said. “They’ve placed some kind of collar around my throat. Its magic prevents me.”

      “Wonderful,” Malem said. He realized then that he, too, was wearing something around his neck. He hadn’t noticed it before, but Solan’s words sparked the awareness. He reached up and felt around the neck region. A warm band of some kind of metal was wrapped around his neck. There wasn’t any obvious sort of release to the band. It was tight, too, digging into his flesh. When he tried to remove the thing, it only seemed to contract even further, making it hard to breathe. When he released it, panting, breath came more easily once more.

      Maybe he wasn’t drugged after all, and this collar was responsible for cutting him off from his Breaker abilities.

      “The fuck just happened?” the groggy voice of Gwenfrieda came from down the hall.

      The others slowly began to awaken in turn: apparently they were all caged together in the same hall. Solan and Malem informed them of their predicament when they spoke, and he learned that everyone was collared. The Metals couldn’t transform because of it.

      “Can you still access your fire mage powers?” Malem asked Abigail when she awakened.

      “No,” she said. “This damn silver band around my throat prevents me from touching my magic. It’s stronger even than the collar I had to wear as per our treaty with Goldenthall’s forebears.”

      When Mauritania and Ziatrice awakened, he learned that they too wore collars that denied them access to their magic. And like Malem’s, there were no fasteners nor clasps, and no apparent way of removing them.

      “So we’re essentially at the mercy of the tree elves, you’re saying?” Mauritania asked.

      “Pretty much,” Malem replied.

      “Oh, they don’t like us night elves,” Ziatrice said from somewhere down the hall. “I’m screwed.”

      By then everyone had awakened, including Gannet, Sylfi and Brita. “If anyone has any ideas of how to get out of here, or on how to break out of these collars, I’m all ears.”

      But no one did.

      “These collars can’t be opened without a specifically designed key,” Abigail said. “It doesn’t necessarily have to look like a standard key, but it can resemble something as ordinary like a knitting needle in shape.”

      “Yeah, well, we won’t be getting access to that key anytime soon, I don’t think,” Malem said.

      He went to the chamber pot and relieved himself. He was feeling a lot less groggy by then, but still couldn’t access his Breaker powers, no thanks to that collar.

      The minutes passed. He wasn’t sure how much time went by—he couldn’t see the position of the sun. But the light in the hallway seemed to be getting stronger, so he guessed it was getting close to midday.

      The grogginess eventually subsided, but his beast sense didn’t improve, nor was he able to communicate telepathically with Vorgon or the others.

      Finally, he heard light footsteps. He went to the bars and waited for whoever it was to come into view, but then the sound stopped.

      “Which of you leads this merry band?” a slightly baritone voice said.

      Malem considered allowing one of the others to pretend they were the leader, but decided it was best if he admitted to the role. He didn’t see much point in lying about it.

      “That would be me,” Malem said.

      The footfalls began anew, and a moment later an elf stepped into view. The newcomer was clad in a loose tunic and trousers patterned in brown and green. The elf wore a small cap of similar patterning upon its head, and dark grey boots at its feet. A short sword was scabbarded at its hips. There was no war paint covering the face this time, at least.

      Once again he thought the elf was a she at first, given the very feminine face and long grayish-white hair, but the lack of bosom of any kind had him question that notion. Plus, the voice he had heard belonged to a male. Unless there was another elf in the hall. Still…

      Do all tree elves look androgynous?

      “I am Qeye,” the elf said in that baritone voice.

      Yes, it had to be a man. The elf’s grayish-white hair seemed a little out of place to him, given how the face was entirely free of wrinkles. Then again, he had heard that elves never died of old age, and were essentially immortal, unless physically killed. If that was the case, it made some sense that their hair color might change as they aged, while their features remained youthful.

      “I want to speak to your queen,” Malem said. “I’m here on behalf of the Metals.”

      Qeye raised an eyebrow. “Who you are here on behalf of remains to be seen. But you will get your wish to see the queen yet, though you may regret ever wishing for such a thing.”

      The vines that formed the bars in front of Malem transformed. Some of them dropped away to the floor, sinking into the root that lined the wall, while others darted forward, wrapping around his hands before he could react, and forming binds. The latter separated from the main root on the floor so that he was mobile.

      Qeye beckoned him forward. “Come on then.”

      Malem glanced at the root that lined the floor at the entrance to his cell, and stepped warily over it, not wanting to touch the thing after he’d seen all those vines retreat inside it.

      When he was past, Malem’s first instinct was to attack the elf, even if his hands were tied, but he managed to suppress that urge, at least until the elf reached for his upper arm.

      Then Malem struck. He hit the elf underneath the chin with his bound hands, and Qeye stumbled backward before slamming into the wall. Malem raised his arms to deliver a second blow, but then he heard the rapid, deadly whisper of steel on felt, as if several blades were being drawn behind him. Dreading what he would find, he glanced over his shoulder: a half-circle of elven blades pointed at his spine.

      Qeye had brought a small escort with him, no doubt to prevent what Malem had just attempted. The elves had crammed themselves in behind him, bending their arms and contorting themselves to fit within the close quarters.

      “Would you mind?” Qeye said to the others.

      They withdrew their blades, and Qeye promptly punched Malem in the jaw. It was Malem’s turn to stumble back; one of the elves partially caught him, and sidestepped to throw him into the cell.

      Malem fell to the floor.

      “Perhaps you’re not ready to see the queen,” Qeye said.

      The vines grew from the base of the cell once again, knitting up. The plants that bound his wrists fell away, releasing him and shriveling when they hit the floor.

      “Wait!” Malem rushed the entrance, but the plants had already formed barriers harder than steel. He shoved his arm past, reaching for the elf, but Qeye was already walking away. “I apologize! Come back!”

      But Qeye ignored him, and the elves soon vanished from view.

      “Nicely done,” Gwenfrieda called out from another cell.

      “What did he do?” Sylfi asked.

      “Hell if I know,” Gwenfrieda said. “I heard a punch, and then some swords unsheathing, then another punch. And then they all walked away.”

      “That’s sort of how he has sex with me,” Mauritania complained.

      “You and me both,” Ziatrice said.

      Malem sat back on the far edge of the cell and nursed his sore jaw.

      More time passed. Once again he wasn’t sure how much, but if he were to guess, he’d say an hour.

      He heard a scraping sound at one point, and then someone shoved a small bowl through the vine bars.

      Malem rushed the opening. “Wait!”

      “Whatever that was, it’s already gone,” Solan said.

      Malem glanced at the bowl. It contained gruel of some kind. He scooped it up resignedly, and sat down to eat with his fingers. It was cold.

      “I hate you,” Sylfi said from somewhere down the wooden hall.

      “Who, me?” Solan pressed.

      “No, the Defiler,” Sylfi said. “And I hate all of his women.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Gwenfrieda said.

      “You destroyed my home,” Sylfi said. “Drove my people out of their mountain home.”

      As he chewed the tasteless gruel, Malem wondered what had gotten into her. He supposed it was because he no longer had a firm grip upon her will. She no longer felt constrained, and could speak her mind without fear of any punishment. That, and she couldn’t see his face, nor the faces of any of the others, which made it easier.

      Well, if both conditions allowed her to open up, that was good. Maybe he could smooth out the wrinkles in their relationship, right now.

      “Sylfi, the Metals declared their neutrality in the war,” Malem said. “Only to renege on this declaration, and join the war on the side of the Alliance. Vorgon had every right to do what he did. If you Metals had only remained neutral, and stayed inside your little city, none of this would have ever happened. If—”

      “The Demon would have attacked anyway, and you know it!” Sylfi said. “Besides, you’re the one who caused us to join the Alliance in the first place! You brought the traitor Abigail with you. She convinced her own father to join the war, essentially forcing his hand by orchestrating the attack on Fallow Gate. An attack that you were a part of. Just as the two of you were part of the attack against Khaledonius. That the princess would turn upon her own blood, her own father, is a testament to how evil she truly is.”

      “I didn’t want any of this,” Abigail said softly. “Neither did the Breaker… the Defiler. I convinced father to join the war, yes, but not because I wanted to betray him, but because I wanted to help our people. Defeating Vorgon was our only hope. He would have knocked on our doorstep eventually, regardless of whether we remained neutral. I still believe that to this day. We tried our best, we fought Vorgon to the end, but we lost, and now Khaledonius is gone. Just as the rest of the world will fall. We serve Vorgon now, and while it might seem like a curse at first, in truth, we are all lucky to be alive. Things could be so much worse. Be thankful you were one of those spared in the fight for Khaledonius. If the Defiler hadn’t saved you, your corpse would be littering the shoulder of Mount Ademan at this very moment, along with all the others, a feast for oraks and dire wolves, your bones picked clean, ready for human apothecaries to come scavenging them for their potions.”

      “Be thankful?” Sylfi sobbed. “You tell me to be thankful? Oh no, I’m far from thankful. I don’t want to live like this, not at all. I’ve decided. I’m done. I’m free of the Defiler now. I’m not going back. I won’t fight for him or Vorgon ever again. ”

      Through his weak connection to her, Malem felt a sudden physical pain coming from her energy bundle. “I think she’s trying to hurt herself!”

      He tossed the bowl of gruel aside and threw himself at the bars, but couldn’t break them open.

      The pain he felt through the bundle intensified.

      “No!” Brita said. “Sister, please! Don’t do this. Come back to me.”

      But Sylfi didn’t answer.

      “Guards, let us out!” Malem hurled himself at the bars again. “She’s trying to harm herself!”

      But the elves didn’t answer.

      “Guards!”

      Malem threw himself frantically into the vines, but couldn’t break free.

      He focused all of his mental prowess on her energy bundle. He sent calming, reassuring vibes. He wasn’t sure if those vibes reached her, but the pain he felt through the bundle did seem to subside.

      “Sylfi?” Brita said. “Answer me.”

      “Can you see her?” Mauritania asked.

      “No I can’t fucking see her!” Brita replied.

      “I think she’s going to be okay,” Malem said. The pain was still receding, but he wasn’t sure if that was because she was losing consciousness. He tensed, waiting for her connection to boomerang and sever entirely, but the moment did not come. She lived.

      For now. If she hadn’t damaged herself too badly, she would heal. Assuming the collar didn’t block even that quality of dragon-kind.

      He sat back down, next to the toppled bowl. The gruel had spread out across the wooden floor. He wasn’t hungry enough to scoop it up. He had no appetite, not after what had just happened.

      He sat there, staring at the hallway outside. Once more the quality of the light changed, becoming dimmer, and he though it was getting close to evening.

      He finally heard footsteps once again. Malem clambered to his feet expectantly, and Qeye appeared. As usual, Malem couldn’t yet see any of the escorting elves, who remained out of view in the hallway beyond.

      “So then, are you—” Qeye began.

      “Check the female dragon!” Malem said.

      Qeye raised an eyebrow. But then the elf backed from view. “Which one?”

      “The woman with the blond short hair,” Malem said.

      “She seems fine,” Qeye said a moment later. “She’s sitting on the floor. Awake.”

      So she had awakened after all. But Malem hadn’t sensed it.

      My powers are growing weaker the longer I wear this damn thing.

      He touched the collar at his neck and it instantly tightened, reminding him not to even dare trying to pry it loose.

      “Sylfi, why didn’t you answer me all this time?” Brita pleaded. But still her sister remained quiet.

      Malem focused on Sylfi’s energy bundle, and realized he did indeed feel her mind, it just took a concentrated effort to detect it. He couldn’t quite sense her mood, however, so he couldn’t say why she wasn’t talking to Brita. He was beginning to really worry about what she’d done to herself.

      The vines fell away once more, while some wrapped around his wrists, binding him.

      “Out,” Qeye said.

      Malem stepped carefully over the long root at the bottom of the entrance, and this time didn’t try to attack Qeye. Instead, he peered down the hallway, and saw the other armed tree elves standing there, about twenty of them waiting to escort the released prisoners. They were lined up against the wall opposite the cells.

      Mauritania, Ziatrice, and Gwenfrieda, all dressed in their former outfits minus any weapons, shot him weak smiles, but he ignored them. Instead, he watched the half dragons as they emerged from their individual cells, and realized they wore their former clothes—Abigail and Weyanna in their dresses, Sylfi and Brita in their leggings and blouses, Solan and Gannet wrapped in their dragonscale armor. Abigail and Weyanna had removed their dresses before they transformed, so it made some sense that the elves were able to retrieve their outfits. But he could have sworn Sylfi and Brita had transformed with their clothes on—it seemed impossible they should be wearing that same clothing, as their outfits would have been torn apart during the change to dragon. It was as if the elves had collected their belongings and sewn them up again. Either that, or used some kind of restorative magic.

      If Sylfi had harmed herself, there was no evidence of it. So the half dragons could still heal then, despite the collars. That was a good sign. Assuming she really had damaged herself, which seemed likely, given the pain he had felt. Though he didn’t want to think long on what she could have done to her person without any weapons.

      Sylfi glanced at Brita guiltily, careful not to meet anyone else’s eye. “I couldn’t finish it. Couldn’t go through with the deed. I regretted what I had done the instant I began. I changed my mind… failed even in this.”

      “I’m glad you failed,” Brita said. “I need you.”

      Sylfi nodded slowly, then glanced at Malem. When she met his eyes, she cowered against her sister and hid her face in Brita’s chest.

      Malem looked away.

      “Well then, come on,” Qeye said, grabbing Malem by the elbow. “It’s time to meet the queen.”

      The other elves seized the bound prisoners, and escorted them down the hallway toward a bright doorway ahead.

      Malem didn’t know how the hell he was going to complete his mission, not now.

      For Vorgon’s sake, somehow he would. He swore it.

      I’m not leaving this place until the tree elf army marches beneath Vorgon’s banner.
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      Malem stepped through the doorway and surveyed his surroundings as the elven escort pressed him on. He resided in a forest of oaks bigger than any natural trees he had ever seen. From them, thrusting from the very bark at their cores, were towers made of marble and gold; it was as if the trees had grown around those towers, or the towers had been compelled to grow from the trunks. He wasn’t certain which. The upper boughs of the trees intermingled with those towers, their branches threading around the upper spires, or through permanently-open windows and balconies.

      Glancing back, he saw that he had emerged from the root system of one particularly large oak. It, too, had a gold and marble tower protruding from its middle; a figure wearing a black executioner’s hood peered down from the upper balcony, as if promising Malem what fate awaited when he returned. The figure was rather bulky for an elf, but presumably was simply a stronger specimen. Malem quickly looked away.

      Several fountains existed between those oaks, and they contained white statues of dryads and nymphs—essentially women in miniskirts with short hair, pointy ears, and long, dragonfly-like wings protruding from their backs. They all held bows and arrows, and from their upturned lips sparkling water flowed forth.

      Elves of various ages lounged in front of those fountains, dipping their feet in the waters. They all stared at Malem and his company as they walked past. As usual, Malem had trouble telling apart the males and females, but a quick glance at the chest area usually solved that problem.

      Sometimes, elves watched his party pass from the upper balconies of the different tree-towers, or from perches upon the very branches themselves. A few of them even sat next to strange, winged beasts, which seemed to be pets. They had the heads and wings of eagles, and the bodies of lions, though the forelegs were taloned.

      “Nice pets,” Gwenfrieda said.

      “Pets?” Mauritania said softly. “No, those are Griffins.”

      The sun was low in the sky, just as he had guessed. As the elven escort led him and the others through those tree-towers, he noticed that the outer perimeter of the city seemed to be girded by a white mist that blocked out the remaining forest. It was as if this place existed in some pocket realm that was offset from the ordinary world. That would explain why he hadn’t been able to find the elven city, despite having scouts search the entire forest.

      The group was led to a grand oak at the center of the city. A tower of white marble threaded with sparkling silver emerged from the center of this one. At the base of the trunk, an arched opening had been carved into the wood. Two elves clad in the brown robes of earth mages stood near the entrance. Those robes were dotted with green specks, perhaps to indicate the mages’ particular bent of earth magic relied more upon plants than dirt.

      The two stepped aside to allow Malem and his party entrance. They gave Malem indifferent looks.

      The elven escort led Malem and the others through the opening in pairs.

      A red carpet lined with silver tassels decorated the floor. The walls had intricate, dryad-shaped brackets jutting from them, but instead of holding torches, they carried small globes of light. Gold-trimmed tapestries hung from the wooden walls, depicting tree elves in various scenes usually involving earth magic. An elf in a green and brown robe would be commanding a tree to rise from the dirt. Another elf in a different scene would be mending a broken tree. In yet another, an elf would be riding a griffin over a forest, waving a hand across the trees as if to command them to bloom.

      The wooden surroundings gave way to marble where the tower structure took over, so that Malem was stepping across a white floor veined with silver. The tapestries continued to hang from the walls, and the dryad brackets gave off magical light.

      The hallway opened into a large chamber. Overhead, when he looked up, he could see all the way to the top of the spire. Long railings on the different floors above overlooked the main hall where he stood. Elven women in different colored dresses resided behind a few of those railings, and stared down at him. Spiral staircases wound along the marble walls, leading to the different levels.

      He took one such staircase. At the top of the first flight, walkways led away to the left and right along the curving inner wall, bound by railings.

      Qeye ignored those walkways as he and the other elves forced the party to continue upward.

      Malem passed two more levels like that, before Qeye finally led him out onto the walkway of the fourth floor. He gazed past the railing on his right, which overlooked the main entrance hall far below.

      “Did I ever tell you I hate heights?” Gwenfrieda said.

      “Then how did you ever manage to ride me into battle?” Abigail asked.

      “It’s a selective fear,” Gwenfrieda replied. “I’m not afraid when I’m strapped to the back of a dragon, for some reason. Maybe because I trust you fully. But when I’m standing at the top of a building, and staring over the edge, I’m just terrified.”

      “So stay away from the railing,” Brita said.

      “Oh, I intend to,” Gwenfrieda told her.

      They turned into a hallway that led away to the left, passing deeper into the tree. Soon the marble gave way to the wood of the tree once more so that walls, ceiling, and floor were composed of bark.

      “I like how they’ve completely intermingled their buildings with the trees, with each becoming a part of the other,” Mauritania said.

      “It is an interesting design,” Solan agreed.

      Ahead, two more elves awaited next to a sealed set of double doors. These elves carried long swords strapped to their belts, but they also wore the green-specked brown robes. Their hoods, which were raised, seemed made of chain mail, and formed a coif of sorts.

      “Battle mages of some kind,” Ziatrice said.

      “Every race has them,” Mauritania agreed. “The two of us could be considered battle mages, after all.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Ziatrice said. “I’m all mage.”

      “Then why do you wield a halberd?” Sylfi asked.

      “Just for the sport of it,” Ziatrice said.

      That wasn’t true, but Malem wasn’t going to say anything. Let Ziatrice have her fun with the half dragon. Even if now was an odd time for it.

      One of the elven battle mages raised a halting hand as the party approached. The elf made a gesture toward the entrance, and the doors opened of their own accord, revealing a grand hall beyond. Then the two elves entered, bowed, and stepped aside.

      The escorts led Malem and his party inside. A silver and gold carpet led to the far side of the room, where an elven woman in a white dress sat on a throne of wooden vines. Presumably that was Wendolin Lasalan, queen of the tree elves.

      He instinctively reached out, searching for her with his beast sense, but felt nothing.

      Mages lined either side of the carpet, roughly twenty per side. One of them, a large male, held a large, bowl-shaped drum; vines, connected to the wooden floor beneath him, beat the taut membrane. It played an eerie, booming rhythm throughout the room.

      Qeye shoved Malem forward. He glanced back in confusion, and realized he was to approach alone.

      He stepped between the line of elves and slowly approached the queen. None of the elves on either side of him would meet his eye. Wait, that wasn’t true. One elf did, and his eyes were full of hatred. No doubt he had lost a comrade during the fight back there.

      Without warning a vine emerged from the bark beneath him and wrapped around his neck. It squeezed so tightly that he could scarcely breath. He heard a worried shout from behind him—he thought it was Gwenfrieda—but none of his party approached to help him, no doubt held back by their escort.

      Malem grabbed at those vines, and his nails scrabbled over the surface, trying to find purchase, but he couldn’t. The vines squeezed tighter and his vision began to darken.

      The queen did nothing to stop her minion.

      Malem fell to his knees, but just before he blacked out, the vines retracted. He doubled over, placing both hands on the carpet in front of him, and panted for several moments until he caught his breath. Meanwhile, the drums beat incessantly.

      When he had recovered, he scrambled to his feet. He glanced at the elf who had done this; the male gazed at him defiantly, a slight smile on his face. The anger still shone strong in his eyes, though there was pleasure there now, too.

      Malem resisted the urge to punch the asshole in the face.

      Instead he looked away and continued forward.

      When he reached the woman in white at the far side of the room, vines arose from the very bark of the floor and wrapped around his boots to hold him in place. He understood now why the queen had built her audience chamber here.

      The drumbeat ceased.

      Her throne of vines resided on a dais, so that she looked down upon Malem even though he stood at his full height. It was a psychological trick employed often by kings and queens to make visitors feel diminutive, and lesser in status, because even while seated they towered over you. But Malem was familiar with that trick, so it had little effect on him.

      He studied her. Her face was youthful, and if he had to guess an age, he would have said she was twenty, yet those big blue eyes seemed wise well beyond their years. Those were an old woman’s eyes, yet also full of intelligence, and cunning. Her eyebrows were thin, well-trimmed lines above them. Her features had perfect symmetry, and her complexion was immaculate. Plump red lips rested beneath a nose that could have been chiseled by a master sculptor. The only imperfection he could see was a ragged scar, above her right brow. Her hair was black, unlike those of the elves around her, and hinted at her half human nature. Her locks descended in curls around her face, ending just above her bosom. Whoever had invented the word ‘enchanting’ had had her in mind at the time.

      The white dress she wore was very slightly diaphanous, allowing him to see the silver tassels of her bra below. It was otherwise cut high, forming a collar around her neck. The long sleeves ended in silver trim that wrapped around her wrists. Upon her right index finger she wore the silver ring of a dryad, and her waist was belted with a silver band whose metal was worked to resemble intertwined vines.

      She otherwise wore no crown or other indicator of royalty of any kind.

      Now that Malem was closer, he attempted to reach out yet again, but he still couldn’t find her. His sense was muted, thanks to that infernal collar.

      To the left and right of the throne stood two more elven mages. There was also a third man next to them. A white-bearded man, clad in a gray robe. Eralas. The mage had been the advisor to Nefeyus, king of Perasan to the east, during the battle against Vorgon on the front lines. Malem had sat in on many war councils with Eralas.

      His presence here could bode only ill. He remembered what Vorgon had told him about the shattered armies of the Alliance trying to court the tree elves…

      Eralas regarded him with unhidden malice.

      “During your capture,” the woman seated in the throne said in a mellifluous voice. “You claimed to hail from the Metal dragons? You claimed to be their envoy?”

      Malem glanced at Eralas, who was smiling indulgently.

      What had the fool told the queen?

      “I have come from the Metals, yes,” Malem said.

      That was the truth, in a way. And the tree elves couldn’t know Khaledonius had fallen, not yet. News wouldn’t have traveled that fast.

      “This is no envoy,” Eralas spat.

      The queen glanced at him.

      “This is the Breaker,” Eralas continued. “He once fought for the forces of good, but Vorgon corrupted him. I saw him turned on the plains of Atembor, in that no man’s land between the armies of the front line. Now he is known as the Defiler. Vorgon’s top lieutenant. A master of deceit and evil. He has burned cities to the ground for his master.”

      Malem shrugged. He decided there was no point in contesting this. The gig was up, as far as he was concerned. “I might have burned a few cities in my day. But it was warranted. They were given the choice of surrendering, or resisting. They chose to resist.”

      “Really?” Eralas said, stepping forward. “Did you give the Metal dragons such a choice? Or did you not attack them without warning?”

      Malem stared at Eralas, momentarily stunned. That he knew about the fall of Khaledonius meant that the Metals had already sent envoys this way. Or perhaps the equivalent of a carrier pigeon.

      Too bad.

      “They had ample warning,” Malem said. “Their city atop Mount Ademan afforded quite the view of the surrounding landscape. They could see us miles before we arrived.”

      Eralas opened his mouth to offer some retort, but the queen raised a hand, and the human mage bit back a reply. Instead he stepped back, returning to his place next to the others.

      Yet another vine rose from the floor in front of Malem, this one wrapping around a chalice that sat on a small table next to him. The vine lifted the chalice and conveyed it toward his face. Malem glanced inside and saw a partially translucent, greenish yellow liquid. He wrinkled his nose when he smelled the cloying scent it emitted, like honey mixed with mildew, and turned his face away.

      The queen smiled. “Drink.”

      Malem glanced at the drink once more, and fervently shook his head.

      The queen’s smile faded; she lifted a hand with the fingers extended upward, and slowly rotated her palm in a circular direction. Three vines curved upward from the floor, intertwining to match her movement, and formed a blade of swords. The tip pressed against his heart.

      “Drink,” she repeated. “Unless you’d like to test your dragonscales against elven magic.”

      With a sigh, he turned his head toward the chalice, and slid his mouth over the lip. The goblet tilted, forcing liquid into his throat, and he swallowed. There was too much.

      The chalice pulled away, and he coughed violently for a few moments. He felt a sudden wave of weakness, and wondered what it was she had just done to him. The collar at his neck suddenly felt far too tight.

      “Why are you here?” the queen asked.

      He fought it, but was unable to resist the sudden compulsion to answer that he felt.

      “I am here to Break you,” Malem said. “For Vorgon.”

      Ah. Some kind of truth drink.

      The queen smiled. “And how exactly did you intend to do that?”

      “I intended to seduce you.”

      The smile deepened, those eyes sparkling with amusement.

      “You are Wendolin, queen of the tree elves, are you not?” Malem asked.

      She nodded slowly, and then suddenly erupted in a shrill chuckle, that seemed out of place coming from that beautiful face.

      She glanced at the elves around her, and they too erupted into a forced laugh. Even Eralas forced himself to laugh along with her.

      “Be quiet!” the queen said, raising an imperial hand, and instantly all laugher cut off throughout the room.

      She looked Malem over. “I can’t decide whether I want to kill you, or make you my toy. You see, I like having powerful creatures serve me.” As if to emphasize that point, she glanced at Eralas, and he bowed his head in shame.

      She steepled her fingers, rested her chin on the tip of her index fingers, and regarded him a moment longer. She glanced at Eralas. “You say he fought against Vorgon for the forces of good on the front lines?”

      “He did,” Eralas agreed.

      “Was he any good?” Wendolin pressed.

      “Oh yes,” Eralas said. “He would ride into battle on the backs of hill giants, and command an army of ghrips and basilisks, along with the armies of the Black Swords he had Broken.”

      Wendolin nodded. “I had heard there was a man who had Broken two of Vorgon’s Black Swords, but I did not think this was he. Though I admit, I thought it suspicious he should have an Eldritch in his party along with a night elf. Not to mention six dragons.”

      “All of them Broken against their wills, no doubt,” Eralas said.

      Wendolin pursed her lips, then leaned forward as if studying Malem. “If those are Black Swords with him, that means he is joined by Mauritania, former queen of the Eldritch. And Ziatrice, once the queen of the night elves.”

      “You know them?” Eralas asked.

      “Know of them, perhaps,” Wendolin said. “But I have met neither. Nor do I have any intention to. They are embodiments of evil.”

      Eralas nodded toward Malem. “As this one has become.”

      A thoughtful expression came over her face, and she nodded slowly.

      “You will be my pet project,” she announced, gaze firmly upon Malem to let him know she addressed him.

      “Your pet project?” Malem asked.

      “I intend to bring you back to the light,” she replied. “I will Break the Breaker. Tame the Monster Tamer. You will fight for good once more.”

      He stared at her incredulously, and then erupted in a raucous laugh. “Woman, nothing can bring me back. Not anymore. I am Darkness now. Vorgon is, and always will be, my master.”

      “We shall see,” she told him.
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      Malem quartered in the main tower. Wendolin gave him a set of expansive quarters on the third floor, rooms that were carved into the wood of the tree itself. He had a king sized bed, a large bathroom, a kitchen, a walk-in closet—mostly empty—and a large common room with a light globe in the center. He also had a balcony that gave him a view of the city, which he had learned was called Dothloron. He often tried to reach out with his beast sense into the city, but the collar prevented him from reading anyone or anything that resided in those tree-towers.

      The bathroom was equipped with a magic toilet. Whenever he relieved himself within that toilet, the excreted material would teleport elsewhere. He wasn’t entirely sure where. An elf also brought him a bucket of water to use for bathing once a day—he was instructed to dump the used bathwater into the toilet. Another elf brought him meals thrice daily, consisting of oatmeal for breakfast, eggs for lunch, and rabbit for dinner. Definitely not a king’s bounty, but it was enough to get by.

      Two the elven earth mages stood guard at the entrance to his quarters at all hours, and denied him exit. He considered climbing the exterior of the tree via the balcony, but he didn’t have the best climbing skills, and decided such a climb wasn’t worth the risk. Especially considering that if any other elves saw him, either from the ground below or the balconies of nearby tree-towers, elven mages would simply make the tree sprout vines to trap him.

      While he lounged in comparative luxury, most of his party was confined to another tree-tower nearby. At least that was what he was told. They might have been held in the cells beneath the roots of the original oak where he had awakened, or on the other side of the city, as far as he knew.

      Solan was the only one who quartered in the main tower like Malem. His room was apparently adjacent to Malem’s, and the tree elves often allowed them to dine together come mealtime.

      Solan told him how the queen often brought him to her bed. Malem wasn’t sure what the queen hoped to achieve by playing such a game, other to engender jealousy in him. Because truthfully, he didn’t know what she saw in the half dragon. Sure, Solan had a muscular build, with a strong chin and heroic mien, and tanned skin that matched the bronze of his scales in dragon form. He looked everything like the kind of man Malem always imagined queens would like, but he lacked Malem’s charm and humor.

      “Has she summoned you to her bed yet?” Solan asked him.

      “No,” Malem replied. “And to be honest, I’m not sure I’d accept the summons if she did.”

      “But you’d have to,” Solan said. “One can’t refuse a queen.”

      Malem narrowed his eyes at the man. “You have the hots for her, don’t you?”

      Solan looked down. “She is quite attractive.”

      “Well, don’t get too attached,” Malem told him. “She’s using you. Anyone can see that. Except maybe you.”

      Solan nodded. “Well, even if she is, so what? I’m enjoying myself.”

      Malem sighed. “I’m not going to get through to you, I see. You’re blinded by your dick.”

      “And you’re blinded by jealousy,” Solan said.

      Malem narrowed his eyes. If he had access to his powers, he would have tightened his will around Solan’s mind, and maybe drained him of some stamina. “Careful. You serve me. Remember this. You may have a respite from my direct control at the moment, but as soon as we set foot outside this realm, you’ll be under my complete power again.”

      Solan gave him a defiant look, but then lowered his gaze. “I’m sorry.” From his tone, Malem didn’t think he meant it.

      “You probably think you’re going to find a way to stay here forever,” Malem said. “That your newfound lover will protect you, and shelter you while Vorgon razes the land beyond. Well, I got news for you: she’ll cast you aside the moment I Break her.”

      “And what if you don’t Break her?” Solan said.

      “I will.” Malem paused. “But let’s say for a moment that I don’t. You’re still gone when you’re no longer of any use to her. And even if she keeps you around as her playmate for a while afterward, when her kingdom falls to Vorgon, she won’t be able to protect you. Once more you’ll be cast out, and probably killed this time. She’s not going to value your life over those who have served her since she was a child. She’s using you.”

      Solan hesitated. Then he nodded. “I’m not so naive around women. I know she’s using me. But to be honest, from my viewpoint, I’m using her right back. For my own pleasure.”

      Once more Malem felt a pang of jealousy, and he found himself wanting her all the more. He ignored it.

      Instead, Malem pursed his lips. “Maybe we can use this somehow. Keep doing what you’re doing. I might be able to get to her through you.”

      Doubt momentarily flickered across Solan’s face, before the half dragon masked it. Malem knew the man didn’t want to betray the queen.

      He’s definitely being used. Already he’s become attached to her.

      Malem chuckled, and shook his head. He decided not to press the matter, at least for the time being. “You know, I never really had a chance to learn about you, or the other new dragons under my command. Tell me what you know about Sylfi and Brita.”

      He shrugged. “There isn’t much to know. They’re sisters, distant relatives of mine. They lived on the far side of the city. Kept mostly to themselves. I saw them once or twice a year at social occasions. Unlike most of the women present, who wore the most gaudy, outrageous gowns—as could be expected of dragons—they always dressed very low key. Sometimes even wearing tunics and breeches to a gathering where everyone else wore a dress. Brita is the more extroverted one, while Sylfi is the introvert. They lost their parents at a young age, during the war against the Elk King. They’ve always hated men since then.”

      “Like Nemertes,” Malem said softly.

      “What was that?” Solan asked.

      “Nemertes lost her lover to men,” Malem said. “And she hates most of us. Except me of course.”

      “Of course,” Solan said. “Because you had the luxury of Breaking her.”

      “That’s right,” Malem said.

      “A Balor’s ability,” Solan commented. “I’ve always regarded Breakers as somewhat evil, and wondered if they weren’t touched by Darkness in some way. I was proved right when I met you.”

      “Most Breakers inherit the ability naturally by birth,” Malem said. “Just as mages inherit their magic. Most aren’t given their powers by a Balor. Most aren’t nearly drawn into the Black Realm when they’re eight years old.”

      “Do you expect me to pity you?” Solan asked.

      “No,” Malem said. “For the longest time I expected the world to pity me, however. To show me mercy. And I hated the world when it did not. The half monster women I Broke, they distracted me from that hatred. Almost turned me away from it. Can you believe they actually had me fighting for the world?” Malem chuckled softly, and shook his head. “But Vorgon taught me to embrace that hate. To let it fill me. He taught me that I was right to hate this world, and he promised me that together we would destroy it, for what it had done to me.” He smiled widely. “I certainly love my master.”

      Solan shuddered visibly.

      “So what sort of position in Metal society did Sylfi and Brita hold?” Malem asked. “They’re expert markswomen, I assume? Unless the bows they carry in human form are just for show?”

      It seemingly took a moment for Solan to recover, but then he spoke. “No, they can use those bows. They held no official position. They liked to wander, apparently. I heard they often journeyed beyond the boundaries of our land, where the collars we formerly wore prevented us from transforming. Having skill with the bow would be critical to their survival during such instances. Not just to hunt for food, but for protection.”

      “I somehow doubt the two of them would’ve ever truly been in trouble out there, given their half dragon natures,” Malem said.

      “The collars constricted our strength when we were beyond our territory,” Solan said. “So yes, if they ever allowed themselves to be surrounded by bandits, things could become very ugly for them.”

      “Hm, interesting.” Malem thought back to how weak Abigail had been while collared beyond Metal territory, and he supposed Solan was right.

      “So what about you?” Malem pressed. “What position did you hold in the hierarchy of Khaledonius under King Agantas?”

      “I was a guard in the main keep,” Solan said.

      Malem sat back. “And Gannet?”

      “He ran a merchant business,” Solan said. “Trading with men. He had his own merchants he hired, and they would go back and forth across the realm, trading goods. Sometimes he went with them.”

      “So you’re the only real fighter I have on my team,” Malem said.

      “Oh, Gannet was a fighter at one point,” Solan said. “Why do you think he carries a sword in human form? He fought against the Elk King. But after we retook the city, he swore never to touch the blade again, and renounced his fighting ways.”

      “And yet he took up arms once more,” Malem said.

      “Against Vorgon, yes,” Solan said. “For King Agantas. We all did.”

      “And for me,” Malem said.

      Solan inclined his head in acquiescence.

      “You don’t have a woman?” Malem asked.

      “I did,” Solan said, his eyes growing distant. “And a child as well.”

      “Never mind,” Malem said. “I don’t think I want to know. This is going to end badly.”

      Solan nodded. “Good guess. They fell when the Elk King pillaged my city. My wife and child transformed into dragons to protect my home, but they were too weak against the human mages the Elk King had brought. He subdued them, tortured them.” Solan closed his eyes.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Malem said.

      Solan shrugged.

      “You should be happy that Vorgon is destroying the world, then,” Malem said. “We’re going to wipe out humanity. At least in its current form.”

      “I don’t hate humans,” Solan said quietly. “Hating them would be tantamount to hating myself. Or part of myself, anyway.”

      “But Sylfi and Brita do it,” Malem said.

      “I’m not Sylfi and Brita,” Solan replied. “Besides, Vorgon intends to wipe out more than humanity. He wishes to eradicate all Metals, too, and other races of the light.”

      “Races of the light,” Malem said. “Whoever came up with these classifications anyway? Races are not inherently good or evil. The temperament of the individuals in those races can vary across the spectrum.”

      “You’d think so,” Solan said. “But I’ve never met an orak that didn’t want to kill everything in sight. Nor a night elf that didn’t want to rule the world.”

      “What about Ziatrice?” Malem asked.

      “My point exactly,” Solan replied.

      Malem chuckled. “Okay, you win.”

      Solan studied him intently. “I can see why Wendolin believes she can save you. Though Vorgon’s taint is strong within you, it’s obvious the Balor hasn’t achieved full control of your mind. Or perhaps that’s only because of the collar you wear, muting Vorgon’s hold. I doubt we would have had the conversation that just took place if you weren’t wearing that collar.”

      Malem narrowed his eyes. “This conversation is over. Go back to your quarters.”

      Solan stood, and bowed slightly before leaving.

      One of the elven mages entered a moment later.

      “What do you want?” Malem asked.

      The elf gave him a cool look. “Wendolin is asking for you.”

      “Finally,” Malem said. “I was wondering when she’d come around. I’m a much better lover than that moronic dragon.”

      “I don’t think she wants you in her bed,” the elf said.

      “What does she want, then?” Malem pressed.

      The elf smiled. “That’s for the queen to tell you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      Malem stood before the queen in the study of the vast rooms that served as her quarters. Two elven mages stood at his side, clad in their green-specked brown robes.

      “You may go,” Wendolin told the elves.

      “But my queen, he—” one of the elves began.

      “Go,” she said more forcefully.

      The two elves bowed, and left.

      Wendolin beckoned toward the empty seat across from him. It was built out of wood. That made Malem reluctant to sit upon it, given how she could manipulate the material.

      Then again, the walls and floor were of wood, too, so it wasn’t like it really mattered.

      He took a seat.

      “Are you enjoying your stay in Dothloron so far?” she asked.

      “Not really,” Malem said. “Maybe if I was allowed to roam the grounds freely, I would.”

      “Maybe some day,” the queen said.

      “How do you leave the city?” Malem said. “Or even enter?”

      “There are only a few entrances and exits,” Wendolin said. “We keep them well guarded. They blend in with the surrounding forest, and are easily missed by ordinary passersby. Only those who know precisely what they are looking for may find these entrances. We like to keep Dothloron hidden away from the realm of men.”

      “And yet you’re aware of who comes and goes in your forest?” he asked.

      “Of course,” she said. “Elves watch the eaves at all hours. We were aware of you the moment we sighted your dragons in the distance, flying over the Wilden plains.”

      “Why did you attack us?” Malem said.

      “As I mentioned when we last spoke, you had an odd mix with you,” she said. “Six half dragons. A night elf. A half gobling. An Eldritch.”

      “So, what did you want to talk about?” he asked.

      “I’ve decided I’m going to execute the women that came with you,” she answered casually, as if talking about the morning’s tea. “Starting with the green one.”

      Malem allowed himself to betray no emotion. “Is that what Solan suggested?”

      “He did tell me you seem to have a particular affinity to that one,” the queen replied.

      Malem suppressed a sudden rage.

      I’ll have to have a little talk with that loose-lipped asshat later.

      He shrugged. “Kill them all. I don’t care. They serve only to grant me slots for Breaking monsters.”

      “And you’re not worried about losing these ‘slots’ of yours?” she asked.

      “Not in the least,” he said. “I can simply Break others.”

      “But you need ‘others’ of a certain proclivity,” she said. “Men and women who are half human. Such as myself. They are rare.”

      “Not rare when you visit an enclave of Metals,” he said casually.

      “Except the Metals have been routed, and you have no idea where to find such an enclave,” she said.

      “But you know,” Malem said. “Don’t you? A Metal envoy came this way after the dragons were routed from Khaledonius. Before they departed, they told you where you could find the king. In case you changed your mind and decided to join the war.”

      She gave him a blank look that seemed particularly forced.

      “And once I Break you,” he continued. “I’ll dredge the depths of your mind until I rip out the knowledge of their location. Then I’ll go and Break me some more half dragons. Or perhaps you’re even harboring some Metals here in your city at this very moment. Either way, I’ll replenish my slots.”

      She stared at him for a long moment. He couldn’t read her.

      “Very well, then. Let’s kill them.” She looked over one shoulder and shouted: “Bring them in.”

      A door opened behind her, and an elf marched inside. He carried a vine rope that threaded around the necks of Mauritania, Ziatrice and Gwenfrieda in turn. Tall Mauritania had to duck her head to fit the close confines.

      The three of them stood there uncertainly. They had worried looks written on their faces, as if they knew the queen was about to inflict some terrible punishment upon them in an attempt to secure Malem’s loyalty.

      “Now is your last chance,” Wendolin said.

      He forced his gaze from the women to the queen. He stared her down, saying nothing.

      When he didn’t reply, he heard a yelp: sharp thorns had erupted from the vines wrapped around the throats of the three women, pricking their flesh hard enough to draw blood. The trio flinched in pain.

      “Wait!” Malem thought furiously. But he couldn’t come up with a way to save them.

      “Yes?” the queen asked.

      He worked his mouth, but couldn’t make himself form the words.

      Those thorns grew further. Gwenfrieda was gasping for breath.

      “I yield,” Malem finally said. “I’ll do whatever you want.”

      “Tell me the makeup of Vorgon’s army,” Wendolin said. “How many Black Swords does the Balor have? Dragons?”

      When he hesitated once again, she glanced at the women, and the thorns grew longer yet, digging deeper into their necks.

      “Vorgon has eight thousand oraks,” Malem said quickly. “Three thousand dwarves. Two thousand night elves, fifteen hundred men, one thousand goblings, eight hundred Blue dragons, five hundred Eldritch, four hundred Black dragons, two hundred dire wolves, one hundred Troglodons, twenty basilisks…” And he rattled off the remainder.

      “How many Black Swords?” she asked.

      “Five,” he said.

      “What are the Balor’s plans?” she said. “Which city does Vorgon intend to take next?”

      “That I don’t know,” Malem said. “I’m sorry.”

      She stared at him, as if she was unsure she believed him, but then said: “You will swear obedience to me. You will promise to wear that collar for the rest of your life. And to never lay a hand against me.”

      He smiled inside. Was that all it took? A false promise?

      “I swear this,” he said, keeping his expression neutral.

      “Good,” Wendolin said. She lowered her hand, and the thorns retracted from the vines around the necks of the three women; the trio still bled profusely. “Take them to the healer,” she ordered the elf.

      The elf male nodded, and led them from the room. Gwenfrieda bumped into the wall groggily before she left. He watched her leave, and the elf shut the door behind them.

      “I haven’t broken you yet,” the queen said. “But I’m off to a good start.”

      “You will remove the vines from their throats?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “Sure. It doesn’t matter anyway. Those were just for show. I have complete control over the collars they wear. I can crush the life out of them at will. Remotely. Keep that in mind, if ever you think to disobey me. If you somehow managed to escape your own collar, for example, and attempted to wrap your will around my own, as soon as I felt you in my head I would kill your women.”

      That was certainly an interesting problem.

      “I have complete control of the collar you wear as well,” she added.

      The collar suddenly tightened against his neck, even though his fingers weren’t anywhere near it. He couldn’t breathe. He dug his fingers into the band’s rim, trying to find purchase, but couldn’t. Stars assailed his vision, and the room grew dim.

      He sought out Vorgon at his core, instinctively wanting to drain stamina from his master, but the Balor’s presence inside of him had vanished entirely, as had the men and women Malem had bound. He panicked, searching frantically through his mental space for any sign of them. But there was nothing there. Nothing…

      Wait. He found something on the periphery of his mind. Floating there, abutting against his will, as if not actually a part of him, but existing slightly outside his mind. He didn’t recognize it. The energy bundle didn’t belong to any of the men and women he owned, nor to Vorgon. Its signature felt strangely foreign. Completely unlike any animal or monster he had ever bound.

      His vision had been reduced to a tunnel at that point, but he hardly noticed. He was drawn to that bundle. Wanted to know what it was.

      Could it be Wendolin?

      He reached inside of it, and the pressure at his throat subsided, very slightly.

      Wendolin’s eyes widened.

      Before he could do anything further, the collar clamped down harder than ever, and he toppled from his seat, dropping to the floor.

      Malem was too weak to search for that external presence. His vision had faded to a small point of light. He would lose consciousness shortly.

      Then the collar loosened, returning to its former girth around his throat. Malem sucked in the air in heavy, throat-burning gasps. As he lay there, panting, vision slowly returned. As did Vorgon’s energy bundle at his core, along with the bundles of the men and women he had Broken.

      While he recovered, he searched the periphery of his mind and found the foreign energy again. He slid his will around it and applied subtle pressure. It wobbled slightly beneath his touch. He was reminded of a tongue worrying a loose tooth.

      “Well, that’s troubling,” Wendolin said.

      Malem immediately released the foreign bundle. He would explore that source later tonight when the city, and the queen herself, slept. Either the bundle embodied her mind as represented through the collar, or it symbolized the collar itself. But if it was her mind, perhaps he could Break her right here.

      He was tempted, but he decided against it, at least for the time being. If it was her mind, she’d need to be physically weakened before he could crush her will. That, or he’d have to seduce her.

      Depending on how things go in the next few minutes, the latter might certainly be possible.

      “What’s troubling?” he said, pushing himself upright.

      “For a moment I thought…” But then she bit her tongue. “Nothing.”

      He returned to the seat and stared into her eyes. He allowed his voice to deepen slightly. “You have broken me. You have proved you are my master. What would you like me to do next, mistress? Speak. I am yours to do with as you please.” He didn’t break eye contact once. He repeated the last phrase for emphasis. “As you please.”

      She must have sensed the sudden sexual tension he had created, because when she shifted, her eyes didn’t break from his, as if he were the only thing that existed in the world at this moment. Her nostrils flared very slightly, and he took that as a sign to continue.

      “It must be hard,” he continued. “Trying to balance being a queen, with being a woman. One is required to be prim and proper at all times, while the other just wants to be wild and free. The woman doesn’t get to come out often enough, I suspect. The queen rules with an iron fist, and keeps the woman hemmed up inside. But when she comes out, she acts with years of pent-up restraint. Let her free now. No one will ever know.”

      She licked her lips, saying nothing.

      “This moment in time will never come again,” Malem continued, leaning forward. Across the table, she leaned into him, matching his body language. A good sign. He spoke slowly, hypnotically. “You and I will never be here again, together, in this particular moment. The tides of time ebb ever forward, drawing everything with them. If you don’t act on your womanly urges, if you don’t allow her to be free, you will look back on this day and wonder: what could have been? What—”

      She sat back suddenly and smirked. “Tricked ya! Nice try, though. I’m not ready to fuck you, however.”

      Malem frowned, sitting back himself. She was definitely a good actor. So much for seducing her, then.

      He reached for the foreign source in his mind, but restrained himself in the last moment.

      I’ll experiment with it tonight.

      “So, there is something you can do for me, now that you’ve been broken, as you claim,” she continued.

      “Oh?” he asked.

      “After your arrival, I sent scouts outside the Dothweald,” she explained. “They traveled to the southernmost end of the Wilden plains to watch the Harken Mountains. Yesterday afternoon, my scouts detected a black host issuing from those mountains.”

      “Vorgon,” Malem said.

      Wendolin nodded. “The Balor comes for you.”

      “Oh, not for me,” Malem said. “For you.”

      Her lips set in a bleak line.

      “He wants you,” Malem said. “More than he wants anything in this world. You are to be his bride.”

      “What a horrible thought,” Wendolin said.

      “Yes,” Malem said, feigning sympathy. “I don’t want to even imagine what he’ll do to you. He’ll burn this forest to the ground so that he can find these hidden entrances of yours.”

      Something I should have done.

      Actually, he had intended to do just that, but then her elves had attacked.

      “He can certainly try,” Wendolin said. “Tomorrow, when he attacks, I will release you. You will go to him. I don’t care what you tell me, but you will give him this.”

      She held out a bright, opalescent sphere.

      “What is it?” he asked, accepting the sphere, which was like an oversized pearl, the size of a human head.

      “It will cause him great damage,” she answered cryptically.

      Malem shrugged. “I can do that. But why not let me and my party go now then? I can deliver it early.”

      “I want to strike when he is at his weakest,” she replied. “Tomorrow, when he comes, he will strain his resources by attacking in the flesh. You will go to him before he can retreat to that nether world of his to recuperate.”

      “For someone who claims to be neutral,” he said. “You certainly know a lot about the demon’s habits.”

      “Let’s just say, I have my spies among Vorgon’s army,” she said. “Just as the human kings of your realm do, I’m sure.”

      Malem nodded. Night elves and dwarves were just as corruptible as ordinary men. Hell, even oraks could be turned, if you offered them the right price, such as an entire inhabited village to do with as they pleased.

      “Any questions?” she asked.

      “I just give it to him, in his hand?” Malem said.

      “That’s right,” she said.

      “Sounds easy enough,” he said.

      “Good,” Wendolin stood. “You should know, the men and women you have Broken will be staying with me when you venture forth to deliver that to Vorgon. If you fail to give him the item, I will kill all of them. Is that clear?”

      He stared at the silver pearl. He had no intention of delivering it to Vorgon, of course.

      “Perfectly,” he told her.

      With that, she dismissed him. Two elven mages came to escort him back to his quarters.

      As he walked through the wooden halls, and into the marble portion of the tree-tower, he thought of everything that had transpired.

      Vorgon would be arriving tomorrow. That meant Malem had to act tonight no matter what. Somehow he had to Break Wendolin.

      He wouldn’t disappoint his master. He would march out of the Dothweald before Vorgon could burn it down. He would emerge with the queen at his side, and her army following obediently behind her, and they would kneel before the Balor. Vorgon’s black host would bow before Malem as he was restored to his position of lead Black Sword.

      He reached his quarters and placed the silver pearl she had given him inside a backpack for safekeeping. He stared at the spherical bulge it made in the sack, and wondered if there was a way to turn the pearl against Wendolin in some way.

      Maybe I’ll bring it with me tonight.

      He fingered the collar at his neck, and it tightened. He retracted his hand as if stung. Once again he resisted the urge to touch the foreign energy bundle he had only recently discovered inside his head.

      Tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      Xaxia crept through the abandoned city that the dwarf had led her to. She had hitched Vesuvius outside the broken city walls. The horse’s hooves would be too loud on the cobblestone, giving the party away long before they reached their target.

      The half moon shone brightly overhead, providing ample illumination to navigate by. And ample shadows. She, Timlir and Goldenthall kept to the latter, staying close to the walls of the damaged buildings.

      The city, known as Barbararus, resided on the western seashore. Before it had fallen, it had been home to one of the most active ports in the region, with traders coming in from across the coast. But Vorgon had devastated the city, driving out most of the residents, and slaying those who had stayed behind. It was the perfect place for deserters from the Balor’s army to take up residence.

      Vorgon didn’t always raze the conquered cities to the ground. He would sometimes accept surrender from those with sizable armies, leaving the city untouched when he marched on. Of course, the city would be left defenseless because the Balor would conscript the entire army so that when the monsters that roamed in Vorgon’s wake reached the walls, the kings, queens and mayors who had surrendered would realize their mistakes too late.

      Night elves usually slept during the day, and were active at night. However, these particular elves left patrols active during the day, making it hard to approach the keep. She’d chosen to attack at night, because not even night elves could see into the darkest shadows. With luck, most of the night elves would be away when she arrived, exploring the Black Realm via the portal they’d opened with the Dark Eye. She’d slay the mage responsible for holding the portal open, trapping all the night elves on the other side, and then skedaddle.

      On the way here, the plains had been overrun with goblings who had left the Midweald forest. She was able to flee from most encounters, however sometimes Vesuvius was too weary, and she had been forced to engage in a few minor skirmishes. She hadn’t faced any mages, so that was a relief. But she doubted things were going to be so easy once she reached the keep: the night elves were inherently a magical people.

      Ahead, the southern wall of the keep loomed, eating up the sky. She continued forward, keeping Biter in its sheath. As soon as the fighting began, and the Drainer began to feast upon the stamina of her enemies, the blade would begin to glow, acting as a beacon that would draw the other night elves to her. That was one of the downsides of wielding a magic weapon of that particular bent. But she’d work with it. She always had. She had other weapons on her person she could use, if necessary.

      Still, she was reluctant to utilize the latter blades. She was nothing without Biter. The sword made her faster, stronger, more resilient. With it, she could defeat foes who had twice or triple her strength. The stamina it gave her from the fallen allowed her to fight forever, never flagging. Well, okay, that was only true against oraks, Biter’s favorite food, but usually the sword still imparted at least a small amount of stamina regardless of the enemy type. It wouldn’t be a Drainer, otherwise.

      The buildings here were in even worse condition than those on the outskirts of the city, with some of them collapsed entirely, their bricks fanning out across the streets. She had to crawl over a few of the wreckages, passing over the remnants of people’s homes, and the personal belongings and heirlooms that had been laid bare.

      Goldenthall tripped on an exposed nightstand intermixed in the rubble, crashing into her.

      “Oof!” She spun on the man, but he was already picking himself off of her.

      “Sorry,” Goldenthall said quietly.

      She had given him one of her spare swords for the coming battle. He had actually proven himself to have some prowess with the blade, having fought well against the goblings on the plains. Still, that didn’t mean she was quite ready to trust him with her life.

      But that’s what I’m essentially doing by bringing him along, isn’t it?

      She had considered leaving him and the dwarf behind. As an assassin and thief, she had found herself outnumbered many times in the past, especially after acquiring her target, and she had always escaped with her life. Then again, all of those situations had involved ordinary men, and sometimes oraks, but not night elves equipped with dark magic. Night elves who would be immune to her charms.

      She smiled. Men were so easy to defeat; most never fought very hard against a beautiful woman. It went against their nature. Night elves, however, wouldn’t give a damn how she looked.

      Yes, she felt better for having the pair along. If only to give the night elves something else to shoot their dark magic at.

      She pulled herself off the rubble and onto the street beyond, hugging the building walls.

      As she neared the keep, she spotted a figure on patrol upon the parapet of its outer wall. She halted in the shadows of the nearest building, and waited until the figure moved on before continuing.

      In short order, she reached the base of the keep. She couldn’t see a thing along the base of the wall, which was pitch black—the upper portion blotted out the moon.

      Timlir took the lead, heading toward the sally port he’d discovered when he was taken prisoner. As a mountain dwarf, he had night vision to rival that of the elves. She had instructed him to turn back if he spotted any guards near the sally port.

      She felt along the wall with the fingertips of one hand, using it as a reference point in the dark. All of a sudden she heard two sickly squishes ahead—it sounded like a butcher’s blade chopping through meat. Or a dwarf’s ax. The noise was followed by two heavy thuds as objects dropped to the cobblestone: the upper bodies of two figures protruded from the triangle of shadow next to the wall. Those figures were promptly dragged from view, back into the murk next to the wall.

      “There were a couple of guards,” Timlir’s voice came softly from just ahead.

      “I told you to turn back!” she hissed.

      “Why turn back, when I could handle them?” Timlir said. “They weren’t mages. Just a few night elves with piss poor vision. Come on then, let’s get this done.”

      She continued forward, nearly tripping on the bodies she couldn’t see.

      “Watch the bodies,” she said over her shoulder. Amazingly, Goldenthall didn’t trip.

      She was still trailing her left fingers along the wall when the stone abruptly slid away and her hand passed over empty air. She heard muffled footsteps coming from within, and realized this was the sally port. Timlir had already gone inside.

      “Going in,” she told Goldenthall behind her.

      She stepped through the opening and continued forward. She extended both arms this time, and felt the cold stone beneath her fingertips on either side.

      She moved quietly, enough to hear the padded footfalls of the dwarf ahead, and the man behind. But otherwise, she still saw nothing. She was starting to wish she were a half monster.

      This is ridiculous.

      The walls on either side fell away, and she promptly stepped into Timlir. She suppressed a curse, and a second one when Goldenthall plowed into her from behind. At least the former king had the good sense to hold his tongue.

      She waited, and then Timlir stepped away from her. He reached back wordlessly, and wrapped his arm around her hand. She groped Goldenthall’s arm behind her with her free hand until she found the man’s wrist, and then wrenched him forward as she followed Timlir’s lead.

      The dwarf led them through the darkness, pausing occasionally, no doubt to let some patrol pass. Xaxia couldn’t flatten herself against any nearby walls, because she didn’t know where such walls were.

      She had expected at least a little light in this place. Perhaps it had been a mistake to sneak inside at night. She hoped Timlir didn’t go down, because without the dwarf she wasn’t going to get out of here alive. Not like this.

      At one point, Timlir mumbled the word “stairs” to warn her that steps were coming. She stumbled over the first stair, as did Goldenthall behind her, but the pair quickly got into the rhythm. She counted each step, and after the twenty-fifth, she unexpectedly hit level floor, and her foot stomped down on the imaginary step she had been expecting.

      Timlir remained motionless in the dark ahead of her, his grip tight upon her palm, pulling her down. She crouched, and yanked on Goldenthall’s hand so that he would duck, too; no doubt her small thud had attracted the attention of nearby night elves. The dwarf waited for them to pass, hoping, like her, that they wouldn’t notice the trio.

      She held her breath, listening intently, but heard nothing except her own beating heart. If there were night elves out there, they were a stealthy bunch.

      Finally, after what seemed an eternity, Timlir led her forward once more. Goldenthall didn’t stumble at the top step as she had—her trip up had primed him, no doubt.

      She no longer heard the footsteps of either individual, and realized the trio was striding over some kind of carpet. That explained why she hadn’t heard anything from the night elves.

      Timlir turned to the right sharply, pulling her. She tugged Goldenthall that way as well, figuring the dwarf was pulling them into a side room to avoid a passing elven patrol.

      Timlir led her deeper into that room, and then halted.

      She waited, hearing nothing.

      She counted the seconds in her head.

      At the three-minute mark, Timlir led her and Goldenthall back to where she imagined the opening was. His fingers were sweaty around her palm by then—she wasn’t sure if the perspiration came from him, or her. It was probably from both of them.

      The dwarf led her into what she imagined was the hallway once more, and they continued forward. Then Timlir paused.

      He released her hand, and she heard a very subtle jingling as he unhooked his ax from his belt. She hadn’t noticed that before when he’d retrieved the weapon. Just as she was thinking the dwarf was losing his touch, his boots thudded loudly to the left.

      She heard two sickly squishes as his blade sliced through what must have been flesh, and then more thudding. Falling bodies. His boots, moving.

      “Incurresana!” came an elvish voice. She understood a little elvish, thanks to her time with Ziatrice, and recognized the word for incursion.

      “Shit!” she said.

      She heard the din of multiple blades striking one another, and the swoosh of fired arrows, followed by the impact of arrowheads on steel.

      It sounded like Timlir was overwhelmed in there.

      She wasn’t about to let the dwarf fight alone. Even if it meant wading into a battle she could not see.

      She slid Biter from its sheath, took a deep breath, and rushed into the opening of the room she had imagined in her head.

      She almost tripped on the bodies Timlir had felled at the entrance. She stumbled forward, hitting someone else. She’d struck what felt like a shoulder with her chin. Too tall to be Timlir.

      She stepped back, and raised her blade to defend against the blow she knew was coming. She heard the hiss of her opponent’s blade as it cut through the air, and stepped back, adjusting Biter. She wasn’t certain the precise angle the sword was coming in from, so when it struck, Biter was forced far back by the strike.

      She nimbly sidestepped, flowing with the impact as she had been taught. She listened for the next soft swish, which came from the right. She leaped forward and to the left, striking out with her sword in a sweeping fashion, and felt the blade contact the steel of her opponent’s sword. Sparks flashed subtly as her weapon tore away tiny fragments from that of her foe’s, but didn’t produce enough light to see by. She might as well have fought blindfolded.

      She estimated where her enemy stood, and ducked, swinging her boot in a sweeping motion. She struck her opponent’s ankles, and because of the superior strength imparted her by Biter, she tripped the man. Unfortunately, he didn’t fall where she thought he would, because a moment later she felt a heavy weight come crashing down upon her.

      She tried to roll away, but it was too late, and her opponent forced her to the floor. She struck, twisting her wrist, losing Biter.

      She instinctively slid the dagger from her belt, and stabbed it blindly into her opponent. She heard a sharp intake of air, and then her attacker’s weight shifted.

      She used the opportunity to slide away, and reached for where she thought Biter lay. Nope. She groped frantically upon the floor, searching for the weapon.

      Meanwhile she heard more thuds, and more steel-on-steel strikes as Timlir continued to fight nearby. She thought Goldenthall had joined the struggle, too, but she couldn’t be sure.

      She was about to draw her backup sword when she found Biter. Wasn’t the hilt. She heard a swish above her and ducked. She felt a rush of air just above her hair.

      Close one.

      Remaining at a crouch, she felt along the blade until she touched the guard, and then wrapped her fingers around the hilt, standing. She raised the blade at the same time—lucky for her, because the weapon deflected a blow she hadn’t known was coming. Biter tilted back precariously upon impact, striking her shoulder with the flat of the blade.

      She shifted again, moving to the left, and, ducking, sliced out with her sword. It was part luck, and part estimation, because her sword hewed through something solid.

      Biter abruptly lit up, becoming a moderately bright purple, and she felt a small amount of stamina flowing into her body. Under the illumination of the sword, she saw she had cut open the rib cage of her opponent. Yup, it was a night elf.

      The man bared his teeth in a rictus as he stabbed at her again with his blade. But now Xaxia had the advantage. The blade blinded those eyes that were used to the dark, and she easily parried it. He left himself open, and she swung the blade around, taking his head. This time, more stamina flowed into her, but still not as much as she would have received had her opponent been an orak.

      The blade flared even brighter, blinding all the night-accustomed enemies in the room with its dazzle. Including Timlir.

      She rushed the enemy elves, quickly hewing through two in her path, and only gaining a little stamina from each. She reached an archer, but he threw his longbow at her and exchanged it for a sword he drew from his waist. His eyes had already adjusted to the brightness, because he fought well, and Xaxia couldn’t press the attack.

      In fact, she was forced to retreat slightly.

      Timlir suddenly rushed her, forcing her to the floor. He took over the battle against the skilled elven swordsman. At first she didn’t understand why he’d done that, and was a little angry.

      Thinks he’s a better fighter than me, does he? Typical man!

      But then waves of arrows came in at the dwarf. She realized he’d just saved her life. And was very likely going to die for it.

      She quickly scanned the room under the light of her sword, and saw that archers lined the peripheries of the chamber. They fired another wave at the dwarf, but strangely he remained standing. The arrows simply dropped down to the floor, their tips blunted.

      Some of the elves aimed at her as she started to get up, but Timlir relocated so that he stood in front of her as he fought the swordsman.

      The elves fired again, but once more all of the arrows missed the mark. Elves were renown for their archery skills, so this didn’t add up… she studied him closely when she clambered to her feet and the next wave came—well, as closely as a split second allowed—and realized the arrows were inexplicably drawn to the ax blade. They all hit the same spot near the haft, no matter where he held the weapon, and promptly dropped to the floor. Had to be some magic innate to the blade.

      Smears of dark magic crossed the room, and for a moment she thought they were destined for Timlir, but they struck three of the archers. She glanced toward the entrance, and saw Goldenthall standing there. His eyes were black, and dark mist issued from them in plumes.

      Not thinking too hard on what she’d just seen, she rushed past Timlir and made for the remaining archers, who had all turned their bows toward Goldenthall. She hewed down two of them, but before she could get to the remaining five, they unleashed their arrows.

      She glanced toward the entrance, expecting to find Goldenthall turned into a pincushion, but instead the arrows had found the marks in five oraks who had suddenly arrived from nowhere. Pikes in hand, those oraks rushed the elves. Fletchings protruded from their bronze armor where the arrows had struck.

      Biter called out to her, begging for the blood of the oraks. She obliged it, beheading the first orak as it reached the archers. Biter lit up so strongly, that it may as well have been daylight in there.

      She straightened as endurance flowed through her body.

      That was more like it.

      She struck down the first archer, and let the other oraks handle the remaining four. Then she turned toward Timlir, who faced off against three elven swordsmen by then.

      Full of energy, she dashed into the fray, surprising the attackers. She moved in a blur, cutting off the head of the first swordsman, and pairing off against the second while Timlir handled the third.

      Threads of dark magic wrapped around the creature, courtesy of Goldenthall, but the night elf laughed, apparently immune.

      She blocked two of his blows in rapid succession, then struck a glancing blow on the repartee. She swept her blade upward, parrying the next strike, and then sidestepped, feigning a strike high. The elf fell for it. Maintaining eye contact with the creature, she shifted the weapon down instead, slicing underneath its parry, and striking through the leather armor of its chest. She bit into its rib cage, and Biter, whose brightness had diminished somewhat, flared once again.

      But then another night elf came at her from the side. The attack took her off guard. She narrowly parried the blow, but her opponent tripped her with a boot at the same time, and she dropped to the floor. She hit hard, and once more lost her weapon.

      She rolled away as the enemy’s blade flashed down. The night elf stood between her and Biter, and smiled menacingly, revealing sharp teeth.

      She reluctantly switched to her backup sword.

      Biter, though on the floor, still lit up the room, allowing her to see. She glanced at Timlir and the oraks, who were occupied with the remaining night elves. Goldenthall, too, was fighting an elf, using the spare blade she had given him. He still sent out streams of dark magic, but the remaining night elves, including her current opponent, proved immune to it. Her foe simply fought through the black mists that wrapped around its body.

      She moved slower, and the blade felt heavier. She was obviously outmatched. She felt every blow that she parried, the impacts vibrating down her arms, rumbling her chest cavity. She was barely able to defend against the fast, frantic attacks. Her blade was nearly knocked away entirely a few times.

      I’m not strong enough.

      She cleared her mind. She was. She could do this.

      A glancing blow from her enemy’s sword cut into her thighs, bringing her back to the present moment. She concentrated. Moving through the sword forms she had learned from other mercenaries, sword forms she had modified to suit her own height and weight. Unfortunately, those forms were also designed for the enhanced speed and strength Biter gave her, which threw her off.

      More cuts appeared on her chest, and her arms.

      She was going to lose this.

      Her opponent’s eyes lit up, full in the knowledge that he was about to kill this human interloper. No help was coming from her friends, they were all occupied.

      I’m going to die.
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      Another strike to Xaxia’s thigh brought her focus back to the fore, and she bit down on the pain, and concentrated on redirecting the anger. She was going to wipe that smirk off this asshole’s face.

      She struck harder, gritting her teeth. She risked leaving herself open twice to take the offensive, and only narrowly parried the follow-up blow that came after. It skimmed her neck, and she felt the sting, and the subtle trickle of blood.

      And then her opponent made a mistake. He swung too far, trying to end this too early, obviously attempting to cut her head clean off her shoulders.

      She ducked underneath the blade, stepped to the side, and struck upward in an arc as she stood. The blade passed below the night elf’s right arm, passing clean through his rib cage.

      The night elf looked at her with absolute shock in his eyes, and blood gurgled from his lips.

      He collapsed.

      Panting, she turned around, looking for other foes to face, but the others were just finishing up. Goldenthall felled his own foe as she watched, while Timlir looked like he had just taken out his opponent. The oraks, meanwhile, had been reduced to a trio; they simply stood there, above the bodies of three night elves, calmly watching her.

      “Thanks for the help,” she scolded the oraks.

      One of them shrugged.

      No other enemies stood, so she sheathed the blade and strode to where Biter had fallen on the floor. She scooped it up, calmly walked back to her former opponent; the night elf was crawling along the floor, trying to get away.

      She stabbed him in the back, killing him. The blade flared a bright purple. She straightened as a small amount of stamina flowed into her body.

      “Asshole.” She withdrew the blade, and turned toward the door. “Goldenthall, or Banvil, whatever the fuck you are, have those oraks guard the entrance.”

      Goldenthall raised an amused eyebrow, as if he found her commanding tone funny or something. But then he nodded, and the three oraks rushed to the entrance, passing him to stand guard.

      As she stood there, panting, she spotted a black sphere sitting at the center of the room. She hadn’t noticed it until that moment. Without having to ask, she knew it was the Dark Eye, the huge, head-sized jewel that had once festooned the hilt of Banvil’s massive sword. Festoon. That wasn’t the proper word. Festoon implied bright, gaudy ornamentation. This was far from bright. The blackness at its center appeared to eat all the light produced by Biter, and almost seemed to call out to her as she stared at it.

      Entranced, she slowly strode toward it. She reached out, still lost in its hypnotic pull, but before she could touch it, another hand scooped the item up.

      She stood, stunned.

      Goldenthall had beat her to it. He held the weapon in both hands, smiling maliciously. When he looked up, his eyes had become an even starker black. The mist ebbed and flowed from them in vibrant waves.

      “I thank you for leading me back to what is mine,” Banvil’s deep voice came from his lips.

      From his words, she thought that Goldenthall was going to betray her, and open up a portal to the Dark Realm right there and abandon her, or some similar treachery, but then the former king-turned-Balor surprised her, and tossed her the sphere.

      She caught it in her free arm. She could tell it was heavy, or at least meant to be, but the strength imparted to her by Biter negated its weight. Now that it touched her, she couldn’t break her gaze from it. Again she felt the Dark Eye’s call. She just wanted to hold onto it forever, and never let go.

      It seemed to grow heavier with each passing moment, and she worried she might drop it. She suddenly realized that the object itself wasn’t inherently heavy, but rather, it was draining her.

      She glanced at Goldenthall; he was smirking, his eyes matching the infinite darkness of the orb.

      She stepped back, and dropped Biter; she lowered her backpack in her free hand, and quickly shoved the Dark Eye inside. Strength promptly returned. She scooped up Biter, and when she looked back at Goldenthall, his eyes had returned to normal, and dark mist no longer issued forth from them.

      “How much of the Balor’s power do you possess?” she asked, thinking back on his display of dark magic during the fight. Not to mention his ability to summon oraks, of all things.

      Goldenthall shook his head. “The question should be, how much of the Balor possesses me?”

      Once again she wondered how good of an idea it was to allow Banvil to enter Malem when the time came.

      She dismissed the thought. She’d deal with that when the time came.

      She glanced at Timlir. “Was a portal open when you arrived?”

      The dwarf nodded. “We likely trapped a good number in the Black Realm. Their mage was holding open the gate when I entered. Needless to say, he was the third I hewed down, after the two at the door. The gate closed when he fell.”

      “There were no more mages?” she asked.

      “Only two,” he replied. “But they followed the first mage shortly thereafter.” He patted the rim of his ax.

      “Well, that explains why we didn’t have to face any dark magic attacks,” she commented.

      “You didn’t, lassy,” the dwarf said. “But I did.”

      He slid the haft of the ax through the loop at his belt, and then lifted up his chest piece to reveal the dark veins that festered beneath. She inhaled with a hiss when she saw that.

      “Don’t worry, it’s not a mortal wound,” he said. “Not yet, at least. I should be able to last a few weeks. Long enough to find a healer specializing in dark magic treatment.”

      She glanced at Goldenthall, who shook his head. “Banvil can’t reach into this world enough to heal. I’m not sure he even knows how. Destruction is all he’s ever dealt in.”

      Xaxia nodded, and returned her attention to Timlir. “Well, I might know someone who can help you.”

      She kept her sword drawn on the way out, so as to confer light. The oraks led the way—they still answered to Goldenthall, even when his voice and eyes were normal.

      An orak fell as they approached the stairs—two elven archers had taken cover beneath the topmost steps, and fired arrows. Timlir drew his ax, and rushed them. The arrows struck his blade, falling away harmlessly; the two archers stood up as he approached, drawing their swords to meet him, but Timlir was the faster, and hewed down the pair of them before they could get in a blow.

      On the second floor, the party encountered two more night elves, these firing arrows from the cover of a room that adjoined the hall, and the remaining oraks were struck down. Timlir plowed forward once again, twirling his blade in front of him as a shield, and the arrows were drawn to it, dropping away harmlessly. Xaxia followed right behind the fighter, and when he bowled over the first elf, she stabbed at the second, and in two quick moves the two of them had cut down their foes. Her sword flared brightly with the kill, but bestowed only a pittance of stamina.

      Timlir took the lead now that the oraks were gone. She followed close behind him, with Goldenthall taking up the rear. The dwarf was more impressive than she thought. She felt a primal attraction to him in that moment, the same attraction all woman felt when they saw a man who was a master at his craft. Though in this case, Timlir’s craft was killing.

      She was aware of her attraction only at a near-subconscious level, as her heart continued to pound in her chest, and her mind remained attuned to her every surroundings, waiting for the next attack, thick in the throes of bloodlust. She wanted to both kill, and fuck, at the moment. She prayed that the party would encounter more dark elves, so she could at least satisfy one of those urges.

      She got her wish when loud footfalls heralded the arrival of dark elves from behind. Four of them, probably members of a rooftop patrol. One of them was a dark mage, judging from the black robes he wore.

      Threads of dark mist erupted from that one, eating the light produced by Xaxia’s blade.

      Goldenthall stepped into the path of that evil magic, and the darkness swerved toward him, drawn to his form. He held out his arm and laughed a Balor’s laugh as the black streams flowed into him, and the mage stepped back, filled with a sudden terror.

      The archers stepped forth, and fired at Goldenthall.

      Timlir was there; the dwarf leaped in front of the possessed man, and absorbed the arrows with his ax. The bolts clattered to the floor.

      “Get out of the way, fool!” Goldenthall said in Banvil’s voice.

      Timlir glanced back, and when he saw Goldenthall’s face, his eyes widened, and he immediately stepped out of the way. Xaxia couldn’t see his visage from here, but she was well aware of what Goldenthall looked like when Banvil was in full control of the former king.

      Goldenthall held out his hands, and the dark mist he had absorbed shot back at the elves. One of them screamed as dark veins climbed up his face, and he collapsed; but the others were immune.

      The dark mage, feeling more courageous, stepped forward and raised his hands to begin another attack, but then he was run through from behind by a bronze pike. Banvil had summoned another orak.

      Two, apparently: a second pike drilled through the night elf next to the mage.

      The last remaining elf spun, drawing its sword to stab the closest orak.

      Timlir raced forward once again, and as the elf defended against the second orak, the dwarf stabbed the elf in the back.

      “Well, that was dirty,” Xaxia told him when he returned with the orak.

      “All fights are dirty,” Timlir declared.

      “Are you able to summon more oraks?” she asked Goldenthall. “If so, why not bring an army?”

      Goldenthall’s eyes had returned to normal. “Banvil can’t, actually. He has limited access to his dark powers, especially in his current weakened state. He was pretty much done after the first display you saw upstairs, but when the dark mage arrived to lend him a fresh supply of the stuff, Banvil was happy to bring along a few friends.”

      “Well, have the orak lead the way,” she told the former king.

      “Of course,” Goldenthall said. “Oraks make great fodder. Even Banvil admits this.”

      The orak took point, and was the first to fall when three more night elves blocked the way. The party had their fighting strategy down pat by then: Timlir rushed forward, taking the arrows, while Xaxia and Goldenthall followed in behind. As soon as the elves realized their arrows weren’t working, they switched to blades, but by then the trio had closed the distance, and hewed two of them down before they even finished drawing. The third didn’t last long, not against the three of them.

      No more attacks came after that, and the trio made their way back to the sally point—really just a small hallway near the basement—and exited the keep. They kept to the shadows, retracing their steps, and eventually emerged from the broken walls of the city itself.

      Soon she was leading Vesuvius away across the road that cut through the plains. Biter was scabbarded at her hips. Timlir guided his pony beside her, and Goldenthall followed behind, between them.

      Xaxia didn’t want to ride at night, not with all the potential dangers out there—even though the road was relatively visible under the moonlight, the wreckages of carriages littered the path, along with the corpses of monsters and men. No, they would be walking for at least a short while, then they would make camp, sleep, and, ride in the morning. Vesuvius would be glad for the respite.

      At least she was free of the urges the bloodlust had wreaked. Instead, she was experiencing the down that came after every battle: she had a headache, and felt weak to the point her arms trembled slightly when she tried to lift them. The feeling would pass, soon. It always did.

      She glanced over her shoulder past Vesuvius and watched the dark shape of Barbararus recede beneath the light of the half moon. She wasn’t sad to leave the city behind. The fight for the Dark Eye hadn’t been an easy one, though she hadn’t expected it to be otherwise. The road ahead was no less difficult.

      With the artifact, Malem—or an appropriate user of dark magic under his power—could open a portal to the Black Realm and seek out Banvil’s raw essence. In fact, Goldenthall could probably use the Eye to open a portal himself. The former king had promised to be their guide in the Black Realm. Though apparently they wouldn’t have to look very hard to find Banvil once they arrived. However, it would still take some time.

      She wondered if she was leading Malem into a trap.

      What if Banvil is deceiving me?

      Goldenthall had mentioned a price, but refused to discuss what that price might be.

      She prayed it wasn’t something too terrible.

      “So when are we going to use the Eye?” Timlir said from beside her. “And open a portal to the Black Realm? I want to seek my wife as soon as possible!”

      “I can’t use the Eye,” she said.

      “Yes, but he can obviously.” Timlir nodded at Goldenthall.

      “Maybe,” Xaxia said.

      “What do you mean, maybe?” Timlir said. “We came all this way, and you don’t have the power to use it?” He threw up his arms. “You could have told me before we began. Ah, but it doesn’t matter. I’m sure we can find a dark mage somewhere whose services are for hire.”

      “Actually, I know someone who can definitely open it,” she said. “For free. We’re headed to them now.”

      She thought Timlir gave her a suspicious look, though she couldn’t really tell under the moonlight. “And where might this someone of yours be located?”

      “Oh, not far,” she said. “They’re with Vorgon’s army.”

      She could almost imagine Timlir’s eyes widening in the dark, but again, she couldn’t really see more than the outline of his face. “Vorgon’s army! Blast, Woman! I’m not going near a Balor!”

      “But you’ve been fighting side-by-side with one,” she said.

      Timlir glanced at Goldenthall. “So that’s what possesses you.”

      The former king said nothing.

      “Can’t say I’m all that surprised,” Timlir said. “But that doesn’t really set my mind at ease. In fact, it kind of makes me want to run the hell away from the two of you.”

      “Would it help if I mentioned that the man we seek is a Black Sword?” she said. “Vorgon’s top lieutenant, in fact.”

      Timlir was quiet for a long moment. “You’re joking, I hope.”

      “Not at all,” she said.

      “He’ll strike you down the moment he sees you,” Timlir said. “And me, they’ll conscript me into the army. I don’t know what the hell Vorgon will do when it sees him.” He nodded toward Goldenthall. “But I suspect the Balor won’t like having competition around.”

      “Actually, I know this Black Sword,” Xaxia said. “At least, I used to.”

      Again the dwarf was quiet. Then: “Well, that’s it. I’m out.”

      “You’re a good fighter,” she told him. “I’d hate to lose you.” And, if she was truthful with herself, she was growing rather fond of the fellow. But she wasn’t actually going to admit that to him.

      “I…” He looked down in the dim light. He sighed. “When we reach this lieutenant of yours, we will go to the Black Realm?”

      “We will,” she replied, with more certainty than she felt. In truth, she had no idea what Malem would do when she arrived with the Dark Eye. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to get through to him. Malem might not even let her explain what he needed to do to break free. Goldenthall had promised that Banvil would do what he could to help, but there was no guarantee the Balor would be able to reach him either.

      It was all a huge risk.

      But she had to try.

      If she didn’t, she would regret it for the rest of her life.

      “Then I can finally meet my wife,” Timlir said.

      “You want to find your wife, you’ve chosen the right companions,” she told him.

      The trio continued along the road, and a short time later she called a halt to make camp. They headed into the shelter of a ruined farmhouse, and Timlir took the first watch. Xaxia climbed onto the rooftop to sleep. She curled around her backpack, wanting to awaken if anyone tried to steal the Dark Eye.

      She gazed at the stars of the eastern horizon. Vorgon’s army was somewhere in that direction. Finding it wouldn’t be hard.

      She just had to follow the trail of death and destruction.
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      Malem waited until the early morning hours after midnight, when the tree elf city of Dothloron was at its darkest and quietest, and then he sat down at the dining table he had in his quarters, and lit a candle.

      As he stared into the flickering flame, he felt along the periphery of his mental space, searching for the foreign bundle of energy the collar added to his head.

      There it was. Intrusive, very slightly jabbing into his mind, like a nail that had only partially penetrated the sole of his boot, failing to harm the flesh underneath. He wrapped his will around it in an exploratory manner. It gave very slightly, wobbling to and fro, and once again he thought of a loose tooth.

      He took a deep breath, mentally preparing himself, and then attempted to reach inside. The moment he did so, the collar loosened of its own accord, ever so slightly, like a woman’s privates giving way in anticipation of the penetration to come. It was almost as if the collar were inviting him inside.

      Malem accepted the invitation and entered fully. As he groped around rather clumsily in the darkness of that foreign bundle, the collar abruptly tightened, and he couldn’t breath. He wasn’t sure what he had done, but he withdrew his will immediately, worried he had awakened Wendolin. The tight band promptly opened, and he took in several deep gulps of air.

      Maybe that tightening was merely a natural reaction on the part of the collar, and had nothing to do with Wendolin. Maybe she was still fast asleep. He waited several minutes, and when he received no visitors to his quarters, and the collar did not tighten again, he decided he would make his second attempt.

      He sent his will inside. The collar loosened slightly, as before. He was very careful this time, searching gently with his mind. There were different spherical membranes he couldn’t identify, but he merely brushed across the surface of these, not trying to penetrate. When his mental touch glanced over those membranes, the collar tightened very subtly, as if warning him not to proceed further, and when he moved on, always the band loosened again.

      He encountered a larger membrane. As he sent his will along its periphery, he couldn’t quite gauge the extents of it—the membrane was quite big. The collar tightened menacingly, almost enough to choke him. Malem almost withdrew his mental touch, but since he could still breathe, he decided to continue probing. As he searched the corrugated surface, he sensed something else emanating from that membrane. Were those… yes.

      Thoughts.

      This membrane at the heart of the energy bundle was a mind; the collar harbored some sort of entity at its core. Which made sense, considering that all the other energy bundles in his head belonged to minds.

      Without warning the collar tightened firmly, cutting off his air; this time, he fought it. He wrapped his will around the mind at the core of the energy bundle, and squeezed, crushing with all his strength, but it was no use. Though the collar didn’t attempt to slip away or squirm out from under his grasp like ordinary monsters, it acted like a sheer, solid mass beneath him: it was like trying to crush a steel ball with his fingers. An impossibility.

      Stars spangled his vision severely by then, so he released his mental hold. The collar, however, didn’t loosen.

      Beginning to panic, he grasped at the collar with his fingers, trying to pry it free, but he couldn’t get a hold: it was embedded too deeply in his flesh.

      It wanted to punish him.

      Just before he blacked out, the collar released him. He slumped to the floor, rasping for breath. Each inhale and exhale burned his throat.

      When he was able to see again, and his breathing had returned close to normal, he pushed himself up.

      “Fuck you, too,” he said softly.

      He half expected the collar to squeeze him again for that, but nothing happened.

      He sighed. He wasn’t certain if it was some independent entity he detected inside the collar, or Wendolin’s mind, remotely linked to him by the device and simply masked so as to appear to be something else. Still, it seemed too cold and emotionless to be her. And that she hadn’t send soldiers to order him to stop, hinted that it acted independently of her. Unless it was somehow linked to her subconscious, which he doubted.

      He spent the next half hour or so exploring and fighting with it, but eventually gave up. He could spend the entire night here probing the device, and not make any progress. He simply didn’t have time. Vorgon would burn down the forest tomorrow. If Malem wanted to give Wendolin to the Balor on a silver platter, he needed to act now.

      Not being able to remove the collar put a crimp in his plans. Well, not too much of a crimp: he didn’t really need to break free of the collar for his plan to work. It would have been nice, but it was entirely unnecessary. It did mean he would have to seriously injure the queen, however, preferably while she slept. Hopefully he could spirit her out of the forest before she died. Because if she expired before then, very likely Vorgon would kill him. Or worse, his women.

      A risky game I play. But it needs to be played. The rewards far outweigh the risks.

      At least that’s what he told himself. Whatever it took to keep Vorgon happy.

      If he failed to injure her in her sleep, Wendolin would crush the collar around his throat with her mind. And probably kill a few of the women bound to him in retaliation.

      Yes, it always came back to the women. No matter what he did, they were at risk. Gravely.

      What choice did he have?

      There was a small sack on the table before him, next to the candle. He opened the sack and slid out the large silver pearl inside. Wendolin claimed it had the power to harm Vorgon in some way. She expected him to march out and deliver it to the Balor tomorrow when the demon’s black host attacked.

      That was out of the question, of course.

      Maybe he could ride out of the forest, and simply toss the pearl aside, and tell Vorgon what Wendolin had wanted him to do.

      No, Wendolin promised to kill his women if he did that.

      The women again. Always the women.

      Why did I ever allow myself to grow attached to them? They have become the bane of my existence. Maybe I should just let them die. In fact, perhaps I should kill them myself, and then I won’t have to worry about them anymore.

      He smiled sadly, knowing he would never do such a thing. Not even for Vorgon.

      Then again, he wasn’t entirely sure about that.

      Shaking his head, he slid the pearl back inside the sack. Then he secured the bag to his belt, stood up, and strode purposely to the balcony that overlooked the city below.

      He walked onto the balcony and surveyed the tree-towers in front of him. The trees were dimly outlined by the lights that shone from the windows of the towers protruding from them. Gazing toward the byways between the tree-towers below, he found it difficult to see very far, even with his night vision, because the light didn’t penetrate that deeply into the darkness.

      He returned his attention to the dimly lit upper boughs, searching. He wished he had his beast sense, which would tell him where griffins might be lurking in the night. Though even with it, while he might detect griffins, he probably wouldn’t detect tree elves.

      He glanced at the tree bark above him, and at the tower that grew from it. By his estimation, Wendolin’s quarters resided close to the top of that tower. He scanned the other nearby balconies, on this tree and its neighbors, but didn’t spot any tree elves on patrol.

      That didn’t mean they weren’t out there.

      He glanced up once more, and studied the distance he had to travel. There were branches he could use to help him further up, but he would have to free climb a good distance before he reached them.

      He peered over the balcony’s edge, glancing straight down, and pulled back when he felt the vertigo.

      Ah, shit.

      Climbing definitely wasn’t his forte. He was beginning to wonder why he thought this was a good plan…

      With a sigh, he looked up once more, and gazed at the distant window he sought.

      Fuck it.

      He pulled himself onto the thin wooden railing and nearly lost his balance. He thrust out his arms, flailing them for a moment until the righted himself. He reached out with his left hand, pressing it against the surface of the tree to hold himself steady, and then he turned toward the trunk. He inched forward until his hips were nearly pressed against the bark.

      He worried some elven mage would spot him out there on the balcony and catch him in the act; he kept expecting vines to explode from the bark beneath him and wrap around his body, but none did. Thankfully, it seemed no mages were maintaining a vigil upon his balcony this night. Still, there were probably griffins active somewhere out there. They would be drawn to any noises he might make.

      Have to keep it quiet.

      With both hands, he felt along the surface until he found two fingerholds above him. He tested those holds, and when they held, he found a similar toehold for the tip of his boot. He swallowed, taking a moment to steel himself for what was to come. Then he pulled himself up.

      He reached higher with one arm, searching for the next hold. The toe support abruptly gave beneath him, and while he scrambled to find another, the finger joints of his other hand flared in pain, his left arm shaking from the effort of holding his upper body in place. Thankfully he found another toehold, and finally his fingers found a suitable crevice above him. However, when he tried applying any weight, the small section of bark beneath it broke away.

      The toehold beneath him also failed.

      His other arm abruptly gave out, and he dropped back onto the railing. He lost his balance, but managed to swing his body toward the balcony, and he leaped down, landing on the tiled surface.

      Well, that’s not going to work.

      Panting, he held his left arm. The tendons throbbed from the pain of trying to hold up his entire body, and his knuckles felt like they had exploded.

      Definitely not going to work.

      When he had recovered, he took a moment to consider his options. He realized the plan had been flimsy from the get-go. Of course he couldn’t climb the tree. What the hell had he been thinking? He already knew that from the first time he’d set foot on the trunk. He just didn’t possess the necessary climbing skills. A well-trained assassin such as Xaxia might have been able to do it, but Malem? No.

      He tapped his chin in thought.

      Maybe he didn’t have to climb.

      He glanced at the balcony of Solan’s quarters beside him, and a new plan began to form. He always thought the adjacent balcony was within jumping distance…

      Well, he supposed tonight he’d find out if that were the case.

      He pulled himself onto the thin railing once more and rested a hand on the trunk beside him to steady himself. When he was balanced, he let go of the trunk and bent his legs, bringing his arms behind him. He studied his target in front of him for a moment, and before he could change his mind, he straightened his legs and pushed off, swinging his arms forward at the same time.

      He vaulted across the empty span separating his balcony from Solan’s… and fell short.

      He frantically reached up as he slid beneath Solan’s balcony, and his fingers narrowly latched onto the ledge formed between the base of the balcony and the rails. He felt the sharp flare of pain, not just from the impact of his hands upon the hard surface, but from the previous strain he’d placed upon his fingers—the knuckles of his left hand in particular throbbed under the renewed weight. He was barely hanging on.

      Panting, and in pain, he forced himself to extend one hand, grabbing onto the closest wooden rail; with his fingers wrapped firmly around it, he pulled himself higher. He hoisted his right leg at the same time and hooked the boot through the gap between two rails. Using his foot for leverage, he hauled himself onto the balcony and over the railing so that he stood before the entrance to Solan’s quarters.

      He took a moment to catch his breath.

      Apparently not as spry as I used to be.

      He knew that wasn’t true—he had fought many battles during the past six months. But different muscle groups were used when one sat upon a steed and repeatedly swung a sword. Plus, he wielded a magic blade now, one far lighter than it had any right to be. Balethorn had made him soft.

      He dismissed the thoughts, shaking his head. He knew he was merely trying to delay the inevitable.

      The balcony double doors were closed, but unlocked, so he quietly opened them and padded into Solan’s bedchamber. Not quietly enough, apparently:

      Solan sat up in bed, startled. “Who’s there?”

      So Solan wasn’t keeping the queen company tonight. That was actually good, because Malem could use the half dragon.

      Malem stepped from the shadows. Enough for Solan’s night vision to register him. “It’s me.”

      “Defiler,” Solan said warily. “What the hell are you doing at this hour?”

      “I don’t really have time to explain,” Malem said. “But I’m going to need you to distract the guards for me.”

      Solan regarded him suspiciously in the dim light, then nodded. “Anything in particular you had in mind?”

      Malem explained.

      Solan listened intently. “That’s all you want?”

      “For now,” Malem said.

      Solan shrugged. “Easy enough.” The half dragon stood up and strode to the entrance. He waited for Malem to hide behind a nearby tapestry, and then opened the door.

      “Guards,” Solan said. “I have a problem.”

      The half dragon retreated from the door and the two elven soldiers followed him inside.

      From the gap formed by the edge of the tapestry and the wall, Malem watched the guards shut the door behind them.

      One of them raised a hand, igniting small globes of light held by two wall brackets nearby. Malem suspected the level of magic required to ignite those globes was minimal, allowing even common elves to use them.

      The two guards examined their surroundings intently, as if suspecting some kind of trap. One of them looked directly at Malem, and he ducked, moving deeper into the shadows. He hoped his movements hadn’t registered on the outer portion of the tapestry.

      He held his breath, listening, but the footfalls of the guards receded as Solan led them to the balcony. Malem exhaled in relief. He moved back to the edge of the tapestry, and peered past. The backs of the two guards were toward Malem.

      “I can’t seem to lock my balcony window,” Solan was saying.

      Grinning at the absurdity of the comment, and the even more absurd fact that the guards were actually coming with him, Malem slipped out from behind the tapestry, and padded to the door. He opened it, and was surprised at how well-lit the hallway was outside. But that wasn’t what concerned him at the moment:

      There was another elf standing there with his back to the door. Malem had underestimated how many guards would be present.

      My quarters only had two!

      He quickly shut the door and returned to his hiding place behind the tapestry.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      He realized that even if the extra guard had not been there, he would have had a hard time sneaking past the elves guarding his own chamber, considering how well lit it was out there.

      He rubbed his forehead.

      Why can’t anything ever be easy?

      The other two guards showed Solan how to lock his balcony window, and then they departed.

      Malem stepped from the tapestry.

      “You’re still here?” Solan said.

      “You didn’t tell me there were three guards out there,” Malem said.

      Solan frowned. “There are usually two.”

      Ah. Wendolin must have ordered more guards to watch the two prisoners tonight. Malem probably had three versus the original two at his door as well. The queen obviously suspected he might try something.

      Malem returned to the balcony, and opened the double doors.

      “What are you looking for?” Solan asked.

      Ignoring him, Malem stepped outside. He gazed at the balcony that abutted the next room beside Solan’s. It was a little farther than the previous jump. He glanced up. There were no balconies above him, not until the bark gave way to the tower structure of marble and silver beyond. The closest branches were also a good climb away—not much different from his balcony.

      He glanced down. There was another balcony he could potentially use to enter the palace below, but it was a good climb away, and there were no branches to facilitate his descent.

      Wait a second. I don’t have to climb.

      He went back inside and began undoing Solan’s bed. “Help me tie your bedsheets together.”

      In a few moments, he and Solan had formed a rope of sorts from four sheets they had knotted together. Malem secured the top end to the lower part of a rail on the balcony, fastening it tightly.

      Then he scooted over the railing, and carefully lowered himself down the narrow ledge formed by the balcony and the railing. He grabbed onto the bars and slid down; once more the knuckles in his fingers flared painfully under the exertion.

      He wrapped his hands around the makeshift rope, and loosened his grip to slide downward. He flinched at the friction burn the sudden descent inflicted on his palms, and he tightened his grip, slowing down. He slid past the knots that tied together the sheets in turn, until he reached the bottom of the rope.

      His feet floated out in empty air. Looking down, he saw that the balcony was only a couple of yards or so below him. He shifted his weight back and forth, slowly invoking a swinging motion to the rope. That motion became wider and wider, until Malem felt confident enough to release the rope. He did so as it swung toward the balcony below, and then landed with a heavy thud on the tiles.

      Standing, he turned toward the glass double doors and peered inside. He couldn’t quite make anything out.

      He glanced over his shoulder and watched as the rope tugged upward out of view—he had instructed Solan to withdraw the sheets and hide them on his balcony, a precaution against any passing patrols. There was only a small chance such patrols would notice it, but Malem preferred to err on the side of caution.

      He reached toward the door handle and turned. It was unlocked.

      A flicker of motion drew his gaze to the upper part of the glass. At first he thought he was looking at something inside the room, but then realized it was a reflection.

      Something crashed into him from behind, and he slammed into the glass before crumpling underneath the weight of whatever had struck him. It felt like daggers were digging into his upper back: sharp enough, and with enough force behind them, to pierce right through his dragonscale armor.

      He had been so worried about evading the elves that he had forgotten about their pets.

      A griffin on guard duty had spotted him. And now it pinned him to the balcony with its talons. The beast could have killed him with the deadly beak it possessed, let alone those razor sharp claws, but apparently it had different orders: it screeched into the night, alerting others of its kind. Along with any nearby elves. It would wake the queen, at this rate.

      If he had any hope of capturing Wendolin, it had faded when the claws of that griffin pressed down into his back.
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      Malem refused to give up. He wasn’t done, not yet.

      He struggled beneath those heavy, sharp claws. Instinctively he tried to Break the screeching griffin, and reached for the closest available energy bundle—the collar’s. The moment his mind thrust inside, the collar tightened so that he was fighting not just the griffin, but the entity controlling the band at his throat, too.

      He squeezed the mental fist of his will around the inner membrane of the energy bundle; once again, it was like trying to crush iron. He wondered if a different tactic was in order.

      On a whim, he withdrew his mind, forming his mental fist into a single, long finger instead, topped by a thin, sharp point. A spear, essentially. He stabbed down with that spear, into the hard sphere of the membrane, using all his strength. But the spear point merely bounced away.

      Yellow dots filled his vision, thanks to the vise clamped around his throat, and he knew he was going to lose consciousness soon.

      The griffin’s claws tightened in his back, digging into the muscle. The pain caused anger to flare inside of him, and he directed all of it upon the energy bundle.

      Get the fuck out of my head!

      He struck again using that spear, with a mental strength enhanced by sheer rage.

      He broke through.

      He no longer stood upon the balcony. Instead, he resided upon a rise of some kind. It overlooked a rocky landscape that extended before him. The rock of that terrain, as far as the eye could see, was made of bronze, like the collar.

      What the hell is this? Some kind of sub-world?

      With a shock, he realized the entity had sucked him into the collar. He existed in some kind of pocket world, similar to the realm that held the city of the tree elves.

      He heard the tumbling of rocks behind him, and looking up, saw a huge griffin gazing down upon him from the mountain.

      He felt the same foreign coldness exuding from that monster as he had from the energy bundle inside the collar.  So this was the malevolent intelligence in control of the collar. The elves trapped the minds, or souls, of griffins inside.

      That giant beak opened, and bore down upon Malem.

      He reached out with the sharp point of his will, and it materialized as a giant, ghostly spear above him. The spearhead impaled the griffin in the neck and arrested its downward motion.

      The griffin shrieked, and then bit down on the spear, breaking it. Malem staggered as if struck, the severing of that spear felt almost like a blow. It certainly drained him.

      The griffin reached a big claw down toward him.

      He raced across the slope as the talon crunched into the rocky terrain behind him. The beak also struck at him, pecking into the ground, breaking away huge chunks of rock. He kept running.

      Looking over his shoulder, he reached out with his will again, and this time formed an enormous, ghostly white hand above the griffin. He shoved that hand downward, slamming the griffin into the rock, and crushing its body into the jagged surface. He squeezed at the same time, but was unable to compress the beast. He was reminded of trying to crush steel once again.

      Time to switch to a spear.

      He released his hold, and the hand vanished. But instead of a spear, he created a sword; the griffin stood up, and opened its mouth, rushing toward Malem hungrily.

      He thrust the ghostly blade forward, sliding it home into that open mouth.

      Just like that, the ethereal landscape fell away, and Malem was back on the balcony.

      He was still pinned to the tiles by the griffin. A normal sized griffin.

      CLICK.

      The collar opened.

      He smiled grimly.

      Never collar a Breaker.

      He Broke the griffin on his back. It was weak-willed. Not surprising, considering it was domesticated.

      He ordered the griffin to get off of him, and the beast obeyed, leaping from the balcony—there was no room for it there, not if Malem wanted to stand. The monster hovered there just beyond the railing, flapping its wings.

      Malem reached up—flinching at the torn muscles in his back, courtesy of the griffin—and slid the collar from his throat. Wondering if he had permanently killed the griffin that lived inside, he pocketed the evil thing.

      His connection to the men and women he had Broken returned, as did his link to Vorgon at his core. It felt strong, that link: the Balor had to be close by. Or at the very least, not in that nether world it used to recuperate.

      I’m free. This changes everything.

      Malem leeched stamina from Vorgon to recover from the effort of opening the collar and Breaking the monster. The former had exhausted him, while the latter had been only a relatively small, additional drain.

      The draw caused Vorgon to notice him. Welcome back, Defiler. We come. Have you lived up to your name?

      The tree elves will be yours by morning, Malem replied confidently.

      We shall see.

      He smiled, but offered no reply.

      You’re back, Gwenfrieda sent just then.

      Yes, he replied. Hang tight. I’ll be coming for you and the others shortly.

      Oh joy, Brita said.

      Malem suppressed the sudden anger he felt at her tone. You will learn respect.

      She didn’t answer. He muted all of them for now. He didn’t need distractions for what was coming.

      He stood up just as three other griffins arrived; the beasts had been attracted by the former screeching of the original, undoubtedly. He Broke them, too. Domesticated beasts, all of them. They used five slots each.

      He opened the door to the balcony and slipped inside, hopefully before elves on the neighboring trees and balconies noticed what was happening.

      He was in a bedroom of some sort. It was unoccupied. A guest room of some kind, like his quarters, no doubt.

      He heard the door opening in the adjacent room and hid underneath the bed. He felt nothing on his beast sense, but that could be expected with tree elves by now, who seemed only to show up in his mind when he could actually see them with his own eyes.

      Footsteps rose in volume until he saw two pairs of elven boots from his position beneath the bed. As soon as those booted feet appeared, sure enough, he sensed the elves that wore them. He was tempted to try Breaking them, but he knew the chances were slim. Elves were strong willed. Very likely, all he’d end up doing was alerting them to his presence.

      The room’s light levels didn’t increase with the arrival of those boots.

      So, no elf with fire abilities in this group. That’s probably good.

      Not that he planned to attack at the moment anyway.

      The guards approached the window.

      “What do you think has them all riled up?” one of the elves said.

      Malem realized he’d forgotten to dismiss the griffins hovering next to the balcony. He did so in that moment, commanding them to disperse. He felt their energy bundles moving away to take up perches on the branches of nearby tree-towers.

      “Must have been a cat or something,” the same tree elf said.

      “A griffin wouldn’t screech like that for a mere cat,” the second elf responded.

      “It would, if it confused the cat for something else,” the first commented. “Anyway, they’ve all gone now. Must have been a false alarm.”

      “Must have been,” his companion agreed.

      The guards lingered. Malem heard the balcony doors open, and then the scrapes of booted soles upon tiles. No doubt the pair were inspecting the balcony. Trying to discover whatever it was that might have excited the griffins.

      But then the doors closed and the elves left the room. A moment later he heard another door shut in the adjacent room.

      They vanished from his beast sense.

      Malem scooted out from underneath the bed.

      He reached out with his mind, searching. He Broke six more nearby griffins he sensed out there, for a total a ten. Some of those griffins had elven soldiers mounted on their backs, but Malem had the monsters climb high into the air, flying to the quiet corners of Dothloron before promptly dumping their loads to their deaths.

      Altogether, those griffins used up a total of fifty slots in his head. He also Broke a bunch of small birds—owls and other night birds—and sent them out to search the balconies and windows of the nearby tree-towers. The birds were to seek out his friends, and to mark wherever there were elves on patrol, or watching.

      He also dispatched three of the smaller birds up toward the tower portion of his current tree, to ferret out the queen’s quarters. He sent them an image of her face, so they knew what to look for.

      He still planned to sneak into Wendolin’s quarters, but now he didn’t have to worry about mortally injuring her to succeed. At least in theory. She had no direct control over him now, after all.

      Though I still have to watch out for those vine attacks of hers. And I can’t let her kill my companions.

      Yeah, he was probably going to have to stab her anyway.

      But with what? He thought of the griffins he had bound, and the big talons they harbored, and smiled.

      He called two of those griffins. He ordered the first one to hover outside his balcony, and the second outside Solan’s. Then he reached out to the half dragon’s mind.

      Solan, go to your balcony.

      The griffin Malem had summoned appeared momentarily. It hovered next to the railing, just as he’d commanded.

      A moment later, Solan sent: Looks like I have a friend visiting. Are we going on a trip?

      Good guess, Malem replied.

      Should I bring a weapon?

      Do you have any available? Malem asked.

      Er… cutlery?

      Malem shook his head. Then again, maybe that wasn’t such a bad idea. Grab the biggest, baddest piece of cutlery you can find.

      I have a suitable knife in mind, Solan sent.

      Malem opened the balcony door and slid over the railing to balance on the ledge on the other side. The griffin repositioned so that it was flying underneath him, and he dropped down, landing on its back just below the neck, positioning his legs on the flanks in front of where the wings joined the body. The griffin plunged a few yards before recovering from the sudden extra weight. Malem nearly lost his balance during the short drop; he reached down and wrapped his hands around the fur at the base of its neck to use as a grip.

      He instructed the creature to hover next to the other griffin outside Solan’s quarters.

      Solan was only just pulling himself over the balcony when Malem arrived. A large knife was shoved through the belt loop at his waist, where it hung by the hilt guards.

      You call that cutlery? Malem sent. Looks like a veritable dagger.

      I still consider it cutlery, Solan said.

      My kitchen doesn’t have a piece like that, Malem complained.

      I may have stolen it from a guard at some point. Solan leaped onto the waiting griffin, and the monster plunged a few yards like Malem’s had. Solan grabbed huge handfuls of fur on its back as he held on as if for dear life. By the way, how do we fly these things?

      Leave that to me, Malem replied.

      He hovered next to Solan’s griffin for a moment, and tried to reach into the half dragon’s collar, but sensed nothing from the device. He searched the periphery of his mind, wondering if he might pick up a foreign energy bundle, but only found the expected presences. That was too bad. He was going to have to get Wendolin to open it later, then.

      The small birds he had sent to act as scouts had picked out her bedchamber by then. Her balcony doors were closed, but made of glass, allowing the flying animals to discern the queen asleep upon the bed beyond. The location the birds shared matched up with where he expected her rooms to be, given the previous visit he’d made.

      He ordered the griffins to fly upward, toward the marble and silver tower section of the tree. The creatures flew along the bark and weaved between the different branches until the main portion of the tree fell away. The boughs continued to grow next to the marble structure, forcing the griffins to continue evading the wooden obstacles. Malem held on tightly to the fur he gripped in his hands.

      Malem had the birds scatter when he arrived, and he landed his griffin on the railing of the expansive balcony outside Wendolin’s rooms. A griffin stood guard upon the tiles of that wide balcony, but Malem had already broken it.

      Next to the railing was a long window that offered a complete view of the bedchamber beyond. The room was very large, big enough to fit a few griffins with their wings extended. The bed had a canopy, but the curtains were presently open: he could see a figure asleep on the mattress beyond, and recognized the queen’s features. At the foot of the bed rested another griffin—also his.

      This is why you don’t use monsters as guards when you hold a Breaker in your midst.

      The griffin bent low, balancing precariously on the L-shaped corner of the railing, allowing Malem to slide off. He landed on the balcony tiles as quietly as he could manage.

      He stepped aside, and the griffin departed, allowing Solan’s monster to land on the corner next. Solan dismounted the same way.

      Malem slipped past the griffin that guarded the balcony and approached the door. Solan followed just behind, giving the monster a wider berth than Malem had.

      You don’t like griffins, do you? Malem sent.

      Solan grimaced in the dim light. Let’s just say, I have some bad memories of stumbling into a griffin den during a washroom break. They like to attack in packs, you see. A lot of claws, beaks, and hair pulling.

      Sounds like the time I accidentally waded into a wrestling match at the fair. Malem reached for the double doors of the balcony. Locked.

      He ordered the griffin inside to open the door. It took the monster some effort to grip the relatively tiny latch with its beak, but eventually the creature managed. The lock made a loud CLICK, and Malem shot Wendolin’s sleeping form a worried look past the glass, but the woman remained fast asleep.

      Do you think she has any other guards inside? Solan asked. Elven, perhaps?

      In another room, maybe, Malem said. We’ll have to be prepared to deal with that.

      He opened the door, and stepped quietly inside, followed by Solan. He noticed that the floor was made of wood, despite that her quarters were located in the tower section of the tree. Just like the study she had invited him to visit earlier. The framework that supported the bed’s mattress was made of wood as well, as were the bedposts.

      Malem approached cautiously. Her comforter was down, revealing the white nightgown that clung to her body, accentuating her figure; the upper portion of the gown ended just above her breasts, where a series of cloth cords were loosely threaded in a crisscross pattern between them, barely holding back the ample bosom that threatened to spill forth. He stared longingly at that bosom, watching it rise and fall. His gaze was drawn up those bare shoulders, to that exposed neck, until it rested upon her gorgeous face.

      He reminded himself of how much damage this beauty could do. There was no time to dawdle.

      He reached an arm behind him. Give me the knife.

      Solan withdrew the dagger from the loop at his belt and handed it over.

      Malem gripped the hilt, and held the pointed tip over Wendolin. He aimed it at her belly, just above the hips. A blow there wouldn’t kill her, at least not immediately. But it would severely weaken her, long enough for him to Break her and get her to Weyanna for healing.

      At the same time, Malem summoned the room’s griffin to the other side of the bed as well, and commanded it to hold a talon above her opposite hip.

      Strike on my command, he told the creature.

      Now that the two weapons of his choice were in place, he hesitated. His gaze was drawn to that bosom once more, and the face that owned them.

      Well? Solan said.

      He was supposed to be evil, now. Completely under Vorgon’s control. And yet, he found himself reluctant to do this. It was one of the fallacies of being a man, something that not even Vorgon’s influence could stamp out entirely: he hated the thought of harming a beautiful woman.

      Since Malem could see the half elf with his own eyes, he also picked her up on his beast sense. He decided he was going to try to Break her while she slept, rather than stabbing her first.

      So he reached out toward her energy bundle. But unfortunately, even though she slept, his will evaporated around her mind.

      That was a mistake.

      Her eyes shot open.

      Stab her! he ordered the griffin.

      He plunged his own blade downward. But it was too late.

      Vines shot out from the wooden framework of the bed, and its posts, and wrapped around his wrist, stopping him. More vines erupted from the floor, wrapping around his legs. Similar plants entwined the griffin, and Solan.

      Should have stabbed her first, damn it!

      Wendolin sat up. Her eyes glinted with rage.

      She glanced down at the dagger he held, and the vines ripped the knife away, disarming him.

      “Your companions are about to die,” she said quietly.
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      Malem heard a choking sound to his left. Glancing that way, he saw that Solan’s face had turned blue. His mouth foamed, and his tongue jutted forth, swollen sickly.

      The collar at Solan’s neck had become dangerously tight, crimping all of the surrounding skin as it crushed the underlying muscles and windpipes.

      He sensed similar distress coming from the other bundles of energy in his head.

      Wendolin was killing his companions.

      Malem turned his gaze angrily upon her. He reached into her mind, but once more his will evaporated as it touched her own.

      She laughed evilly. “Yes. They will all die. And there is nothing you can do to stop me.”

      This elf, who was supposed to be the epitome of good, was killing everyone he had every loved.

      The window shattered behind Malem.

      Shards of glass struck his back, but he hardly felt their impact thanks to the dragonscale armor he wore. However, a couple of those fragments hit his exposed neck, and those definitely stung.

      But Malem almost didn’t notice: he was too busy grinning maliciously.

      The griffin he had summoned swept over the bed and attempted to claw Wendolin, but she was the quicker, and wrapped the monster up in vines. Another griffin attacked almost simultaneously, and it skidded past Malem first, cutting through the vines that held him with its sharp talons. He broke free as it leaped onto Wendolin, and watched as the griffin was entombed in vines like the first one.

      Fresh branches tried to snatch Malem up; those branches were covered in small, puffy ovules, the same ovules that had released the sleep spores during his last major engagement against the tree elves.

      Can’t let those touch me!

      He rolled to the side, toward the marble headboard, one of the few objects in the room that wasn’t made of wood. Those branches almost grabbed him when a third griffin smashed though the broken window, and those vines swerved to intercept the more immediate threat.

      Malem pulled himself onto the headboard, and off the floor. He felt vines wrap around his feet and tug downward. He kicked off his boots, pulling himself up.

      The vines had ensnared the latest griffin by then; the room was quickly becoming crowded. Those vines released their sleep spores, putting the monster under.

      Other branches manipulated the dagger he’d sought to stab her with, and they sliced though the necks of the captured griffins, including the one that was sleeping. The monsters screamed and convulsed in their death throes.

      Meanwhile, Wendolin rose before him on a mound of vines and branches, like some demon ascending from the underworld.

      The dagger turned toward him.

      Another griffin smashed into the room, but the dagger swerved to intercept it, cutting the creature open.

      Malem leaped at her. Branches wrapped around his waist, stopping his forward motion.

      “Now you and your friends die,” Wendolin said.

      The griffin had survived having its belly ripped open, and it darted toward the queen. She turned her head in annoyance to send more branches its way.

      Malem smiled. “You first.”

      His arms were free—in the confusion, she had failed to notice what he had retrieved from his person. Thus, while she was still distracted, he reached out and clamped the collar around her neck.

      It fell into place with an audible CLICK.

      Her eyes filled with fear.

      “No,” she said softly.

      The vines withered away as she lost all access to her magic. So the griffin stored inside the collar yet lived after all.

      Solan dropped to the floor, landing next to the dying griffin. He held his throat below the collar, which had returned to its normal size, and gasped frantically for air.

      In his mind, Malem sensed similar relief from the energy bundles of his companions, but also sheer desperation as they struggled to inhale air now that the collars had loosened, as if they were worried they might not ever come back from the brink.

      Malem reached into Wendolin’s mind. The collar had shriveled her will, allowing his mental tendrils to wrap around her energy with ease. There was no evaporating this time. He squeezed.

      “No!” she howled.

      Malem tightened the vise of his will, and she fell to her knees.

      He Broke her.

      She collapsed, weeping, in front of him. “No, no, no. I am a queen!” she wailed.

      Drunk on power, Malem was hardly listening. She was like a buzzing fly for all the concern he felt. His mental headspace expanded a similar amount to when he had Broken Mauritania. Assuming Wendolin gave him the same boost, that meant an extra ten slots, putting him at a grand total of seventy-four. He noted that her energy bundle was relatively close to Vorgon’s at the core of his being, nearer even than Mauritania, who was now second closest to his center, after Wendolin.

      Finally he turned his attention upon the broken and sobbing woman. He felt no pity. She was simply a tool of Vorgon’s will. A tool that had threatened to kill those who were the most important to him. Yes, she deserved no compassion.

      “Stand,” he commanded her.

      She stared at him through the tears. “Fuck you.”

      “Oh you will, don’t you worry about that,” he said.

      She began to laugh insanely.

      “Stand,” he repeated, further constricting his will. She was in no condition to resist, and stood like a marionette. Her laughter instantly cut off. “Now, you will—”

      But then she fought him.

      So much for her being in no shape to resist.

      She squirmed beneath his mental grasp, frantically twisting to and fro, and he was forced to draw strength from Vorgon to hold her at bay.

      But then Vorgon was gone.

      Malem staggered suddenly.

      Vorgon, where are you? I need—

      He froze, and blinked. He was still firmly tethered to the other men and women he had Broken, but there was no Balor at his core. It was like he had gone back to the way he had been before Vorgon bound him.

      I’m free.

      This sudden freedom obviously distracted him, and Wendolin nearly tore away from his mental grasp. She wouldn’t be able to escape his Breaking, of course—that was irreversible. But she could still strike out at him physically; perhaps, as a half elf, she was even strong enough to kill him.

      He tightened his grip, still in awe at what was happening. He was gentler with her than usual, partially because he felt grateful to her for what she had done, and partly because gentleness was simply his way with those he had Broken. He also drained a small amount of stamina from her—usually that put them in line, but it only made her fight all the harder.

      She has spirit.

      “There’s no point in fighting me,” Malem told her. “Even if I wanted to let you loose, I can’t. Once I Break a half monster, the joining becomes permanent, our wills inextricably tangled. I’m very sorry. The only freedom is in death.”

      “Then I will kill you!” she lunged toward him, tearing from his mental hold. She had surreptitiously collected the dagger from where it had fallen on the bed, and directed the blade toward his throat.

      He caught her wrist, stopping the deadly blow. She drew back her free arm and tried to punch him, but he grabbed that hand, too.

      She was right in front of his face, so close that he could smell her intoxicating perfume. Her breasts jiggled tantalizingly at the periphery of his vision.

      “Don’t look at me like that, you bastard,” she said, holding his gaze defiantly. She was still fighting against him mentally, though not as fervently. He could sense resignation seeping into her energy bundle. And something else… arousal?

      “I can’t help it,” he told her. He squeezed her wrist tighter, forcing her to drop the dagger. She flinched in pain.

      “Let me go,” she commanded.

      “I told you, I can’t,” he said.

      “My wrist, asshole,” she said.

      Malem released her, shoving her backward, and she fell back on the bed. Once again, those breasts…

      But he didn’t ponder the sight for long, because he sensed the vague echo of Vorgon creeping back into his mind. Budding arousal was replaced with panic.

      And then Wendolin resisted his will with her earlier intensity, fighting with renewed fury.

      Vorgon’s malevolent presence vanished now that she was battling him at her strongest. Relief would have flooded into him, if he weren’t busy expending mental energy combating her.

      He drained more stamina from her, though just enough to get a handle on her will—he didn’t want her to stop fighting.

      Still holding his throat, Solan stood up beside him. “Do you need help?” He asked in a gruff voice. It sounded like he’d dined on sandpaper.

      Malem raised a halting hand and focused on the fight with Wendolin.

      Vorgon was still gone from his head. Malem was no longer the Defiler. He was the Breaker once again.

      This never happened when the others he had Broken resisted his will. Somehow, by fighting him, Wendolin could recreate those moments of freedom that had gripped him so fleetingly in the past, usually after Vorgon had departed to that nether realm and the demon’s hold over him weakened.

      In that moment he could understand why Vorgon wanted her so badly. She truly had the power to transcend realms. That she could negate Vorgon’s influence over Malem was a demonstration of just how powerful she truly was.

      But she couldn’t fight him forever. No one could.

      Already, resignation and exhaustion were beginning to take over her being. Her resistance lessened. He poured stamina into her, hoping she would fight harder, but she seemed to take it as a reward, and stopped battling him entirely. He clawed that stamina back.

      “Hey!” she said, and fought anew. Good.

      He wanted to enjoy this moment of freedom for as long as possible. He wanted to bask in it, relish in this liberty of thought. But it would be selfish to stay completely inside his head alone. He had to let the others know something.

      Gwen, Malem sent to all of those connected to him.

      You called me Gwen! the half gobling replied.

      Are you free of Vorgon? Abigail asked.

      No, Malem replied. At least not permanently. I just wanted to tell you all… I love every one of you. I ask you to forgive how I’ve treated you these past six months. It’s been… hard. I wish I could go back in time, and prevent myself from ever fighting on the front lines. From ever returning. Those days we spent traveling through the Midweald, after leaving Tartan, were the best days of my life.

      Oh Malem… Abigail said, sounding heartbroken.

      How can we make this freedom from Vorgon permanent? Ziatrice asked, ever the matter-of-fact one.

      We can’t, Malem replied.

      Then at least tell us how you did it! Ziatrice pressed.

      Wendolin is the key, he told her.

      On the bed, Wendolin stopped fighting.

      Vorgon was quickly returning. Festering at Malem’s core, the demon’s tendrils spread throughout his mind. Such a short taste of freedom.

      How is Wendolin the key? Ziatrice asked.

      In reply, Malem muted all the women. He had already forgotten what it was like to be free.

      You have her! Vorgon said.

      Yes, master, Malem said.

      Excellent, Vorgon said. I await your return, Defiler.

      It’s too bad, Malem said. I was looking forward to torching the forest with you.

      Oh, I never said I wasn’t going to torch the forest! Vorgon said.

      Malem grinned. He loved his master.

      He glanced at Wendolin, who stared at him and Solan with defiant eyes. He almost didn’t want to give her up. Ten slots was a lot. Not to mention, she commanded powerful magic, which he now controlled indirectly.

      No. She is Vorgon’s. In mind, and soon, in body.

      And yet, he wasn’t entirely sure how Vorgon intended to Break her, if she was already claimed by Malem. He hadn’t lied to Wendolin: there was no way to release their connection, save through death.

      And then Malem suddenly understood.

      Vorgon intended to kill him.

      No, that can’t be true.

      The Balor probably had a way of transferring the Breaking while sparing Malem, seeing as Vorgon had facilitated the original act, if indirectly.

      And yet, what if Malem’s death was the only way?

      He smiled bleakly.

      I will gladly die for my master.
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      Malem studied Wendolin. “How do we remove the collar from your throat?”

      She didn’t answer, so he tightened his will around her.

      “We need the key,” she spat out.

      “Where is it?” he asked.

      She shrugged.

      “Where?” he repeated.

      Before she could answer, he heard footsteps rapidly approaching from the rooms beyond. The guards had finally decided to show up.

      “You will dismiss them,” Malem told Wendolin.

      She folded her arms beneath her breasts, which only caused them to perk up even more. “Will I now?”

      Three elven men rushed inside, one of them a mage. They stared at the fallen griffins and broken tree branches in shock. Their faces darkened when they saw Malem and Solan.

      Tell them to stand down, he ordered Wendolin.

      The mage’s eyes defocused, and branches wrapped around Malem and Solan.

      Don’t make me kill them… Malem sent.

      “Release them,” Wendolin ordered.

      The mage glanced at her, confused. “My queen?”

      “Grison, if you value your life, you will let them go,” she said. “I have the situation completely under control.”

      The mage, Grison, bowed. The branches flowed back into the wooden floor beneath Malem and Solan, freeing them.

      “Go,” Wendolin said.

      Grison and the others bowed, and left.

      When the guards left, Malem heard more footsteps rushing toward the room.

      He heard Grison’s voice coming from the adjacent room. “She says she’s fine.”

      Two more elves peeked inside. “My queen?”

      “Get out!” she roared at the newcomers.

      The two elves cringed and quickly departed. Wendolin didn’t like her liegemen seeing her this way. He could keenly feel the shame running through her energy bundle. The sheer mortification at being conquered.

      “Did you see her throat?” Malem overhead one of the elves saying as they departed. “She is collared!”

      He didn’t hear the muffled reply.

      “That can’t be good,” Solan said. “Should I kill them?”

      Malem shook his head. “Let the word spread that the Defiler has collared their queen.”

      “They’ll never follow you,” Wendolin said.

      “We’ll see,” Malem told her. “Now then, the key to the collars?”

      “One of my officers holds it for safe keeping,” Wendolin said. “He is with your other companions, in the Guest Tower.”

      “That’s perfect,” Malem said. “Because the Guest Tower is our next destination.”

      The birds he’d sent out to survey the windows of Dothloron had found his companions, so he knew precisely where that tower was.

      The surviving griffin was barely breathing on the floor next to him. He crushed its will, sucking all of its stamina, putting the creature out of its misery. Then he scooped up the dagger and slid it through a loop in his belt.

      “Do you have any backpacks?” he asked Wendolin.

      She vanished inside a walk-in closet connected to the bedchamber, and returned with two knapsacks. The things were oversized, veritable duffel bags—big enough to carry swords if need-be.

      “Perfect,” he said.

      She tossed them onto the bed.

      He removed the sack that contained the pearl from his belt, and shoved it into one of the backpacks. Then he slid it on.

      “Should I take the other?” Solan asked.

      “Why not,” Malem replied. “Who knows, maybe we’ll find some elven loot on the way out.”

      Solan smiled at that. “Don’t tempt me. I am a dragon. We love loot.” He shrugged on the remaining backpack.

      “I’m sure you do,” Malem commented.

      He called fresh griffins to the broken window.

      While he waited for them to arrive, he did a quick check-in with his birds. He noticed elven troops were mobilizing around the base of one of the tree-tower garrisons nearby.

      “Your soldiers gather,” he told Wendolin. “Your doing?”

      “No,” she said. She had returned to the walk-in closet, so her voice was slightly muffled. “Word is spreading, as you wished, that the Defiler has collared their queen.”

      “News moves fast here, “Malem said.

      “It tends to move fast when you have griffins to serve as steeds,” she commented.

      “If we encounter resistance, you’ll make them stand down,” Malem said.

      She didn’t answer.

      “You’re going to have to let them know you’ve fallen in with me, and thus Vorgon, at some point,” Malem said. “It’s up to you how you want to present that fact. You can either tell them you joined willingly, for the sake of your people and their eventual future in this land, or you can admit that I have Broken you. I know your shame is great, but if the latter explanation makes it easier for you, then by all means, feel…”

      “The populace will fight me,” Wendolin interrupted him. She emerged from the walk-in closet. Her sleeper was gone, replaced with a resplendent gray riding dress inlaid with sequins. The collar formed a silver-trimmed V neck that reached down beneath her bosom, giving him an ample view of the sides of both breasts.

      Malem shrugged. “You will make examples of anyone who raises a hand against you.”

      “You don’t understand,” she said. “They will fight me. To the death. To the last man, woman and child. They will not let me go.”

      “Why?” he said. “You are that valuable to them?”

      “They know the power I can grant the Balor,” Wendolin said. “My people won’t let that happen. They won’t let me leave. Those troops you mentioned? A good portion will be headed toward my tree palace at this very moment. The remainder will be sent to reinforce the city gates, to prevent our exit.”

      “That poses a problem,” Malem said. He glanced at Solan.

      The half dragon seemed unconcerned. “We will fight our way out.”

      Malem nodded. “As soon as we open these damn collars.”

      Six griffins waited next to the balcony outside, and Malem, Solan and Wendolin loaded onto three of them. Scooping up handfuls of hair in order to grip the back of his particular mount, Malem ordered the creatures off.

      The unmounted beasts followed behind the mounted. Malem himself stayed behind Wendolin’s mount in case she tried something. More than anything else, he worried she would attempt to throw herself off the griffin, plunging to her doom before he could catch her, but she remained firmly seated as the group moved stealthily from bough to bough.

      Malem spread out the smaller birds he had bound around him, so that they could alert him if any patrols were spotted on the ground or in the air. As such, when twenty elf-mounted griffins approached from ahead, the group was able to dodge behind the thick branches of a nearby tree before the patrol flew past. He watched them head toward the palace behind him, and when they were well away, he continued.

      They arrived at the marble upper floors of the Guest Tower. He Broke the five griffins that stood guard, perched on the balconies and nearby branches. One of them had a rider; he ordered another griffin to bite off the passenger’s head, and the griffin promptly dumped the dead weight.

      Malem and the other riders approached the smallish balcony adjoining the shared quarters of his companions.

      Come to the balcony, Malem ordered those others who were bound to him.

      He sent the eight griffins to the balcony one at a time, and his companions loaded onto them in turn. He kept a close eye on Sylfi, ready to tighten his will at a moment’s notice—like Wendolin, he was a little worried she would try to leap to her death, given her previous behavior. But she remained firmly atop the mount.

      When everyone was mounted, he commanded the griffins to fly up towards the thick-canopied boughs of the tree-tower, and perched the monsters on a thick branch close to the main trunk. It was capable of holding all the griffins with room to spare, and so he lined them up in a long row down the middle. He wanted to plan his next move, but more importantly, his back and neck were killing him, thanks to the wounds he had taken in the fighting. He didn’t think he could go on for much longer, not without healing.

      He deployed the birds at various spots around the tree to act as scouts, and then dismounted to stand on the thick branch. He had a good two yards in front and behind him before the edge of the limb dropped down precipitously.

      Weyanna, I need your expertise, he sent. He didn’t want to communicate vocally and risk giving away their positions, because he would have had to raise his voice for her to hear him, given her current position.

      Weyanna alighted from her griffin, and weaved between the other monsters to join him. One of the animals shot out its wings for balance as she walked past, and nearly knocked her off the branch.

      Careful! Malem sent the owner: Wendolin.

      The queen shrugged.

      You tried to kill us, Mauritania told Wendolin over the shared mental connection. She was glaring daggers at the woman.

      So? Wendolin replied.

      I don’t take kindly to assassination attempts, Mauritania sent. You’re lucky I don’t have my powers, or I’d incinerate you.

      Where does it hurt? Weyanna asked when she reached him.

      He pointed at his neck above the armor, and she examined him. With her long fingernails, she began to remove the shards of glass from his neck, where they had embedded when the griffins had shattered the window of Wendolin’s quarters. He flinched as she removed each one.

      Do we have time for this? Ziatrice said. Can’t you heal any faster? Look at how the elves are mobilizing in the byways between the trees below. They’ve got patrols running on ground and in air. They know something is up. They’re going to be sending someone to our rooms to check on us, if they haven’t already.

      She’s right, Malem told Weyanna through the mental link. Heal as much as you can as is. Leave the shards in. We can pull them out later.

      But we’ll have to reopen the wounds then, Weyanna said. It’s going to hurt.

      Pain is the price of speed, he said.

      I’m almost done, she said. There weren’t many. He winced a final time as the pain flared up again, and then he felt the soothing press of Weyanna’s healing on his neck. It spread down, to his back, where the griffin’s talon had pierced his armor, and the muscle below.

      When it was done, all pain left him, but he staggered, feeling weak. Weyanna slumped beside him. He borrowed stamina liberally from Vorgon to replace what he had lost, sharing it with Weyanna.

      Heal Solan, too, he said. The half dragon had suffered minor wounds to his face and neck where the glass shards from the window had struck.

      I don’t need healing, Solan said.

      Malem glanced at him, and saw that Solan indeed didn’t need healing. His face was free of scars.

      The glass is still embedded in your face? Malem asked.

      Solan nodded. It will be dissolved over the next few weeks by my body’s defenses. Sooner, if I can get this infernal collar off.

      Wendolin, do you need healing? he asked. He sensed minor aches and pains emanating from her energy bundle.

      Not really, the queen of the tree elves said. At least, nothing that can’t wait.

      All right, mount up, he told Weyanna. He pulled himself onto his own griffin, and waited for Weyanna to return to hers. His eyes lingered on her back, where the white dress she wore looped low, ending just above her buttocks. His gaze dropped further, to her butt, partially mesmerized by the way it swayed back and forth as she walked.

      So you Broke her after all, Gwenfrieda said, drawing his attention away from the half dragon. That makes what, three queens and a princess under your control now? Plus five dragons. Well, six, if we include the princess.

      And a gobling, Mauritania said.

      Half gobling, Gwenfrieda clarified.

      Malem ignored the comment and turned toward Wendolin. Because of the myriad of scouts he had out there, he was well aware of the predicament his team was in. They truly didn’t have time to dally.

      Where is this officer of yours stationed? he asked Wendolin. The one with the key?

      On the fourth floor, Wendolin sent.

      What about our equipment? Ziatrice asked. I’d like my halberd back…

      And I’d like my bow and arrows, Gwenfrieda said.

      Wendolin? Malem asked.

      There is a storeroom on the fourth floor as well, the queen replied. There you will find your weapons. I can take you to it. In fact, it’s on the way to the officers’ quarters.

      Then we stop there first, Malem sent. Abigail, Wendolin, Brita, Sylfi, you’re with me.

      He chose Sylfi mostly so that he could watch her. And Brita because he doubted the sister would let him take Sylfi without a fight. Abigail would be the most useful if they needed to fight their way out in the enclosed spaces of the tower, where it would be impossible to transform into dragons—her fire magic could burn through any branches the elven mages tried to bind them with.

      What about us? Mauritania asked.

      We’ll come back for you, he replied. Without weapons or magic, you’re useless to me anyway.

      Gee, thanks, Mauritania said.

      Solan, give Abigail your backpack, Malem ordered. She’ll need it to help me carry the weapons.

      Solan shrugged off the empty backpack Wendolin had given him, and tossed it to Abigail.

      Nice, Abigail said. Where did you find packs so big?

      I’m a queen, Wendolin replied.

      When she had slid it on, Malem steered the four griffins toward the lower section of the marble tower, close to where it emerged from the tree. He approached one of the windows, where he estimated the fourth floor resided.

      Next level, Wendolin sent.

      He descended farther, and the marble exterior gave way to the bark of the tree that contained it. He approached a small balcony that protruded from the wood.

      Here? he asked her.

      This is the fourth floor, yes, Wendolin said. But you do know these floors are occupied, right?

      What kind of residents are we talking? he asked. Soldiers?

      Some, but on the outskirts where we are, only minor nobles, the queen replied.

      Nothing we can’t handle, Malem said.

      I thought this was the “Guest Tower,” Abigail sent. These nobles are guests?

      The Guest Tower has seen such little use over the years that I’ve converted much of it into residences. Nobles stay here, as well as a small garrison of soldiers.

      The griffin barely had enough room to land on the balcony railing, and Malem slid off the moment it did so. The animal lost its balance when he let go, and fell away but promptly switched to a hover. It flew out of the way to allow the next rider to come in.

      Malem went to the door, but it was locked. He peered through the glass panels of the door, and saw a simple bed with two figures inside it.

      Behind him, the griffins took turns unloading their passengers onto the balcony. Malem flattened himself as the others squeezed in beside him. Sylfi was crushed right up against him, so that he felt the press of her breasts against his arm, intoxicatingly so. He glanced at her, but she immediately turned her head away as if disgusted, which was the exact opposite of the raw arousal that spiked from her energy bundle. He wondered if she was acting this way only for the sake of Brita.

      Maybe it was a mistake to bring her sister along. I might have to try separating the two, sometime, and see if that improves her behavior.

      “The door’s locked,” Malem said softly. “I’ll have to recall one of the griffins, I think.” He used spoken words now, because the group of them were close enough together that he wouldn’t have to raise his voice for them all to hear him.

      Sylfi pushed him to the left slightly, and then smashed her fist into the glass panel. It broke.

      When he looked at her in surprise, she shrugged. “I still have some dragon strength left.”

      He was just thankful she hadn’t used that strength to throttle him, because he doubted he’d be able to stop her in time, even if she was bound to him.

      “Harry, get up!” a woman’s voice hissed inside. “Someone’s breaking in!”

      Malem reached through the broken glass and unlatched the door, then opened it.

      “Don’t fear,” he said as he stepped inside, and the two figures sat up on the bed. “Your queen locked herself out of the Guest Tower, and needs to take a shortcut.”

      “Hello,” Wendolin said, coming inside behind him. She wouldn’t be that visible in the dim light, but Malem suspected tree elves had relatively good night vision.

      Sure enough:

      “Queen Wendolin?” the woman in the bed said in shock.

      The queen smiled, and Malem led her forward. Abigail, Brita, and Sylfi followed. One of the griffins came next, which Malem had ordered to squeeze inside. The monster had to tuck in its claws and wings to shuffle through the tight doorways of the apartment suite, but otherwise it managed to follow readily enough. The other griffins circled discretely outside, waiting for his return.

      If the residents of this suite try to leave, kill them, he ordered the monsters.

      He called in a couple of birds, and sent them forward into the adjacent suites. They were clear.

      Malem reached the front door, where the birds awaited, and opened it to peer into the well-lit hall beyond. Those now familiar magic light globes sat in brackets on the walls, providing illumination. The floor was plain marble, and lacked the usual carpets and tapestries common to the queen’s palace. The walls were mostly bare as well, with only the occasionally poorly done painting or bust to break the monotony.

      He glanced over his shoulder at Wendolin. “Which way to the storeroom?”

      “Left,” she said.

      Malem sent one bird to the left, and the other to the right, so that the flying beasts could scout in both directions.

      “Do birds usually pass through these halls?” Brita asked Wendolin.

      “No,” the queen said.

      Brita turned toward Malem. “Then won’t any guards who see those birds consider it an odd sight?”

      “I’ll make sure the guards don’t see them,” Malem said. Though that would be difficult. He did instruct the birds to avoid any elven patrols as much as possible, however. He did this through the use of imagery, rather than actual words, as the animals did not understand the common tongue, of course.

      When that was done, he exited the room and proceeded left into the hall. The others followed him, with the griffin squeezing through the exit to take up a position on the rear.
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      Malem continued through the hallway toward the storeroom. Past the bend ahead, his avian scout reported two elven soldiers standing guard in front of the door.

      He paused near the bend and turned toward Wendolin. “There are two scouts present.” He tossed her the dagger. “I want you to eliminate them.”

      The queen shrugged, sliding the dagger up one sleeve of her dress, and walked past the bend. Malem switched to her viewpoint so he could observe Wendolin in action.

      The two elves standing guard seemed surprised to see her, but then bowed when she reached them.

      “My queen,” they said in unison.

      “I want you to go,” Wendolin told them in an imperial voice. “I’m relieving you of duty. Go home to your women and families.”

      The elves exchanged an uneasy look. One of them told her: “My queen, I must apologize, but we cannot do this. In fact, we have orders to detain you. Now, we can either do this the easy way, or the—”

      As he spoke, Wendolin flicked her hand down, so that the haft of the dagger slid into her palm. She wrapped her fingers around it, and raised the blade, moving in a blur. She made two quick slashes, and the gray of her dress became splattered with two long, crimson stains. The elves dropped, holding their necks.

      Well done. Malem fed her stamina, intending it as a reward.

      Don’t you dare reward or congratulate me for what I’ve done, Wendolin said. Don’t you dare.

      With a shrug, he withdrew the stamina, taking more than he had given so that she gasped, staggering. She had to lean one hand against the wall to hold herself up. But she seemed to prefer that than the stamina. She wanted to be punished for killing her own men.

      He rounded the corner with the others, and had the griffin assume a guard position just past the bend. The second nightbird had returned from its scouting to the right, and he deployed it close to the griffin to stand watch. The monster snapped at the bird when it got a little too close, so Malem had the bird switch to another bracket a few yards away.

      Meanwhile, he sent the remaining bird forward to watch the far side of the hall.

      “Brita, Sylfi, drag those bodies inside,” Malem ordered.

      Sylfi shot him a disgusted look—this time the look matched what he sensed from her energy bundle—and she grabbed the legs of one elf, while Brita latched onto the other, and together they dragged them into the store room. The bodies left obvious smears of blood on the marble.

      “Nicely done,” Abigail said.

      Malem frowned. He ordered the griffin to approach, with instructions to rub the fur of its flanks over the blood in an effort to soak it up.

      Meanwhile, he very carefully stepped over the crimson stains and entered the storeroom.

      He was greeted by a room that was partitioned into aisles by several racks; the shelves were stacked to the ceiling with crates.

      “How will we find our stuff?” Abigail asked.

      “There is a register.” Wendolin walked to the counter at the front, where a small book rested. She picked it up, opened it, and scanned through to the last entry. Holding the book so that she could refer to it, she walked past the aisles, and entered one that was labeled “C.”

      Sylfi and Brita had rested the bodies next to the counter, so Malem stepped over them—and the blood trails—to follow Wendolin.

      The queen found the crates containing their weapons. Malem retrieved the belt that held Balethorn, and he tied it around his hips. It felt good to have the trusty blade hanging from his side.

      Brita and Sylfi retrieved their longbows and arrow satchels, and secured their short-swords to their hips. Abigail and Malem shoved the remaining weapons into their backpacks for later distribution. Some of those weapons protruded obviously, like Ziatrice’s long halberd, but there was nothing he could do about that. The halberd threw off the balance of the pack, making one of the straps dig into his side, but he barely felt the pressure thanks to his armor.

      When they returned to the entrance, the griffin was still rubbing the bloodstains on the floor outside the storeroom. It had successfully soaked up most of the blood, though there were still some minor stains. The fur on its back was tinted red.

      Abigail wrinkled her nose. “I’m not flying that griffin.”

      “That’s fine,” Malem said. “It’s mine.”

      He sent his bird scout forward once more, and followed at a safe distance with the others. In a few minutes, he came across an escutcheon hanging on the wall. It held two crossed swords.

      He glanced at Wendolin.

      “It means we’re entering the garrison portion,” the queen explained. “Probably best if we don’t wake anyone up.”

      “Probably,” Malem agreed.

      “Maybe no one’s here?” Abigail said. “And the soldiers have been mobilized to join in the hunt for us?”

      “Not these units,” Wendolin explained. “If I’m correct, they would have just finished a twenty-two hour shift. Including the officer we seek.”

      “And if you’re not correct?” Abigail asked.

      “Then the place will be empty,” Wendolin replied. “And we’ll have to ransack the officer’s quarters to search for the key. Which might not even be there if he’s decided to carry it on his person. So trust me, it’s better if these quarters are occupied.”

      There were only a few doors at first. The lead bird revealed two elves on patrol around the bend, moving away from Malem’s current position. He deployed the bird at that bend to keep watch on that patrol.

      The doors became more frequent. “These will be the officers’ quarters,” Wendolin explained.

      She paused before one of them, and knocked.

      A bleary-eyed elf opened the door, and his eyes widened when he saw Wendolin and her retinue.

      Malem shoved his way inside, forcing the man back with Balethorn, and the others piled in behind him while the griffin remained to stand guard. Brita shut the door behind them.

      The floor was made of wood, Malem noted. Unlike the marble of the hallway outside. He wondered if that meant this elf possessed earth magic.

      “My queen,” the officer said. “What—”

      Wendolin raised a halting hand. “I don’t have time to explain, Vitan. I need the key to the collars.”

      The elf named Vitan nodded. Like all elves, his face was extremely feminine. “Of course.”

      He went to a cupboard, and opened the wooden door. He reached inside.

      Is he a mage? Malem asked Wendolin.

      No, but he—

      Before she could finish, Vitan’s hand darted to the right, and he flung some tiny seeds at the floor below the party.

      Malem leaped out of the way, and managed to dodge the branches that erupted from the wooden floor where those seeds touched. Wendolin and the other three were instantly snatched up.

      He has access to magical objects, Wendolin finished her earlier thought.

      Malem rushed Vitan and held the tip of his sword to the man’s throat. Balethorn hummed softly in indifference.

      “Fetch the key,” Malem told the elf. “No tricks this time. Unless you’d like a personal introduction to the afterworld.”

      The elf nodded quickly.

      “You do want an introduction?” Malem asked. He slid the blade menacingly closer.

      Vitan stopped nodding, and shook his head fervently.

      “You don’t. Good.” Malem withdrew his blade.

      Vitan went to another cabinet, and this time when the elf opened it, he produced a metal device resembling an icepick.

      He nodded at Wendolin. “Open her collar.”

      Vitan went to the queen, who was still bound up in the branches from the floor like Malem’s other three companions. He touched the thin tip to the back of her neck and pressed down so that, from Malem’s angle, it looked like he was stabbing the pick into her flesh. Wendolin’s expression remained unconcerned, almost bored.

      Alarmed as that pick continued to descend, Malem repositioned until he saw the back of Wendolin’s neck. The thin, long key was indeed pressing into the bronze band at her neck, and not her flesh, with the long tip slowly vanishing as it was inserted.

      When the metal portion had been swallowed entirely, and the handle touched the bronze collar itself, an audible CLICK emitted from the unit. The pick was ejected with such force that Vitan’s hand flew backward.

      The collar clicked open. Wendolin’s eyes lit up with power. The branches that held her crumpled away, disintegrating before they hit the ground. She reached up and ripped the band away, and then she spun on Malem.

      He tightened his will around her, forestalling the magic that she had no doubt been meaning to throw at him.

      Now, now, Malem sent. Be a good girl.

      Those words angered her, and branches erupted from the wood directly below Malem. Their tips were sharp, and no doubt meant to impale him.

      He immediately drained her of stamina—a lot. She slumped in place, and the branches halted, the sharp tips inches from his chest armor. He wasn’t sure if they would have been able to penetrate the dragon scales of his breastplate, but the impacts would have still bruised him badly.

      “My queen!” Vitan said. The officer started toward the slumping queen, but then decided to turn on Malem. He swung that icepick-like key like a weapon.

      Malem dodged the blow, but Vitan was nimble, and moved like silk. Before Malem realized what had happened, the man was holding the tip of that sharp key underneath his throat.

      Malem was completely at the elf’s mercy.

      He tried to enter the creature’s mind, but his will evaporated upon touch.

      “What have you done to her?” the officer hissed.

      Get him off of me, Malem told Wendolin.

      She didn’t respond.

      You want me to kill another of your men? Malem asked. Though of course he was in no position to slay the elf right now. But hopefully Wendolin wouldn’t realize he had nothing else up his sleeve.

      Give… stamina… Wendolin sent.

      Malem gave her a good amount, restoring some of what he had stolen.

      She straightened.

      Branches grew from the wooden floor and ensnared Vitan, pulling him away.

      Malem tried to pry the key from the man’s fingers, but he wouldn’t release it.

      “Let go,” Malem told him.

      The man stared at him defiantly.

      Malem sheathed his sword to use both hands, and finally managed to pry the key loose. He wasn’t completely sure how to use it, so he tossed it to Wendolin. “Open their collars. Oh, and I’ll take that.”

      He indicated the open bronze band she held in one hand.

      When she offered it to him, he reached out, keeping his body well back, not wanting to give her a chance to wrap it around his neck. But she was through fighting, it seemed, at least for the time being, and didn’t try anything.

      He collected the collar and slid it into his backpack alongside the other gear he carried.

      Wendolin proceeded to disintegrate the branches that held the other women, and opened their collars.

      While he waited, he taunted the elf.

      “You should have killed me when you had the chance,” Malem said.

      “You’ll never leave this place alive,” Vitan said.

      “We’ll see,” Malem told him.

      “Nor will she.” Vitan nodded at Wendolin. “We love her, but we’ll kill her before we let her fall into Vorgon’s hands.”

      “That won’t happen, not while she’s with me,” Malem said.

      When the others were free, he asked Wendolin: “I don’t suppose you can put him to sleep?”

      “If you’re referring to the spores,” she said. “Vitan is quite immune. I assure you.”

      Malem pursed his lips. “Then I suppose we’ll leave him bound up. Gag him.”

      Vines thrust from some of the branches, and wrapped around Vitan’s lower face. He tried to open his mouth to speak, but those vines simply wrapped across his spread lips. His muted whining didn’t care very far.

      He glanced at Abigail. She tossed her collar into a corner of the room. Sylfi and Brita had similarly thrown theirs away. He felt relief emanating from all of them.

      “You don’t want to keep it?” he asked her.

      Abigail shook her head. “I want nothing to do with that thing.”

      Malem wondered if he should get rid of his own. It could be used against him if it fell into the wrong hands.

      He decided it was too useful a weapon.

      He confirmed, via the griffin and his birds, that the coast was clear in the hall outside. Then he exited with the four of them.

      They had proceeded down the hall only a short way, toward the quarters of the main body of soldiers garrisoned in that place, when one of the doors ahead opened.

      An elven soldier walked out onto the marble floor, rubbing his eyes. He was clad only in a tunic and shorts. When he looked up, and he saw Malem standing next to the queen and three other women, his expression filled with shock.

      The soldier abruptly turned around.

      “Stop him!” Malem said. But he suspected Wendolin could do nothing, not while the floor was made of marble like that. And the elf was certainly too far away for Abigail to hit with fire.

      “Too late,” Wendolin said.

      “Run!” Malem ordered. He drew Balethorn. The blade hungered for the three half-dragons that ran next to him—it was able to sense them now that their collars had been removed.

      The party dashed forward, led by Malem.

      The soldier reemerged to block their path a moment later, sword in hand. Two other elven swordsmen joined him. None of them wore armor. They had no time to don it.

      Streams of flame shot out from Abigail, and struck the men. They were thrown backwards onto the marble, their tunics aflame.

      More emerged before the party arrived. These were similarly underdressed, and they fell to the arrows of Sylfi and Brita.

      As Malem passed the door, an elf jumped at him. Malem swung, deflecting the blow, and kept running. The women behind him sidestepped the attacker, leaving the elf for the griffin.

      The monster tackled the elf and ripped out his intestines with its sharp beak. It wavered its head to and fro as it dragged the loops free. Meanwhile, the elf screamed.

      More elves emerged, some of them armored, and they attacked the griffin.

      Malem ordered the monster to stay behind, and delay the elves for as long as possible. He figured the griffin could last for quite a while, considering the entrance to the barracks was almost a chokepoint.

      Glancing over his shoulder, he unfortunately saw other doors open. More elves emerged, and they would quickly have the griffin surrounded.

      Abigail launched streams of magic behind her, while Sylfi and Brita fired arrows. Wendolin did nothing. Either she didn’t want to harm her own people, or she was unable—there was no wood for her particular brand of earth magic to tap into.

      The party rounded the bend, leaving that section behind. There were no other attackers ahead of them, and they made good time to the entry point.

      As he raced through the rooms of the minor nobles and toward the bedchamber, he sensed the griffin was close to death, so he crushed it with his will and drained the last of its stamina.

      At the bedchambers, he found the elven man and woman cowering in one corner of the room, held at bay by another griffin that had entered the room to watch them.

      He left that monster there, deciding it would take too long to shuffle though the tight doorway back onto the balcony outside. Besides, he had to call in another griffin anyway, since the monsters couldn’t handle more than one rider at a time.

      At the balcony, while he waited for Sylfi, Brita, and Abigail to load onto the griffins that hovered beyond, he reached out with his beast sense and found two other griffins not far away and Broke them. They were part of a patrol, and carried riders, so he ordered the griffins to subtly change directions and dump their riders before coming to the balcony.

      The pair arrived shortly after Sylfi, Brita and Abigail were airborne, and Malem and Wendolin mounted the two.

      After the party was away, he ordered the griffin that remained behind in the bedchamber to make its way out of those rooms and into the main hallway beyond, to stir up whatever trouble it could.

      He navigated the griffins between the trees, which were outlined by the lights shining from the windows of different towers above them. His bird scouts continued to envelop the party, forming an early warning sphere. But Malem also kept his beast sense alert, and he detected the approach of a large force of griffins coming from the south. Another big group came from ahead, obviously in an attempt to head them off.

      Apparently, the two griffins hadn’t been as subtle in their escape as he had hoped, and the original patrol of elven riders had followed them, dispatching couriers to alert other groups nearby.

      Looks like we’re going to have to fight our way out of here, after all, Malem said. I’ve got griffins coming in from the front, and behind.

      We always knew it would come down to this, Brita said.

      We certainly did, he agreed.

      He glanced at Wendolin riding beside him, but her expression was unreadable in the dim light. From her energy bundle, he felt only remorse.
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      As he weaved the mounts between the trees, Malem released most of his birds, and Broke three of the incoming griffins, filling up all seventy-four slots: he had four birds and fourteen griffins under his command. He promptly crushed the wills of those griffins, draining the stamina and killing the beasts, sending their riders plunging to their deaths. He continued doing that, Breaking and killing griffins. The stamina boost he received each time became less and less, to the point that he began to incur a stamina deficient from all that Breaking. He had to draw more and more stamina from Vorgon to achieve each successive Breaking. The amounts began to border on the absurd, and he knew Vorgon wasn’t going to let him keep it up for much longer.

      Enough! Vorgon ordered. Yes, there were limits to how much stamina even Vorgon would let him draw in such a short period of time.

      So much for that strategy. On the bright side, he’d thinned the ranks of those riders in front to a third of their former numbers, from two-score down to thirteen griffins. This all before the elves had closed to fighting range. Unfortunately, he hadn’t touched any griffins in the pursuing group, but they were still well away, according to his beast sense.

      He ordered the most recent three griffins he had Broken to attack their companions, stirring confusion. He could see those griffins up ahead between the branches of the boughs.

      Branches suddenly came alive around him, growing away from the nearby trees in an attempt to wrap around him and his companions. Abigail released streams of flames, and Malem was ready to give the order for Sylfi and Brita to transform so they could unleash their own fire alongside her, when the branches abruptly fell away.

      Wendolin.

      She in turn animated branches upon the trees closest to the incoming griffins, and snatched them up. He noticed those branches seemed to be handling them gently, as if she was reluctant to kill either the captured elves or the griffins.

      Should we transform? Abigail asked.

      Not yet, Malem replied. You’ll make a bigger target for their earth magic.

      In preparation for the coming flyby, Malem grasped the furry back of the griffin tightly with one hand while he drew his sword with the other. A moment later the party flew past the incoming griffins. He didn’t get close enough to strike at any of them with his sword, but Sylfi and Brita unleashed their bows in rapid succession, downing several elves. Unfortunately, his group also took arrows. His mount was struck, as was Abigail’s.

      He immediately ordered the two other griffins he had captured to dive. Those creatures, which had been busy sowing discord among the enemy, descended rapidly as he and Abigail plunged, and wrapped their talons around their shoulders, lifting them away from the slain mounts.

      Malem felt the painful pressure underneath the dragonscale armor as those claws held him, but he ignored it, concentrating on steering the monsters back toward the others.

      Abigail’s shoulders only had a dress to protect them from the claws of her own griffin, but she was a half dragon, and he knew she would be fine.

      The pair reached the other three and they continued away. Meanwhile, the riders who had survived the flyby turned around, joining the other griffins in pursuit. Malem Broke another two griffins in their ranks, since he had freed up two slots, and ordered them to turn on their brethren. Those two Breakings drained him significantly, and he borrowed stamina from Solan and Gannet so that he stayed in the game.

      He also lent some of that stamina to Wendolin so she could continue using branches to snatch up their pursuers, and to dismiss any wooden limbs that came at them in return, launched by mages among the riders. He tried to stay as far away from the trees as he could, but that wasn’t really possible, given the profusion of tree-towers out there. Meanwhile Abigail unleashed fireballs at the trailing griffins, causing them to scatter. Sylfi and Brita continued firing arrows, usually missing—it was difficult to aim in the dim light, even with their night vision, considering that both they and their targets were moving.

      His shoulders were starting to grow stiff under the pressure of the griffin that held him, but he did his best to ignore the feeling.

      Will they make the trees come alive here? Malem asked Wendolin. Or create one of those magic stalks we encountered before?

      I don’t think so, she replied. Not in the heart of the city. Not with so many civilian lives at stake.

      In only a few moments, the party passed underneath the boughs where Malem’s other companions hid.

      Let’s go! he sent.

      The griffins harboring his remaining companions leaped forth from the upper branch.

      Wendolin, which way to the exit? he asked.

      Keep going this way, she replied. I’ll let you know when to bank.

      You’re not going to take off our collars? Solan said.

      Malem glanced at Wendolin, who fled nearby. Do you still have the key?

      It’s in my pocket, yes, she told him.

      If you tossed it to someone, would he or she be able to use it? he asked.

      No, Wendolin said. Well, they might get lucky, I suppose. But they have a greater chance of tightening the collar and choking themselves than opening it. Assuming they can find the right spot to insert the key in the first place. There isn’t a visible keyhole on the collar surface, you know. Not that they can see at the backs of their heads anyway.

      They can, if I allow them to view the world through my eyes, he said. But it sounds like that won’t matter. You’re the only one among us who can open the collars…

      Essentially, she replied.

      There’s your answer, Solan, Malem said. You’ll get that collar off as soon as we can take a respite. Or get out of here. Whichever comes first.

      I don’t suppose we can have our weapons back in the meantime? Ziatrice said.

      I’ll fly each of you close to me in turn, and I’ll do my best to give them to you, he said.

      He directed Ziatrice toward him. He was still hanging onto Balethorn in one hand, so he sheathed the sword, and then reached up to grab the haft of the halberd that protruded from his backpack. The tip rubbed against the griffin above him, so the monster would no doubt be happy to see it gone.

      He yanked downward, pulling the halberd away from the griffin, and partially bending his backpack. Then he slid the weapon out, and glanced at Ziatrice, who had taken up a position directly underneath him.

      Don’t you dare miss, she said.

      Then don’t drop it, he told her. He let the weapon fall. She snatched it easily out of the sky with one hand, and proceeded forward.

      All right, no more weapon transfers, Malem decided. Too much work.

      A barrage of arrows came at the party as they passed a particularly large tree. Apparently archers had garrisoned there.

      He had the griffins engage in random, zig-zagging motions, and hoped that none of the arrows would find their marks.

      Gah! Mauritania sent as pain spiked from her energy bundle.

      So much for no arrows finding their marks.

      Are you all right? Malem asked her.

      Just a small blow to my bicep, she replied. Nothing I can’t handle.

      Sylfi and Brita returned fire, as did Abigail with her fireballs. The half dragon was growing weak, so he drained stamina from Weyanna and gave it to Abigail.

      When they passed the next tree, Sylfi’s griffin was passing the closest so that when a bunch of branches erupted from its boughs, she and her mount were caught up.

      Ahead, Wendolin was busy launching similar branches against another wave of incoming riders, so Malem decided to deal with Sylfi.

      He instructed his griffin to turn back, and then he had it release him so that he could drop down upon her.

      He drew Balethorn before he landed.

      “Hey,” Malem said.

      “Hey,” Sylfi replied from where she was bound up.

      “I got you.” Malem began to chop. At least those sleep spores hadn’t formed in the vines that held her. He supposed it required a certain level of mage to create them.

      Another group of griffins rounded the tree. More branches erupted from the surface, and began to wrap around him. He tried to cut them away, but there were too many.

      Just then, Sylfi decided to transform. Her chromium scales broke through the vines and branches that held her, and nearly crushed Malem in the process. She ripped away from the tree trunk, breathing a terrible stream of fire at the incoming griffins as she did so. Malem tore free along with her, but with nothing to support him, he plunged, arms and legs flailing.

      He frantically reached out to the nearby griffins with his mind, but they were too far away to arrive in time. He was about to try Sylfi next, but then her massive dragon form swooped underneath him, catching him.

      And he hadn’t even had to tell her to do it.

      That was a good sign.

      He clambered across the scales of her back and assumed a position between her two wings, hooking his legs underneath the cross-guards that protruded a thigh-width above where the stalks met her back, securing himself.

      Look at you go, Gwenfrieda sent. Riding Sylfi into battle.

      Jealous some? Weyanna asked.

      Malem instructed the two riderless griffins to follow alongside, just in case she needed to transform back if the incoming branches became too dense. But so far, there weren’t that many more appendages seeking out the bigger target of Sylfi. She did attract more arrows, but they caused only minor damage to her scales, even the magical ones. Still, he could feel the sting of each impact, as transmitted to him through her energy bundle.

      Sylfi pulled ahead of the others, taking the lead. The nearby boughs of an entire tree-tower abruptly swooped down upon her, as if intending to snatch her up.

      She unleashed a steady stream of flames, and swooped downward at the same time, narrowly slipping beyond the grasp of the now burning branches. The other party members dodged underneath as well.

      Ahead, the misty boundaries of Dothloron approached—in the night, it looked like a solid mass of blackness devoured the horizon ahead. The trees, and the towers growing from them, were smaller here. He noticed a significant number of elven soldiers had gathered in front of one particular tree, one that didn’t seem to have a tower connected to it.

      You see where all those troops are lined up at the base of the tree below? Wendolin asked.

      Yes, Malem replied.

      That’s one of the exits to the forest, Wendolin said.

      Is there another? he said.

      There is, she told him. But it will be just as protected.

      Then we fight our way through here, he said. Metals, transform!

      Brita and Abigail switched to their dragon forms, and unleashed waves of flames at the troops below. The boughs of the closest trees erupted with branches that attempted to envelope the three dragons. It seemed the enemy had deployed most of its mages at the exits.

      He spotted what looked like tiny spores upon the branches of those trees.

      Sleep spores! he warned.

      But the branches curved away at the last moment, courtesy of Wendolin. Her stamina levels dropped precipitously.

      He fed her stamina from Solan, Gannet, and Ziatrice as more spore-covered branches came in. The three dragons unleashed their flames at the remaining branches, scorching them and their spores; Abigail also summoned fire elementals amid the enemy forces, and they scattered before them.

      Malem had to feed more stamina to Wendolin as she deflected the next round of branches. And then when they had passed the final tree, with nothing in front of them and their target except the hundred or so elven troops, one of those stalk things the party had encountered before erupted from the ground.

      It thrusted skyward in a long, living swirl, and multiple branches erupted from it. Wendolin managed to redirect some of those branches down toward the waiting troops, which snatched them up. The captured elves were drawn to the heart of the stalk.

      The remaining branches came in at Malem’s airborne party, forcing them to dodge.

      Keep going! Malem sent. Fly past! We make a rush for the exit.

      They continued past the stalk, toward the base of the tree ahead. Wendolin cast aside several more branches that shot at them from the stalk, and Malem was forced to drain stamina from other party members to maintain her endurance levels. He was tempted to leech from Vorgon’s sink again, but after his recent scolding, thought better of it. He planned to do so only as a last resort.

      The party swept over the heads of the troops deployed in front of the exit, and arrows shot up in waves. Most of the griffins were shot down, but the three dragons quickly snatched up the monsters and riders in their claws before they could drop, and distributed them amongst themselves.

      Gah! Ziatrice said. You’re squeezing us kinda tight!

      I’d rather she squeezed us, than let us fall to our deaths! Mauritania said.

      Malem crushed the dying griffins, taking their stamina—he didn’t get much, since he had already leeched so many of the creatures.

      An animated tree creature arose from the troops ahead, and threw out two limbs that quickly expanded into long, groping vines. Those vines headed toward the dragons, but then abruptly swooped downward and wrapped around other elves, courtesy of Wendolin, who was gripped in Sylfi’s talons. Meanwhile the dragons unleashed hell with their fiery breath, igniting large swaths of tree elves around them.

      Ahead, he saw a large, dark grey arch carved into the base of the target tree. It was about twice as tall as a human, and two times the width of a griffin. Not big enough for a dragon, unfortunately.

      Is that the portal to the forest? he asked.

      It is, Wendolin replied.

      How do we get through it?

      You simply pass through, Wendolin replied. There’s not much more to it.

      I don’t think we’ll be able to fit, Abigail said.

      Transform back, Malem said. Let our forward motion carry us through.

      The dragons swooped down, coming in at an angle as they lined themselves up with the opening. They breathed flames at the troops deployed at the base of the arch, forcing them to scatter.

      A wave of branches erupted from the ever-growing stalk behind them, in a last ditch attempt to stop them, but Wendolin slammed most of those branches into the elves. The remainder that flung toward the dragons wouldn’t reach them in time.

      Moments before impact, the three dragons transformed back into humans.

      Malem was suddenly floating in midair. Below him, the naked bodies of Sylfi, Brita and Abigail were on course to pass through the arch, as were the others they had held in their claws, including the corpses of several griffins. To line them up like that, apparently the dragons had drawn their claws close to their bodies before changing back. Malem, however, was too high, thanks to his former position on Sylfi’s back.

      He was going to smash right into the trunk itself, just above the arch. If he survived the impact, the branches from the stalk would snatch him up a moment later, this after the rest of his party had already passed through and escaped.

      He still had a pair of riderless griffins shadowing the party just above, and he immediately ordered one of them to swoop down. He wasn’t sure the beast would reach him in time, but then the creature snatched him up and dove down, crashing into Wendolin and Sylfi as it carried him through the portal.

      He emerged into the brightly lit forest on the other side. Apparently time traveled at a different rate within Dothloron, because it was already morning in the land outside.

      Still carried forward by their previous motion, Malem and the others crashed through the undergrowth. He took a few good blows, his face and body getting whipped by different branches around him, until finally he came to a halt.

      When he pushed up his upper body, it was to find a pair of surprised tree elves looking down at him. The elves reached for their weapons, but the forest came alive, wrapping them up, along with other elves deployed throughout the trees around them. Arrows launched from other trees, some of them targeting Wendolin. Malem leaped at her, pulling the queen to the ground.

      “Down!” Malem shouted.

      More elves poured into the forest behind him. He couldn’t see the portal that led to Dothloron—the elves simply appeared in the empty space between two trees, and charged forward. No wonder it was essentially impossible to find the entrance to their realm.

      Master, some help, Malem sent.

      It comes, Vorgon intoned.

      Malem dispersed stamina to Wendolin and Abigail, drawing from the others. He reached out, searching for animals to Break, but wasn’t surprised to find only a few birds. Not even enough for a swarming attack. No doubt the elves had been busy keeping the area free of beastly life.

      Abigail unleashed her flames, striking at the emerging elves; she also released sprays toward the overhead branches that gave rise to the arrows.

      Meanwhile, Wendolin continued to attack with the very forest itself.

      “Should we transform?” Brita asked, naked beside him.

      “Do it!” Malem replied.

      Abigail, Sylfi and Brita returned to their dragon states, and raged through the forest around them. They bashed into the trees and uprooted them. They unleashed flames into the boughs. Meanwhile, Wendolin continued to snatch up those elves that continued to rush through the portal in pursuit. Soon there was a good group of them entwined in the branches she had unleashed. Malem continually fed the four of them stamina, draining the others to dangerously low levels. They were all lying down, exhausted, around him.

      By then, the dragons had formed a clearing of downed and uprooted trees around them. Sylfi abruptly turned toward the entrance and torched the elves caught at the opening.

      Sadness emanated from Wendolin’s energy bundle when that happened, and for a moment he worried she would strike out and fight against his hold. But she merely stopped fighting entirely. She no longer created branches, no longer offered any aid to the combatants. She just lay there, like those others he had drained.

      Plowing through the pile of bodies and branches at the entrance, tree elves continued to emerge from the portal. Sylfi was happy to greet them with her flames.

      Arrows continued to come from the trees that surrounded the burning clearing, and Abigail and Brita concentrated their fire upon the boughs, trying to burn out the elves that launched them. Branches erupted from the surrounding trees, including some of those that had been knocked down—mages must have come through the portal. Malem and the others had been lucky to avoid those attacks thus far—they’d probably eliminated some mages stationed here the moment they’d arrived.

      But then the loud horn of an orak war party echoed across the battlefield. It was answered by another horn to the north. In moments, the black creatures poured from the surrounding forest, hacking through the undergrowth with swords and pikes. Some of them threw their pikes up toward the branches, and skewered elves fell from the trees.

      Eldritch came next—Malem knew they were there only because of the invisible blades that suddenly laid into the tree elves emerging from the portal. Blood splattered their hidden forms, partially outlining their vaguely humanoid bodies, and hoofed feet.

      The night elves arrived, and their arrows bit into the boughs surrounding the clearing, causing more tree elves to fall from the upper branches.

      “Abigail, Brita, Sylfi,” Malem said. “Scoop us up! Take us out of here!”

      The three dragons quickly gathered up the party members in their large talons, and took flight. A last hail of arrows from the tree elves came at them, but the dragons shielded the group with their claws, and continued past the trees.

      The attack abated.

      Malem had done it. He’d gone into the heart of the tree elf den, ripped the queen from her throne, and survived.

      He couldn’t help but shed tears of joy.

      I did it.

      Ahead, beyond the eaves of the forest, he could see the black host of Vorgon’s army strewn upon the plains. And then it dawned on him exactly what he had done, and for whom he had done it for. The joy flowing from him rapidly waned, and his heart blackened.

      The dragons flew toward that host.

      Home sweet home.
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      Malem was squeezed against Wendolin and Gwenfrieda in Sylfi’s claws. He hadn’t noticed before, since his mind was so caught up in the battle, but he could feel Wendolin’s hot breath against his cheek, and the press of her bosom against his chest.

      He wished he didn’t have to give her up.

      But she was Vorgon’s.

      Sylfi, Brita and Abigail deposited Malem and the others upon the outskirts of the black tents where Vorgon’s host had made camp outside the Dothweald forest, and then the dragons landed beside them.

      “Open up everyone else’s collars,” he ordered Wendolin. “You still have the key, don’t you?”

      “Of course,” she replied. She reached into her pocket, and frowned. “I thought…” She tried another pocket, and another.

      Malem felt a spike of anger. His hand instinctively dropped to the hilt of his sword.

      “There,” Wendolin said, producing the icepick-like object. “Told you I had it.”

      Malem released his grip on the hilt, and nodded curtly. He watched as she moved from person to person, and opened up their collars. As the men and women were freed in turn, they gave the collars to Abigail’s big silver dragon to crush.

      Malem reached out, and broke a bunch of weak-minded oraks that camped nearby. He crushed their minds, killing them, and used the stamina to partially replenish what he had lost in the Breaking. He funneled the remainder to the other members of his crew, who appeared exhausted, thanks to his previous draining. He gave most of the extra stamina to Weyanna.

      As soon Wendolin removed Weyanna’s collar, Malem told the half dragon: “Heal Mauritania.”

      Weyanna nodded. With her powers back, she was able to readily heal the arrow wound Mauritania had suffered in her bicep. Weyanna also moved among the other injured members of his party, and similarly healed them. Malem broke a few more oraks to feed her stamina, and to boost the recovery levels of those she healed.

      Malem gazed at the tents beyond, searching for signs of Vorgon. The Balor’s presence felt strong in his head, but that could also mean Vorgon had positioned itself close to the portal that led to this world—and not that the demon was actually here.

      You’ve done it, Vorgon said, as if sensing his searching. I knew you wouldn’t let me down, Defiler.

      Partially, Malem agreed. I couldn’t secure her army, however. The elves refused to follow her. In fact, they tried to kill her the whole time we escaped.

      Vorgon’s deep laughter boomed in his head. I don’t care about their army. They will be burned out when we ignite the forest. And as they emerge, my black host will slay them to the last man, woman, and child. Their queen is the only one I desire. You are hereby restored to your position of top lieutenant. You are my greatest Black Sword once more.

      Thank you, Master, Malem sent. But tell me, how will you transfer Wendolin’s Breaking to yourself? I Broke her during the rescue, as you commanded. Can this be undone?

      That was the most pressing question on his mind.

      Alas, but it cannot, Vorgon replied. You must die when the time comes. It is the only way to undo what you have done.

      Malem remained silent. He had dreaded this news, and yet somehow it brought him internal peace.

      I have fulfilled my promise to you, Vorgon continued. You are my top lieutenant once again. But I never said how long you would last in this position.

      Malem nodded. You did not. But it doesn’t matter. I understand, and I am glad to serve you in whatever way I can, even if that service must be in death.

      You are a good slave, Vorgon said. One of my best. I will be sorry to lose you, Defiler.

      All I ask is that you allow those I have Broken to go free when I am gone, Malem sent.

      I will do this to honor you, Vorgon returned. In fact, all of your companions may go at any time, starting from this moment. I will inform my other Black Swords that none of them are to be touched. All may go save the tree elf queen. She is mine. And you of course must remain as well. Until I summon you.

      I understand, Malem said. Thank you, Master.

      Let no one ever say I am unkind, and unmerciful, Vorgon replied.

      When can I expect your call? Malem said.

      Tomorrow morning, with the dusk. I am sending servants to collect Wendolin.

      One last night on this earth. That wasn’t so bad. It was long enough to make his goodbyes. At least Malem had the chance to say goodbye. Many never even got that.

      A group composed of oraks, goblings and dwarves approached from the black tents. They surrounded Wendolin. She glanced at Malem, confused.

      “Go with them,” he told her.

      Wendolin bowed her head. The sadness he felt from her as she departed cut keenly.

      “She’s not going to stay with us?” Gwenfrieda asked.

      “No,” Malem replied. “I’ve cut a deal with Vorgon. All of you are free to go, save for Wendolin, who will become his mate.”

      “Wait, we’re all free to go?” Gwenfrieda asked. “But what about you?”

      Malem shook his head. “I’m part of the deal.”

      “Then we’ll stay with you, too,” Weyanna said.

      Malem smiled at her fondly. “Really? Now you want to stay? You’ve been wanting to get away ever since I joined this army. All of you have.”

      He glanced at the others, who remained silent.

      “Well, I bargained with Vorgon,” Malem said. “You’re all free to go.” He waited, but no one moved. Were they just too shocked by the news? “Go!”

      “What’s going to happen to you?” Mauritania asked quietly.

      Malem shot her a grim smile. “Tomorrow at dusk, Vorgon will take my life.”

      Gwenfrieda gasped, and then started crying.

      He turned toward her, and felt anger burn. “What the hell’s wrong with you? I’ve felt hate from you, and rage. You even tried to run away!”

      But she didn’t answer, she just cried.

      He glanced at Abigail. Tears were streaming down her cheeks as well. She was still in dragon form, and it somehow hurt to watch a beautiful dragon cry like that.

      Malem shook his head. “Just go. Don’t make this harder than it is. You’re free now.”

      “Not like this,” Gwenfrieda finally said, between sobs. “I never wanted this. I wanted to be free yes, free from what you’d become. But I wanted to do it myself. I never wanted you to have to die so that I could escape.”

      “Well, that’s the price,” Malem said roughly.

      “You can’t do this,” Ziatrice said. “We were supposed to rule the world together.”

      “There will be no world to rule after Vorgon is done,” Malem said. “In fact, this is probably for the best. I’m not sure I want to see what the land looks like when this war is done.”

      “Let’s go, Sylfi,” Brita said. She was still in dragon form, like her sister.

      Sylfi hesitated, blinking several times as if she too might cry, but when Brita took to the air, Sylfi followed. The two of them flew northwest, heading around the outskirts of the Dothweald. No doubt they intended to collect the stuff they had stowed along the northern edges of the forest.

      Sylfi glanced over her shoulder at him once, but then turned her long neck away, and didn’t look back again.

      Malem smiled sadly. He glanced at Solan and Gannet. “Nothing is holding either of you here as well. You might as well go. You’ll feel me in your head the rest of today, and tonight. But tomorrow morning, I will be gone forever.”

      Gannet and Solan simply stared at him, stunned. But then Gannet turned toward the others.

      “Do any of you want a ride?” Gannet asked.

      No one answered him.

      Gannet shrugged, and transformed. He took to the skies, heading northwest after the two chromium dragons.

      Solan approached. He shook Malem’s hand. “It was an honor to fight by your side.”

      Incredibly, Solan’s eyes were wet.

      “I don’t understand any of you,” Malem said quietly. “I Broke you against your will. You should hate me.”

      “Oh, I did hate you,” Solan said. “But I realize how that hatred was misplaced. I wish I could have met you before you were Vorgon’s. I’m sure you were an incredible man. Someone whom I would strive to emulate.” His voice cracked near the end, and his chin quivered. Solan was definitely having a hard time keeping it together.

      “Don’t weep for me,” Malem said. “My death serves a greater cause.”

      Solan nodded. “It hurts all the more that you actually believe that.”

      The half dragon said nothing more. He transformed, and followed his friend to the west.

      “I think I’ll stay, till morning,” Weyanna said.

      “I, too,” Mauritania said.

      “I’m not leaving, not until I see your body,” Gwenfrieda said. She sniffled, and wiped a hand underneath her nose.

      Ziatrice nodded. “I’m going to fuck some sense into you tonight. Earlier, if you’ll have me.”

      Malem laughed. “I’m going to fuck all of you before this day is done, don’t you worry.” He glanced at Abigail. “You’re staying, too?”

      The silver dragon bobbed her head. She didn’t say a word. He didn’t think she could, given the emotional distress he felt from her energy bundle.

      Malem nodded. “Well, collect your stuff from the forest’s edge. Unless you trust Sylfi and the others not to loot it. In the meantime, I’m going to my tent. I’ll call each of you when I’m ready.”

      He headed toward the line of tents.

      Well, that went better than I thought it would.
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      Throughout the rest of that day, Malem had sex with all of the women in turn, and sometimes in groups of two and three. Vorgon had granted him access to his stamina again—it seemed the least the Balor could do, now that Malem was destined to die—and Malem leeched endurance liberally, so he could go at it again and again.

      Still, he felt hollow inside. The knowledge of his own death somehow put a tamper on the lovemaking. Oh sure, it was often frantic, full of the desperate knowledge that this would be the last time he would hold any of them, and definitely pleasurable. But it almost felt too routine. Plus, there were too many tears shed among the women. He hated watching a woman cry, especially after sex.

      He wanted some time to himself, and so he dismissed everyone. He reviewed his life, thinking of his father, his uncle, and all the people who had influenced him while growing up. The way he had felt like an outcast for so long, moving from village to village, running from the Darkness Banvil had sent after him week after week for twenty years.  He had lived such a strange life, that he didn’t really feel he belonged among men. Beasts had been his companions.

      He wanted to go to the forest and seek out some of those beasts, but when he glanced that way, across the tops of the ocean of tents, he saw only burning trees.

      No, even that avenue was closed to him.

      He sat back down in the center of his tent. He had long ago changed out of his dragonscale armor, and he wore now only a loose tunic and breeches. And sandals. He kicked them off before folding his feet together on the bed, and then meditated.

      The sky became dark when evening came, but the northern horizon glowed a bright orange as the fires continued through the night. He heard distant shouts and screams, the clang of blades, the sizzle of dark magic, and was glad he wasn’t spending his last night in battle. It was strange: he always thought he would have preferred a heroic death in battle, but he realized there was nothing heroic about dying to an enemy’s blades.

      He thought of the day’s lovemaking, and smiled. Maybe he should call the women back, and give it one more go. But then he remembered how routine it had felt. Even with two or three of them at the same time, there were only so many positions, and only so long until he could hold out before climax.

      What he really wanted, this last night he was alive, was to experience the conquest of a fresh lay. He wanted to take someone new to his bed, one last time. Yes, that was what he was missing. That was the solution to the routineness of it all.

      He considered his options. There were more than a few female night elves in the camp, but most of them would probably be out in the forest, still fighting. What about a female tree elf? No, too much work. He didn’t feel like fighting for his life, while trying to seduce.

      What about Wendolin? He could feel her in his head, and thought he knew where her position was. No, that would probably piss off Vorgon, considering he wanted to make her his bride. He wouldn’t be too happy if Malem had sex with her on the eve of her wedding.

      What about Sylfi or Brita, then? He could still detect them with his beast sense, if only barely. It felt like they’d all camped out somewhere to the west, around twenty to thirty miles away. They should have been a lot farther away—dragons could cover a lot of ground from the air—so he thought it a little odd they were still in the vicinity. Still, they were definitely too far away for him to exert any influence. But he believed that if he tried he could still send a message.

      He reached out and focused on Sylfi. Are you there?

      As he waited for her to answer, he went through the rules he was going to employ. The seduction had to be done naturally: there was to be no forcing of his will upon her. He wanted to be able to die knowing he still had what it took to bring a women to his bed. That six months in Vorgon’s rule hadn’t entirely corrupted him, nor ruined his old charm.

      But Sylfi didn’t answer.

      He tried again.

      Sylfi?

      Sylfi.

      No good.

      He shrugged. He supposed she was out of range. That had to be it. She wouldn’t be purposely ignoring him.

      Actually, there was a good chance she was.

      So much for still having what it took.

      He thought about going to the night elf section of the camp, and browsing from flap to flap until he found a female who had remained behind. Or one who had simply become too exhausted to go on fighting, and had returned to the camp to rest.

      But an exhausted woman wouldn’t really suit his purposes.

      And then he wondered if he should try to contact Brita instead. Her sister would be just as good.

      I’m here, came the sudden, weak reply.

      He perked up. Sylfi. Why haven’t you left?

      Gannet and Brita wanted to continue north to look for the remnants of our people. But Solan wanted to stay, just in case there was something we could do here. I agreed with him.

      You wanted to stay in case you could help me? he pressed.

      No, not help you, she said. Stop Vorgon.

      Oh. He couldn’t help the disappointment he felt. He had hoped she would act differently toward him without her sister around. It looked like he was wrong about her.

      You forgot to mute us during sex, Sylfi said, surprising him with her choice of topics. Maybe he wasn’t wrong after all.

      I thought you were far enough away that it wouldn’t matter, he lied. In fact, he had hoped she and her sister would feel the pleasure, so they would understand what it was they were missing.

      We still felt it, Sylfi said. A hint of it anyway.

      Maybe you’d like to feel it up close, and for real? he asked.

      It would certainly feel good to cross one more woman off his bucket list. He’d been pining after her since he first met Sylfi.

      She didn’t answer.

      Not surprising. She wasn’t going to make this final conquest easy.

      He chuckled.

      My last night on earth, and all I can think to do with my time is seduce a woman.

      Well, it was an honorable pursuit, as far as he was concerned. What else was he to do? Cry over all the things he never got to do? Or look back on his life and allow himself to fill with regret?

      No. He’d rather spend it with a new woman.

      And when he had her, he would visit the other women in turn, and wish them farewell. No more sex.

      Maybe.

      Is your sister asleep? he pressed.

      Still no answer. At least not right away. Then:

      Yes, Sylfi replied.

      What about Solan, and Gannet?

      Solan is on watch, she said.

      Why don’t you come to my tent in person? he sent. I just want to talk.

      We can talk here, she said.

      All right, I’ll be brutally honest with you, he said. I want to see you one more time before I die. Don’t worry, we’re not going to have sex. I’ve been having sex all day, and I’m sick of it. I truly just want to talk with you. In person. Face to face. Because, to be honest, this mental thing isn’t quite the same. Help me forget the death that awaits me tomorrow.

      That latter line was borrowed from Gwenfrieda’s playbook. She’d used almost those same words to seduce him the first time they’d met. And they worked, because there was truth behind them. She was trying to forget the death of the villagers who had treated her like family. Just as Malem was trying to forget his own coming doom.

      But Sylfi didn’t answer. Not for a long moment.

      We’re not having sex, Sylfi finally said.

      Yes, I agree, he told her. I already said that. We’re just going to talk.

      Another pause. Then: I will come.

      Malem exhaled in relief. He went to the king-sized bed that the oraks had unpacked for him and placed in the center of his tent, and lay back. He was already getting semi hard thinking about her arrival.

      He could sense her approach. She was flying quickly, as if she desired this meeting as urgently as he did.

      He smiled. Now that he had finally separated the two sisters, he would see if that made a difference.

      His mind momentarily lingered on his coming doom, which was only hours away, but he forced those thoughts aside. Sylfi truly would help him forget.

      He heard the swoosh of large wings flapping outside, and then the shadow of a dragon appeared on the outskirts of the tent, where her form intercepted the light of nearby campfires. That shadow quickly diminished in size, becoming that of a human. The hourglass shape of a beautiful woman came into focus on the fabric, the bulge of breasts peeking out from either side of the upper chest area—she was holding up her arms, as if stretching. When she lowered her hands, those hips swung sensuously as she approached.

      The oraks standing guard at the entrance let her pass: he’d already given them instructions to allow all women through. Especially the more beautiful variety.

      Sylfi entered, completely naked after her recent transformation.

      Malem stood up and slid a spare robe around her body. She accepted readily, and covered herself, though he sensed a fleeting burst of disappointment from her energy bundle.

      He realized he could have probably started kissing her from the get-go.

      But her face betrayed no sign of that disappointment, and he chose to ignore his beast sense. He had promised to do this naturally, and using his link with her to read her emotions was tantamount to cheating in his view.

      And where’s the fun in kissing from the get-go, anyhow?

      He led her to the bed and sat down next to her.

      She smiled faintly. “You know, I thought I’d hate you, but it’s good to see your face again.”

      He stared at her pixieish features and smiled right back. “I grow on people. It happens.”

      “It’s too bad you’re serving the wrong side,” she said.

      He scowled, and looked away. “Can we not talk politics just this once?”

      “This is more than politics,” she said. “This is the end of the world.”

      “Is that why you’ve come?” he said. “So you could convince me not to do this? To betray Vorgon? Well I won’t.”

      “If you live, he can’t Break Wendolin,” she said. “If you die, his power will become unstoppable.” She gripped his hands tightly. “Come back with me. Let’s run away together, you and I. You don’t have to do this.”

      He smiled sadly. “I wish I could. But I serve Vorgon, now. This is my duty. I wish we’d met under different circumstances. In another life, you and I might have been man and wife. If I had grown up among the Metals, perhaps. Or you among humans.”

      She blinked rapidly, looking way. “Don’t say that. Your life isn’t over, not yet.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” he said softly. “It ended the day Vorgon broke me.”

      She began weeping softly, then.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “I was thinking of Khaledonius,” she said. “The oraks running through the streets, looting. The black dragons breathing their acid on the buildings. The blue dragons smashing into the towers.” She shut her eyes. “Most of my family fled, while I stayed to fight. My brother, and my sister, stayed. I don’t know what happened to Jalal. My brother. We were separated. I was so glad to have Brita with me, even if it meant we were in servitude. But not knowing what happened to Jalal, it’s just heartbreaking.”

      “He probably got away with the other Metals,” Malem said. “I’m sure he’s fine.”

      “And if not?” she said. “That’s on you. And Vorgon.”

      He nodded. “I have many deaths on my shoulders. What’s another?”

      “You’re so cold,” she said, looking away. The tears came anew. “He was my brother.”

      “I’m sorry,” Malem said. “If it’s any consolation, I’ll pay for that death tomorrow, with my own.”

      “But you don’t have to!” she said, looking at him. “Don’t you understand? You can stop this. You! Run away from Vorgon. Stop him from becoming invincible.”

      Growing angry, Malem stood. It was all he could do not to slap her in the face. “You might as well leave. It was a mistake to call you here. I realize that now.”

      She turned away, and continued weeping.

      As Malem stared at her, his anger softened, eventually subsiding entirely. A portion of her robe had fallen away when she turned from him so that her left breast was exposed.

      Yes, how could he be angry when she offered him that to look at in consolation?

      He sat down beside her again and wrapped an arm around her. He pulled her close, making sure to press that bare breast against his chest.

      She hugged him, and wept into his shoulder.

      “I haven’t cried since the day Khaledonius fell,” she said.

      “Cry now, sweet thing,” he said. “Let it all out.”

      And cry she did.

      Finally, no more tears came, and she simply held him. She began to tremble in his arms, and Malem knew she was ready. He resisted the urge to check her emotions via her energy bundle, and instead pulled away slightly to look into her face.

      Even though her eyes were red and puffy, she was still beautiful. Very much so.

      He pressed his lips against hers, and she didn’t resist him. She gazed into his eyes with such longing.

      I’ve wanted you for so long, she sent into his mind.

      And I you, he returned passionately.

      He kissed her harder, literally mashing his lips against hers.

      She bit his lower lip, her eyes glinting mischievously, and she pulled away slightly, bringing his lower lip with her. When she released it, it slapped gently against his gums.

      He waved an admonishing finger.

      “No biting,” he said.

      “Hey, you’re sleeping with a dragon,” she said. “If you don’t want biting, you’ve got the wrong woman.”

      “We’ll see about that.” He leaned forward and bit her on the neck in turn, hard enough to mark her. She moaned with pain, and pleasure.

      He slid his lips up toward her ear, and nibbled her lobe. He reached up at the same time, and ran a hand into her short hair, squeezing the fingers tightly around the scalp. There wasn’t really much hair for him to pull, so he just pressed his fingertips into her skull as he bit her neck once more. Once again, she moaned.

      He planted his lips onto hers once again, and reached into her robe. He slid his hand into her soft, moist mound. A louder groan, almost a whimper.

      “Malem,” she said.

      “Sylfi,” he answered.

      She kissed him back while he caressed her, and she began to thrust her hips against him, pushing her mound repeatedly into his hand. He held two fingers together and slid them inside her to give her what she wanted.

      Because of their mental link, he felt the pleasure he gave her, which turned him on even more. He was just throbbing inside. She in turn felt the thrill she gave him, and that mental echo effect occurred as the pleasure bounced back and forth between them, magnifying each time.

      She was getting close to climax—and so was he, incidentally, though he had no physical stimulation of his own. It was all mental.

      But as she approached the brink, he withdrew his fingers.

      She spun on him. “Don’t stop!”

      “You want release, I know,” he said. “But I’m not going to give it to you.”

      “Why not?” she pouted. “After all this, you’re just going to tease me? You can feel the pleasure, too, through me. So all you’re doing is teasing yourself!”

      “I know,” he said. “But I don’t want to feel it vicariously. I want to live it.”

      He disrobed then, first pulling off his tunic, and then his breeches.

      Then he shoved her backwards, and she smiled in anticipation as her back hit the bed.

      Malem mounted her, driving deep inside her.

      “You’re so big!” she said. “It hurts!”

      “Shit,” he said. “You really know how to turn a guy on.”

      She squirmed beneath him as he fell into a rhythmic thrusting. Soon her hips were gyrating as well, timed to meet his own thrusts.

      The pleasure echoed back and forth, not just between the two of them, but between everyone he had Broken. It rose exponentially, and before he could stop himself, he exploded inside her. He shuddered above her for at least the next minute, unaware of anything else but the sheer bliss he felt, and then, at last, his legs gave out beneath him, and he collapsed beside her.

      Both of their legs hung over the edge of the bed. She cuddled against him, pressing her lips against his pecs, inhaling. He breathed her in, too, wanting to relish in her scent.

      “That was incredible,” she said. “You weren’t kidding when you said the pleasure is enhanced.”

      He nodded. “It is truly something that can’t be matched. Once you’ve felt this, you can’t go back to ordinary sex.”

      “No,” she said. “I suppose not. Which is why it’s going to be so much harder tomorrow, when I’ve lost you.”

      He had nothing to say to that.

      All of a sudden the oraks standing guard at the front of his tent screamed.
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      Malem sat up.

      The head of a huge dragon lunged through the opening.

      Those massive jaws headed straight for him.

      But before it struck, Sylfi intercepted. She was transforming, and was halfway to a full-blown dragon when she blocked the blow with her body. Malem was pushed off the bed by her transformation, and the mattress frame broke in two. As she continued to grow, Sylfi expanded into the surrounding fabric of the tent, and the edges were ripped away around Malem, along with the stakes that held them down, as the entire tent was ripped into the air.

      Malem rolled away, naked, and scrambled to his feet in time to see Sylfi shucking off the fabric that had wrapped around her, and turning to face her foe.

      It was another chromium.

      Brita.

      The orak guards lay in chewed pieces at her feet.

      “Get out of my way, Sylfi!” Brita growled. “I’m going to slay that Defiler for what he’s done to you!”

      Brita tried to go around her, but Sylfi repositioned, blocking her way.

      “Stop!” Sylfi said.

      Malem retreated, stepping into the pool of light from a nearby campfire.

      Brita’s eyes immediately focused on him, and narrowed.

      “I awoke to the unwanted pleasure again,” Brita said. “But this time, when I saw my sister was gone, I knew what you had done. You drew her here. Forced her to bed you. And now I’m going to kill you.”

      “I’ll kill you before you kill me,” Malem said casually. He reached for his hips, momentarily forgetting he was naked, with Balethorn out of reach.

      Brita growled, and tried to shove past Sylfi. But no matter which way the other chromium moved, Sylfi was always there to intercept her. Brita, who was bigger, shoved her head between Sylfi’s legs, and tried to lift her up. The smaller dragon wrapped her arms around her sister’s neck, and pulled Brita to the ground.

      Other oraks and goblings rushed to the scene, but they were knocked aside like playthings by the dueling dragons. Brita pulled her neck free long enough to target Malem, and unleashed a stream of fire, forcing him to flee. Around him, oraks were set aflame.

      Malem drained Brita’s stamina, threatening to fulfill his earlier promise of killing her.

      Brita slipped away from Sylfi’s grasp; when she stood, she staggered because of the lost stamina.

      Sylfi flipped upright, and when she saw her slouched, panting sister, she looked over her shoulder at Malem. “Please, Defiler!”

      Malem hesitated, but then stopped draining Brita. “Take her out of here.”

      Sylfi moved toward Brita, and nuzzled her face. “Brita. It’s going to be okay. Let’s go.”

      But then Brita abruptly lunged past Sylfi with surprising energy, and those jaws dropped down toward him.

      Malem dodged, draining Brita again. Hard.

      The chromium stumbled, and then struck the ground behind him, losing her balance. Her head slammed into a campfire, and the flames partly engulfed it. The fire wouldn’t harm her dragon scales of course. Even so, it was obvious she was in bad shape from the terrible wheezing that came from her throat, and the effort with which her chest rose and fell.

      “Brita!” Sylfi rushed to her sister’s side, and tried to shove her upright with her muzzle. Then she spun on him. “Defiler! Don’t make me choose between the two of you. Because I will choose my sister!”

      He felt the wrath of the Balor rising inside of him, and he drained Sylfi then, just to show her who was boss. She gasped, and one foreleg collapsed in front of her.

      The hurt he saw in her eyes, plus the disappointment and sheer sadness he felt from her energy bundle, caused him to release them both. He Broke the surrounding oraks and goblings that had gathered to watch instead, and drained them of their stamina all at once so that they all collapsed where they stood, dead. He gifted the stamina to the two of them.

      Brita slowly stood up, raising her head from the campfire.

      “Go,” Malem said slowly, angrily.

      “I am not leaving,” Brita said. “Until you are dead.”

      “Fine,” Malem said. “Wait until tomorrow, and you will have your wish.”

      But she lunged at him once again. It was a weak lunge, through the campfire, and Sylfi was able to redirect her course with a simple nudge.

      “He didn’t force me!” Sylfi said.

      Brita paused. “What did you say?”

      “He… he didn’t force me,” Sylfi replied, more quietly. She hung her head in shame. “I went to him of my own free will.”

      Brita seemed confused. Then her eyes narrowed once more. “He impelled you. I know he did. Maybe it was subtle, so you didn’t know what was happening. Perhaps he’s manipulating you even now, forcing you to fight for him.”

      “I wanted to fuck him, okay?!” Sylfi said, in an uncharacteristic outburst. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “I wanted to see what it was like to be with a human. I wanted to feel that distant pleasure we felt while he had sex with the others. I’m an evil bitch, I know. I slept with the enemy. And I should die for what I’ve done.”

      Brita stared at her sister in shock. But once again her expression hardened. “He’s doing this right now.”

      The chromium suddenly leaped at Malem, with talons bared and ready to strike. The movement was so quick that Malem barely had time to react. He tried to leap away, but he knew those talons were going to rip into him.

      But something else smashed into him before Brita reached him. Strong, powerful jaws scooped him up. But those jaws were gentle, and cradled him between their sharp teeth.

      He felt that mouth shift as it took a terrible impact, and then he was rolling on the ground. The jaws released him, going slack, and skidded across the dirt. He saw Sylfi dragged across the earth nearby, with Brita on top of her, talons embedded in her neck. They plowed through tents, ripping them away, until at last they came to a halt.

      Brita released Sylfi, realizing what she’d done. But the latter dragon didn’t get up.

      Instead, Sylfi shrunk, returning to human form. She remained unconscious. There was a huge gash down the left side of her neck.

      “No!” Brita became human, too, and knelt beside Sylfi. Brita hoisted Sylfi into her arms, and blood oozed over her naked chest.

      Malem rushed over.

      Brita gave him a dark look. The hatred flowed from her energy bundle. “You did this,” she hissed.

      Malem desperately transferred stamina to Sylfi. “Quickly! To Weyanna!”

      Brita hauled Sylfi to her feet, holding her in her arms, and Malem led the way to Weyanna’s tent. He continued feeding stamina to Sylfi, but the endurance drained as fast as he gave it: it was like pouring water into a sieve. He also gave some stamina to Brita so that she wouldn’t flag under her sister’s weight. He took from Vorgon’s well.

      They reached Weyanna’s tent. Malem rushed inside.

      “Weyanna, get up!” he said, both verbally, and in her head.

      The white half dragon sat up, startled, but then rubbed her eyes sleepily when she saw him. “I don’t feel like having sex now.”

      Brita lowered the bleeding form of Sylfi at the base of the bed, and when Weyanna saw her, she stiffened and went to her. “What happened?”

      But neither Brita nor Malem answered.

      Weyanna released misty loops of white magic that curled into and around the wounds, slowly knitting them up.

      “The wounds are deep,” Weyanna said as she worked. “Whatever did this was powerful. It cut into her main neck artery. She’s lost a lot of blood.”

      It took another thirty seconds for her to finish the task. Finally Sylfi’s neck wound closed, and there was only blood left on the surface. Weyanna wet a towel in a basin nearby, and weakly wiped the blood away.

      Malem dolled out more stamina to Weyanna and Sylfi, with an emphasis on the latter.

      “Thank you,” Malem told the white half dragon.

      Weyanna straightened when she felt the endurance boost, and shook her head. “Don’t thank me yet. I’m not sure she’s going to pull through. Even if you give her stamina, it won’t replace the blood she’s lost…”

      “But can’t you restore her blood?” Malem said. “I’ve seen you handle worse wounds.”

      “Worse wounds, perhaps,” Weyanna said. “But I dealt with them before the fluid loss became critical. I don’t have the power to restore lifeblood, you see. I’d recommend you bring in another healer.”

      Mauritania, can you bring your top healer? Malem sent.

      A moment later: What? You woke me up.

      Your top healer, Malem said. We need him.

      A few minutes later Mauritania arrived with her healer, and the Eldritch restored Sylfi’s lost blood. Finally, the stricken dragon opened her eyes.

      “Sylfi!” Brita said, giving her a hug. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s all right,” Sylfi said from her lying position.

      Brita glanced at Malem, and lowered her eyes. “I have to apologize. I might have been… wrong about you. The care you showed her back there… you wouldn’t have done this if she was just a mere plaything.”

      “Sometimes the hints of the old Breaker show through,” Mauritania said. “On the rare occasion.”

      “Yes, well, the Defiler rules me now,” Malem said, his eyes upon Brita. “And I’m grumpy, so don’t piss me off again.”

      She nodded slowly. “I’ll take my sister away. We won’t come back. I don’t want to watch you die anymore.”

      “Whatever you want,” Malem said. “I plan to spend the rest of the night alone anyway, so you won’t miss much. I’m going to pass my last few hours on this earth in contemplation. Dying is something that one can prepare for only to a degree. Trust me, I know, I’ve tried before.”

      “Who’s dying?” someone said from the tent’s entrance flap.

      Malem spun toward the opening and saw someone he hadn’t ever expected to see again.

      Xaxia had returned.
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      Malem stared at Xaxia in shock.

      He felt a mix of emotions, mostly a mix of joy, but also anger that she should come now, only hours before he must die.

      He ignored her question, and instead blurted the first words that came to mind: “How did you find me?”

      “Wasn’t hard,” the bandit said, stepping inside, though keeping her distance, Malem noted. “I just followed the path of death and destruction left in the wake of Vorgon’s army. When I drew close, I could see your campfires from miles away. Not to mention the flames of the burning Dothweald. Looks like your pal Vorgon is burning the place down. Not surprising. As for finding you in this warren of tents, you can thank the Metal dragons for that. While I was moving furtively from tent to tent, I spotted a Metal dragon flying overhead. I knew it wasn’t a Black or a Blue because of the way the light from the campfires reflected from its underbelly. Who else would keep company with a Metal dragon in a place like this?

      “I followed that dragon for as long as I could, but it proved too fast, and I lost sight of it when I had to dodge an orak patrol. I continued prowling, but then a few minutes later another Metal dragon arrived, and led me right to you. I’ve been watching from the shadows all this time. I wondered if I should intervene when those two dragons started fighting, but I thought better of it. I followed you here, and watched from a hole I cut in the canopy opposite the entrance. I could only catch snippets of your conversation, however. But when I saw that the dragon you had brought here was fully healed, I decided it was time to reveal myself. So, who’s dying?”

      Malem was still stark naked, and he noticed that Xaxia was darting frequent glances at his crotch. It irked him, so he turned partially away.

      “I am,” Malem said gruffly.

      Her eyes widened. “Your healers can’t help you?”

      “It’s something that cannot be healed,” Malem said. “I’ve Broken Vorgon’s future bride. In order for him to bind with her, I must die come morning.”

      “Oh,” Xaxia said, the relief evident on her face. “Well, then, we’ll just have to cancel the wedding.”

      He frowned. “You can’t just cancel Vorgon’s wedding.”

      “See what we’ve been dealing with?” Mauritania commented.

      Malem shot her a dark look that promised pain later. He expected the half Eldritch to shrivel beneath that look as she usually did, but there was no response. Of course: he’d be dead later.

      “I’ve found a way to get you back,” Xaxia said. “Because you see, I’ve acquired a certain item in my travels. Pried from the black blade of Banvil himself. A magical item that can open a gateway to the Black Realm.”

      Malem stared at her. “Xaxia, I don’t give a fuck.”

      “Why would he want to go to the Black Realm?” Weyanna said. “Where Balors rule?”

      “Because I can free you from Vorgon there,” Xaxia said.

      Malem laughed. “Freedom, in exchange for living the rest of my life trapped in a world of blackness? I don’t think so. Especially when you consider that I don’t need to be freed. Vorgon is the one who set me free!”

      And he truly believed it, at least in that moment.

      “Except now the only freedom Vorgon is offering you is death,” Xaxia said. “Which is no different than living in a world of blackness. But I’m not promising you will be free of Vorgon simply by entering the Black Realm, though I have heard from someone knowledgeable in such matters that the demon’s control over you will be at its weakest, since you will be separated by two realms. Assuming when we depart that Vorgon still remains in the nether land the demon favors.”

      “So, why go then?” Weyanna asked. “If Vorgon will still control him?”

      “Because I have a way to bring him back to the way he used to be,” Xaxia said. “A way to sever his ties to Vorgon entirely.”

      “And what is this way?” Sylfi asked.

      Xaxia looked at the recovering dragon. “We must rebind him to Banvil.”

      Malem stared at her incredulously for a moment, and then doubled over in laughter. “Banvil… is… dead!” He said between guffaws. “Banvil’s head… bounced… on the ground at Atembor!” He laughed a while longer before recovering. “Ah, Xaxia. You were always the funny one. Even if Banvil truly lived, why would I want to rebind myself to the demon? I spent my whole life running from Banvil. Why would I want to let the demon’s Darkness take me, when Vorgon set me free?”

      “Because you have it all wrong,” Xaxia said. “You’re the one who set yourself free. You Broke Banvil, and the Darkness. But then Vorgon in turn Broke you and enveloped you in its own Darkness. You just can’t see that, because Vorgon’s will is tightly wrapped around your mind.”

      “Don’t talk about Vorgon like that,” Malem said, feeling angry. “He enveloped me in Light.”

      “Really?” Xaxia said. “Then if you are in Light, why are you so willing to die for him in order to enslave the world? Why, when you’re angry, do your eyes turn red, and dark mist flows freely from your eyes and hands? Is that Light?”

      Malem cocked his head. The dark mist… he had almost stopped noticing it when anger came. He glanced down. Sure enough, from his fingernails, black streams wafted forth, reminding him of the dark mist that curled from Ziatrice’s eyes when she used her dark magic. Xaxia was right, he never had dark mist flowing from him before he joined with Vorgon.

      But he refused to believe that Vorgon was anything other than the embodiment of good.

      “The mist is an artifact of his gift to me,” Malem said. “The access to the infinite pool of stamina he has granted me at my core. Something Banvil could never give me.”

      “That’s because Banvil never truly Broke you,” Xaxia said.

      Malem shook his head. He’d almost had enough, almost bid her farewell. But there were a couple of things he wanted to know. “This magic item of yours, the one that can open a portal to the Black Realm, it is on your person?”

      “Of course not,” Xaxia said. “I wasn’t going to risk bringing it into Vorgon’s camp.”

      “Then where is it?” he pressed.

      “Hidden safely beyond the perimeter of your camp,” she said. “I will take you to it, if you like.”

      Malem considered that for a moment. Then: “Banvil lives, you say?”

      “Yes,” she said. “If a Balor dies in our world, that death isn’t permanent. To kill Banvil, you’d have to destroy its essence in the Black Realm, where the demon has retreated to regenerate. Banvil is weakened, but not dead.”

      “You have proof?” he asked.

      “I do,” she answered. “Come with me and I’ll show it to you. I’ve stowed my proof with the item.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Why do I sense deception from you?”

      “You haven’t Broken me,” Xaxia said. “So your sense is wrong.”

      “I don’t have to Break you to read you face, Bandit,” Malem said.

      She shrugged. “Stay, or come. It’s up to you. After you see what I intend to show you, if you still truly want to die tomorrow, I won’t stop you. But come with me. That’s all I ask. Bring your companions, if you like. But I’d advise against oraks or other weak-minded dark creatures, because Vorgon can Break them and see through their eyes just as readily as you can.”

      “I don’t keep anything from Vorgon,” Malem said. “So that last part doesn’t matter. In fact, I’m of a mind to send oraks scavenging the periphery of the camp in search of this stash of yours.”

      Xaxia shrugged and smiled confidently. “They’ll never find it. I’ve hidden it well.”

      He thought she was bluffing. “How about I summon the oraks here instead? Would you like that?”

      She grinned malevolently. “Oh I would,” she purred, resting a hand on her sword hilt. “You know how much Biter loves orak flesh.”

      “Maybe I’ll have my women interrogate you instead,” he said. “I wonder how your blade would fare against Eldritch magic.” He glanced at Mauritania, and felt a sudden knot of fear form inside the former queen’s energy bundle.

      Ordinarily, that fear would have made him smile, but instead, he felt something else. Something incongruous.

      Empathy.

      His mind jumped back in time. He was passing through the Midweald with the Eldritch army, on the way to the front lines on the plains of Atembor, after the fall of Tartan and the Breaking of Mauritania.

      The Queen of the Eldritch rode on his right side. Xaxia, Bandit of the South, rode on his left.

      “One of these days I’m going to have to teach you how to wield a sword properly,” Xaxia said. “Your forms are crude. Like a man who learned to fight on his own.”

      “Crude, but effective,” Malem said.

      “He fights well enough,” Mauritania said. “Why does he need swordplay when he faces the likes of mages? Or dragons? The blade is a crude implement against such foes. Especially when he has women such as myself at his side.”

      “True,” Xaxia said. “A man is never much more than the woman he keeps at his side.”

      “Women, in my case,” Malem said.

      “Oh, quit your bragging,” Xaxia commented.

      “When this war is done, what will you do, Bandit?” Mauritania said. “You are not bound to him like the rest of us. Will you stay, or seek your fortunes elsewhere?”

      “I haven’t decided yet,” Xaxia said. “I was never one to stay in one place for very long. Though I have to admit, something about the Breaker makes me want to keep close to his side. Whether that something will last through the war, I don’t know.”

      “Would that something be the sex?” Mauritania said.

      Xaxia smirked. “It is pretty good.”

      “Do you ever wish you could feel what we feel?” Mauritania said. “The bliss of our shared connection, passed back and forth until magnified tenfold?”

      “Sometimes,” she said. “But in truth, it doesn’t really matter. I’m happy to feel my humanly pleasures. And happier still I can share that pleasure with you all when I take him in the sack. It feels less selfish that way. Less like I’m stirring up jealousy, since you can all feel precisely what I’m doing. I’m not sure how a relationship like this would work otherwise. I’ve shared two men before, and shared a single man with two women. Always those relationships died from the eventual jealousy.”

      “How do you know the same thing won’t happen here?” Mauritania said.

      Xaxia shrugged. “If it does, I’m going to stick with women from now on.” She winked, and then rode ahead before the half Eldritch could respond.

      “I like her,” Mauritania commented. “She has spirit.”

      “She certainly does,” Malem agreed.

      “I worry it might one day be her downfall,” Mauritania said. “I have watched many spirited men and women march bravely into battle, only to die for their recklessness.”

      “There’s a fine line between recklessness and bravery, isn’t there?” Malem said.

      His mind returned to the present moment.

      “Well?” Xaxia said.

      He realized the bandit had said something in response to his comment about having one of the women interrogate her, but he hadn’t heard. It was probably some impertinent reply.

      Her cavalier attitude will be the end of her yet.

      But not today.

      He took a step toward Xaxia.

      Her gaze momentarily dropped to his naked crotch, but then returned to his face, and apparently she saw something there she didn’t like, because she drew Biter and pointed it at him. “Stay back!”

      He lifted his palms outward in gesture of surrender. “Let me pass. I’m going to put on some clothes. When I return, you’ll take me to the magic item. And this proof of yours.”

      She regarded him suspiciously, then moved aside in a clockwise fashion, freeing up a path to the main entrance.

      He walked past her.

      “Bring a dark healer,” she said. “I have a companion in need. Besides, you’ll need dark magic to open the portal.”

      Malem pursed his lips, ready to counter her, but then nodded.

      Ziatrice, come to Weyanna’s tent, Malem sent. Actually, hell with it. Everyone, to Weyanna’s tent.

      He considered using his position as Vorgon’s top lieutenant to call in some night elves and dwarves, too, but decided it would be better if he handled this matter himself.

      He returned to his tent. The oraks had done a good job of re-pitching the canopy in his absence, and they’d replaced the mattress and bed frame. He hadn’t even had to give the order—that was one of the benefits of being so high up in the hierarchy of Vorgon’s army: oraks and other underlings vied amongst themselves to please him.

      On the table in front of the bed were some dried figs. Though he was ravenous, he didn’t dare touch it, not yet.

      He summoned one of the oraks.

      “Yes, my lord?” the orak asked.

      “Who brought these?” Malem said.

      “Why, we did,” the unctuous orak said. “In case you were hungry. That’s what we do… always looking to cater to your needs in advance!”

      “Eat some,” Malem ordered.

      The orak glanced at the figs, and grimaced. “Please, my lord, I—”

      “Do it,” Malem said.

      The orak sighed, and then scooped up several of the figs, and reluctantly popped them with a disgusted look on its face. It chewed, and forced itself to swallow.

      “Show me your tongue,” Malem said.

      The orak stuck out its tongue. The food was gone.

      When the creature didn’t die from poison, Malem scooped up the remaining figs. “Go.”

      He devoured the dried fruit after the orak left, and then went to the foot of the bed. There was a big dent in the storage chest there, which the oraks had salvaged from his old tent. Apparently Sylfi had partially stepped on it. However the trunk still accepted his key and opened well enough.

      He retrieved his dragonscale armor and put it on piece by piece. When that was done, he grabbed the backpack from the chest and retrieved the bulky sack stowed within. He hesitantly peered inside, and stared at the pearl Wendolin had wanted him to give to Vorgon. That thing could cause great damage to the Balor, or so the tree elf queen had said.

      Malem wondered why he hadn’t reported it to his master. Something deep inside had stopped him. That same something had stopped him from reporting Xaxia. And what was this vague something?

      Doubt.

      The chance that she’s right. That Vorgon truly has enslaved me, rather than set me free.

      She wasn’t. He knew that. Still, he was glad he had kept the pearl, because now he had a use for it. If it was true that Banvil yet lived, Malem intended to change that. And this pearl might be the key. Wendolin had told him he need merely give the pearl to Vorgon for the item to cause its damage.

      Wendolin, are you awake? he sent. Wendolin?

      Yes, of course, she replied after a moment. I can’t sleep. Not on a night like tonight.

      This pearl you gave me, will it work against any Balor, or just Vorgon? he asked.

      Any Balor, she replied. Why?

      And I merely have to give it to the Balor in question for it to work its magic? he pressed.

      Yes, or allow it to touch them in any way, she said. Why?

      Good night. He secured the sack containing the pearl to his waist. He strapped on Balethorn’s scabbard beside it.

      Xaxia had said Balors couldn’t truly die unless they were killed in the Black Realm. Well then, Banvil would have his true death yet.

      That was the one last thing Malem wanted to finish in this life before he died. His final act.

      He would go to the Black Realm, kill Banvil, and then return before morning to meet his own doom.

      He smiled at the thought. Let no one say he hadn’t spent the last few hours of his life productively.
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      Malem returned to Weyanna’s tent, and met with the waiting women. All of those he had Broken were present, save for Solan and Gannet, whose energy signatures he detected faintly to the west. They still hadn’t moved. Though he doubted he’d be able to exert his will over them, or drain stamina, he still had the slots their Breaking had granted him.

      Xaxia led him through the tents until they reached the outskirts of the camp. Then she continued further, moving away into the darkness.

      Eventually, they came upon a small group camped within a copse. Though he could see well enough with his night vision, most of the others didn’t have a similar luxury.

      “Abigail, that light globe of yours?” he said.

      She created a flaming globe that hovered over the party and illuminated the copse. Two horses were hitched to the trees, a stallion and a pony, and they whinnied, backing away slightly. Next to the animals stood a man dressed in tattered robes. He had a scraggly beard, long-matted hair, with a bald spot in the middle of his head. Beside him, on the ground, lay a dwarf in war gear. The dwarf’s breath came in wheezes.

      “Interesting company you keep,” Malem said.

      “A bandit’s company,” Xaxia agreed.

      “You say that like you’re proud of it or something,” Gwenfrieda said.

      “I am proud,” Xaxia told her. “They might not look like much, but wait until you see them fight.”

      Malem approached the horses, and they nickered nervously. He sent calming vibes to the beast, feeling at peace in their presence. Animals. Now those were a species he could relate to.

      You’re safe, my friends. Nothing will ever harm you while you are in my presence.

      The two horses immediately calmed. The little pony nuzzled against him, and Malem caressed its nose, smiling, remembering who he once was.

      “You found him, Bandit,” Goldenthall said. “I hope he brought the dark worker. Timlir won’t last much longer.”

      “Goldenthall!” Abigail said, rushing forward. “I didn’t recognize you!”

      He stared at her with glazed eyes. “And you are?”

      “Abigail!” she said. “Your Metal advisor!”

      Goldenthall stared at her blankly, but then recognition seemed to dawn on those eyes. “Ah yes. How are you?”

      “Shitty,” she admitted.

      “At least you’re honest,” Goldenthall said. “I’ve seen better days myself.”

      “We all have,” Xaxia said. “Before we begin… Ziatrice, would you mind helping out my dwarf?” She glanced at Malem. “If it’s okay with the Breaker.”

      “I’m the Defiler now,” Malem said.

      “Defiler, Breaker, whatever,” she said. “Zee?”

      “Don’t call me Zee.” Ziatrice approached, and knelt beside the dwarf beneath the trees. “Where does it hurt?”

      The dwarf merely looked up at her, continuing to wheeze. He pointed at his chest armor.

      Ziatrice lifted up the edge of the chain armor. “Oh yeah, that’s nasty.” Malem couldn’t quite see what she was referring to from his current angle. She removed the dwarf’s helmet, and then glanced at Xaxia. “Help me get this armor off.”

      Xaxia joined him, and together they slid off the chainmail armor, and removed the underlying tunic so that the dwarf’s chest was laid bare.

      Malem saw the dark veins that covered the dwarf’s chest then, sourced from a dark, festering abscess in his side.

      Ziatrice stared at the dwarf, and threads of dark magic wafted from her eyes until they wrapped around the dwarf’s chest. They gingerly caressed the vein tips, and with each touch, those tips subsided slightly.

      Slowly, steadily, those veins retracted across the torso, returning toward the dark wound that had created them.

      As the veins approached their source, Malem sensed exhaustion creeping into Ziatrice, and she began to visibly flag from the effort. The black tendrils coming from her eyes decreased in width and intensity.

      Malem fed her stamina, drawing from Gwenfrieda and Mauritania. He detected no complaint from either of their energy bundles, in fact they seemed happy to contribute.

      When the veins reached the source of the wound, Ziatrice narrowed her eyes, and streams of dark magic shot out from her in harsh waves, pouring into the wound. The festering mass resisted her efforts, and did not shrink.

      She began chanting the words of some guttural tongue that reminded him of the native language of the oraks. The mass pulsed in time to her words, giving off a weak reddish glow. And then, just like that, the wound imploded, folding in upon itself, so that only scarred skin remained.

      Ziatrice slumped, and once more Malem fed her stamina, drawing liberally from the other women. He’d need her well stocked for what came next.

      “It’s done,” Ziatrice said. She looked down at the dwarf. “I’d advise not exerting yourself for a good while.”

      “Not exerting myself?” the one named Timlir said. “Nonsense!” He sat up, grabbed his tunic, and slid it on.

      Gwenfrieda wrinkled her nose. “You’re not going to clean the tunic first? It’s filthy.”

      Timlir shrugged. “That’s how we dwarves like it. Besides, who has time to clean clothes? We all lead busy lives. The smell of clean clothes is a stench to dwarven noses.” He slid on his chainmail next.

      “I’d recommend you avoid standing, at least for a little while,” Ziatrice said.

      “We dwarves are resilient.” Timlir abruptly stood, but then staggered.

      Xaxia caught him.

      He shoved away her arm to stand on his own. “I’m all right. I’m all right.” He was still a bit wobbly, and leaned on the tree for support.

      “I admire the little one’s heart,” Malem said.

      “Little one?” Timlir said. He gave Malem a dark look. “Don’t call me ‘little one.’”

      Malem smiled in amusement, but then turned to Xaxia. “So then, now I’d like to see the proof you promised me. That Banvil lives.”

      Xaxia glanced at Goldenthall.

      The man’s eyes rolled up inside his head, and he shut his eyelids.

      When he reopened them, they had turned black. Dark mist flowed from them, more profusely, and blacker than anything that had ever come from Ziatrice, as if Malem was looking at the true source of all dark magic.

      “Breaker,” a deep, familiar voice intoned.

      Malem drew Balethorn instantly, and lifted the blade as if to strike the man.

      “Wait!” Xaxia said. “You kill him, you kill only Banvil’s vessel! The Balor will yet live!”

      “Banvil,” Malem said between gritted teeth. “Why do you forever plague me?”

      With his free hand, he fingered the sack tied to his waist.

      The former king’s gaze dropped to that sack, and the man smirked. Did he know what it contained?

      Malem withdrew his fingers.

      Now was not the time.

      The demon can only die in the Black Realm.

      “I plague you because you are yet useful to me,” Banvil said through his vessel. “This land can be saved, yet.”

      “So that you can take it instead?” Gwenfrieda said. “Can’t have Vorgon stealing what is rightfully yours, huh?”

      “I have my reason,” Banvil admitted. “Come to me, Breaker, in the Black Realm. Bind with me. I will protect you from Vorgon when you free yourself of him. And ensure your powers of Breaking remain intact.”

      Malem clenched his fingers tightly around his blade, wanting nothing more than to strike down the vessel harboring Banvil, but instead he slammed the blade home in its scabbard.

      “I will come to you,” Malem said. “Don’t you worry about that.”

      “There is a price for the protection you offer,” Xaxia said, glancing at the possessed former king. “When will you tell him what it is?”

      “When he comes to me,” Banvil said.

      “How do we open the portal to your realm?” Malem said.

      The shell that Banvil was using to interface with this world beckoned toward Xaxia. “The Dark Eye.”

      The bandit approached, and retrieved a head-sized sphere from the bags of the larger horse. It reminded Malem of the pearl he carried at his hips, except instead of a bright opalescent, it was pitch black.

      He glanced at Banvil, but the creature was gone: Goldenthall’s eyes returned to normal.

      He returned his attention to the artifact, which Xaxia held out to him. The darkness within seemed to call out to him, at a frequency that resonated with that of Vorgon at his core.

      He quickly looked away, not wanting to alert Vorgon to what he had found, not yet.

      I must kill Banvil. I won’t allow even Vorgon to deny me!

      He glanced at Ziatrice. “Can you access its powers? Open a portal to the Black Realm?”

      The night elf shrugged. “If it’s activated like other artifacts of dark magic, it should be straightforward enough.”

      Malem nodded. “Give her the object, Xaxia.”

      Ziatrice accepted the object, then sat, cross-legged, on the ground. She set the sphere down in front of her, and gazed into its darkness.

      “Not yet, Ziatrice,” Malem said.

      She nodded, not breaking her gaze from the sphere.

      He glanced at Goldenthall. “How many of us can pass through?”

      “All that you want,” the former king said. “Well, except her.” He nodded at Ziatrice. “She must stay here to maintain the gate. If we hope to return that is.” He grinned wildly. “Or we can stay there forever, I’m fine with that!”

      Malem glowered at the man, and then asked: “Where will I find Banvil on the other side?”

      “The Black Realm mirrors our world, location for location,” Goldenthall said. “When we pass through, we will reside in the same spot we do now in that mirror world.”

      “Okay, but where will I find Banvil?” Malem pressed.

      “He has fled to where Tartan exists in our world,” Goldenthall replied. “That place was once part of his domain, before he fell from power. He resides there now in secret, regenerating under the very nose of the Balor that has taken over his territory.”

      “That makes sense,” Xaxia said. “Because I saw the first evidence of Banvil on the rooftop where you first stepped through to the Black Realm to challenge him. A black mist, rising from the flagstones.”

      Malem considered that for a moment. “So we have to go to Tartan… there’s no way we can open a portal directly there?”

      Goldenthall shook his head. “The Dark Eye does not work that way. It opens to the same spot in the mirror world where it exists in this one. We could fly to Tartan first if you prefer?”

      Malem glanced at Abigail. “Could we get there before morning?”

      She shook her head. “If we leave now, it’ll take at least until noon.”

      “That won’t work,” he said. “I have to be back before morning.” If he wasn’t, Vorgon would likely exert mental influence to force Malem to abandon his task.

      “Time travels more slowly in the Black Realm,” Goldenthall said. “If we enter here, we could most certainly travel to Tartan and return before dawn. Though I’d recommend bringing along those horses of yours as well, because eventually we’ll need to land and continue on foot when we close with Banvil’s location.”

      Malem regarded the man suspiciously. “You know an awful lot about the Black Realm, even when Banvil isn’t in possession of you. Where does Goldenthall end and Banvil begin?”

      “Sometimes I think we’ve become one and the same,” Goldenthall said quietly.

      Malem glanced at his companions. “I can’t ask any of you to go with me. In the Black Realm, there are many creatures that do not exist here. Evil beings that don’t care for human life.”

      “We’re all going,” Gwenfrieda said.

      “She’s right about that,” Mauritania said. “We wouldn’t let you embark upon such a dangerous undertaking alone.”

      He ran his gaze across Abigail and the others. They all gave their assent in one form or another, be it a nod, or a feral smile.

      His gaze ended on Xaxia and her companions.

      “You two may come as well,” Malem told Xaxia and Goldenthall,

      “Well, I’m certainly coming,” Timlir said.

      “No,” Malem said. “No dwarves.”

      Timlir ground his teeth, and his fingers caressed the hilt of the ax whose haft was looped at his hips.

      “I promised him he could come,” Xaxia said. “He wants to stay in the Black Realm, to search for his wife.”

      “You say he is a good fighter?” Malem asked.

      She nodded. “I can vouch for his fighting skills.”

      “All right, I suppose he can come,” Malem said.

      “I don’t need you permission!” the dwarf sniffed.

      Malem felt a sudden, almost overwhelming urge to slay the dwarf. He managed to restrain that impulse. Barely. He might need Timlir’s fighting arm yet, where he was going.

      He considered summoning Solan and Gannet as well, to add to his offensive punch, but didn’t want to wait the twenty minutes or longer it would take for their arrival. He’d wasted enough time already.

      Should have summoned them from the start. Not that they would have listened.

      He turned to regard his companions. “Gwenfrieda, I want you to stay here. Stand guard, and protect Ziatrice. If an orak war band or other patrol from Vorgon’s army arrives, tell them the Defiler has authorized this expedition to the Black Realm. Tell them that if they interfere, they risk not only my wrath, but that of Vorgon’s.”

      Gwenfrieda hesitated. “But I want to go with you.”

      “I want you along, too, but someone needs to watch her back,” Malem said.

      “Then leave one of the dragons or something,” Gwenfrieda said.

      Malem shook his head. “They are among the most powerful members of my team. I want them at my side.”

      “Ziatrice doesn’t need anyone’s help,” Gwenfrieda said.

      Malem glanced at Goldenthall. “I assume she’ll be entirely occupied, holding open that gate?”

      Goldenthall nodded. “She won’t have the strength to do much more. By the way, if I were you, I’d be less worried about my own army discovering your night elf, and more concerned about something emerging from the Black Realm and slaying her.”

      “Mm, that’s a good point,” Malem said.

      “I can fend off whatever comes through,” Gwenfrieda said, caressing her bow.

      “Not if you’re overwhelmed,” Malem said. “You know what, you can come.”

      She clapped her hands together excitedly.

      Malem reached out, and found Nemertes.

      I need you to do something for me, he sent.

      No answer.

      Nemertes, he pressed.

      What do you want me to do, pray tell? the big blue asked.

      You’ll see, he replied. Come here.

      He heard a long sigh pass over their connection. Very well. I was in the middle of my repose.

      “Let’s say something happens to Ziatrice,” Gwenfrieda said. “And she loses the portal. Can’t she just re-open it?”

      Malem glanced at Goldenthall.

      The man shrugged. “Yes. But while the portal can remain open indefinitely while dark magic feeds it, the moment that portal closes, your night elf will have to wait a full day for the Dark Eye to recharge before she can create a new one. That day will be a full week for us. Remember: time passes differently in the Black Realm.”

      “Not sure I want to stay there for a week,” Mauritania grumbled.

      “Then we’ll just have to make sure Ziatrice doesn’t close the portal,” Weyanna said.

      The horses suddenly began rearing, neighing loudly, and tugging at their reins, trying to break free of the hitching post.

      Malem heard the rush of air produced by the flap of great wings, and he quickly sent out tranquil vibes to the animals. It didn’t help, so he Broke the pair and commanded them to calm down.

      Nemertes landed a moment later. The great dragon gave the two horses a contemptuous sneer reserved for lesser animals, as if angry at them for not displaying the proper fear before her might and majesty.

      Finally she turned her glaring eyes upon Malem.

      “Well, here I am!” the great blue dragon boomed. “What do you want, you maggots growing inside the festering pustule of an orak’s behind?”

      “Watch yourself, Dragon…”  Malem warned.

      “Yes, yes, you’re the greatest Black Sword of them all,” Nemertes said, sounding bored. “Vorgon’s top lieutenant. And you wield a sword that drinks dragon blood. Well, little human, maybe I want you to feast your sword upon me! Do it! Put me out of my misery once and for all. I dare you.”

      Malem resisted the urge to do just that. He didn’t have time to summon another dragon. He considered Breaking Nemertes to prove a point, but he’d probably lose his control over her once he passed through the portal, so it wasn’t really worth it.

      “Watch Ziatrice’s back,” he intoned coldly. “And don’t let anything emerge from the portal.”

      “What portal?” the ancient dragon asked, a touch of boredom still mixed in with her annoyance.

      Malem turned toward Ziatrice. “The portal?”

      The night elf didn’t answer.

      He glanced at her.

      All this time, she had remained quietly in front of the Dark Eye, saying nothing, staring into its black depths.

      “Ziatrice?” he repeated, louder.

      The night elf shook herself, as if breaking from a trance. “Sorry. This thing can get in your head if you’re not careful.”

      “That is a Tarnenauge!” Nemertes said, noticing the black sphere for the first time. “Where did you get this? It must be destroyed!”

      And she reared her head as if to do just that.

      Malem stepped between her and the sphere. “We’re on a very important mission, so unless you want to suffer Vorgon’s wrath, you will do as I say. Watch Ziatrice, and protect her from anything that enters though the portal created by this artifact before we return.”

      “As you wish,” Nemertes said, standing down. “But beware. The entity at the core of the Tarnenauge can devour minds. If she stares into it too long, she will go mad.”

      “You hear that?” Malem told Ziatrice. “Don’t stare at the sphere.”

      “Got it,” the night elf said. “Once I set up the magic, I won’t have to look at it to maintain my link.”

      Malem nodded. “Good. Now open the portal.”

      Ziatrice gazed into the sphere and black mist flowed from her eyes, twirling into the Dark Eye. Several seconds passed and then a tear in reality opened. It was roughly the size of a door, and pitch black, offering no hint of what resided on the other side. It reminded Malem of the portal the Darkness had used in the past to hunt him, before Vorgon had freed him of Banvil.

      Malem approached that dark portal, and hesitated only a moment. Then he said: “Through!”

      He stepped inside.

      The Darkness enveloped him, becoming a buzzing that filled his head, and it was all he knew.
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      The Darkness left Malem, and the droning in his head faded. He stood in a desert of bleak, black dunes, with a sky of utter darkness overhead. Despite the lack of sun or stars, a strange twilight lit the land. It looked nothing like the world he had just left, and was very much like his last visit to this realm.

      “Mirror world, my ass,” he muttered. “Where are the trees?”

      In his head, the men and women bound to him felt distant. But so did Vorgon, the Balor feeling even farther away.

      Master, are you there?

      No reply. As a test, he tried to leech a small amount of stamina from the Balor’s energy bundle, but received nothing.

      Malem noticed he didn’t feel the usual undying devotion that overcame him when he thought of his master’s name. Still, while he almost felt free, he wasn’t—he still felt the urge to return before morning so that he could die by the demon’s hand.

      Still, Xaxia was right about Vorgon’s control being at its weakest, owing to the separation of realms.

      He turned around and saw the portal remained just behind him, a black, door-sized stain on the land, waiting to bring him back. He stepped away and waited for his companions to follow.

      But no one came.

      As the seconds passed he began to wonder if any of his companions would in fact join him. What if this was all some trick to trap him here in the Black Realm? He kept expecting the portal to close as the moments dragged out.

      He reminded himself that time passed more slowly here. That it would take the women longer to follow him through, at least from his point of view.

      Finally he couldn’t take it anymore. They weren’t coming. He wasn’t going to do this alone. He had no way to fly to Tartan, not before morning. Banvil would just have to live. It was too bad. He had looked forward to killing the demon once and for all.

      He approached the portal, wanting to return before the others could shut the gate, but as he was about to pass through, Gwenfrieda entered.

      He had no way to avoid her and she plowed right into him, head-butting him.

      Malem staggered backward, as did she; he had the presence of mind through the pain to wrap an arm around her wrist, yanking Gwenfrieda away from the portal so that she wouldn’t tumble back through.

      But she pulled free of him after only half a pace, and cursed. “What the hell were you doing loitering in front of the black door? You know I can’t see anything from the other side, right?”

      “I thought you were going to abandon me,” he told her. “I was about to return.”

      She paused in rubbing her head to stare at him open-mouthed. “Abandon you?”

      “You already tried to run away once before,” he reminded her.

      “Oh,” she said. “That. Yes, well, I told you I planned to return. I have sworn to save you from the Darkness, remember?”

      He scowled. “And you forget I don’t need saving.”

      She smiled sadly. “It doesn’t matter. Saving or no, I will fight at your side through hell.” She lowered her gaze, and added softly: “What do you think the past six months have been for me?”

      Images of their lovemaking from the day before flashed into his mind, but it wasn’t the sensual aspect he remembered, but something worse: the scars crisscrossing her back. Scars caused by his own hand.

      “I haven’t treated you as well as I could,” Malem admitted. “I know that.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe I’ve left you with all those scars on your back. As soon as Weyanna enters, I’m ordering her to heal them.”

      “No, I want my scars,” Gwenfrieda said quickly. “They’re part of who I am.”

      “But—”

      “No,” Gwenfrieda said. “I need to remind myself of what will happen if we ever lose to a Balor again. Maybe when Vorgon is destroyed, I’ll let her heal me. But until then…”

      Again he felt a rise of anger. Though it seemed lesser than it should have been. “Vorgon will never die. Keep your scars, then.”

      Abigail emerged before she could answer. Unfortunately, Gwenfrieda was still in front of the portal and the half dragon stepped right into her. “Oof!”

      “Get out of the way,” Malem said. “Unless you want the next person to walk into you.”

      “I see that.” Abigail quickly scooted from the opening with Gwenfrieda.

      The flaming globe had followed Abigail inside, but she dismissed it since the illumination wasn’t necessary given the current light levels.

      The other companions entered in turn, all save Ziatrice.

      Goldenthall, the possessed king, emerged in the full glory of his ragged robes, followed by Xaxia leading her large stallion in by the reins, and lastly Timlir, similarly guiding his pony. The animals still exhibited the sense of calm that came from Malem’s Breaking. He fed a small dollop of stamina to the beasts in reward.

      “Do you sense Vorgon?” Weyanna asked.

      He nodded. “Vorgon is still in my head, but distant. I can’t speak to him.” He glanced at Xaxia. “You were right.”

      She nodded. “He will remain distant until he returns to our realm. Even when he does, I doubt he’ll be able to influence you. But it’s possible. Which is why we should set out as soon as possible.”

      Malem nodded. “I agree.”

      He glanced at Goldenthall, and couldn’t suppress a sudden smirk.

      I’m looking forward to killing the owner of your vessel.

      Goldenthall’s eyes seemed to twinkle in sudden amusement, as if he could sense Malem’s thoughts, but the former king said nothing.

      “All right,” Malem said. “So. Before you become dragons, we need to figure out where we’re going.” He glanced at Goldenthall, and beckoned toward the dreary black dunes around him. “If this realm mirrors our world, where are the tents of Vorgon’s army? Or the trees of the copse? Also, I entered the Black Realm on a rooftop in Tartan once before, but I also stood in an empty desert much like this. There were no buildings. The city was completely gone around me.”

      “The locations overlap with our world,” Goldenthall said. “But the landscape is different. There are no plants, no animals, nor objects made by man and beast. There is just the black sand in most places. That, and mountains. What you are seeing here is a glimpse of what Vorgon, and all other Balors, would make of our realm.”

      “Even Banvil would do this?” Malem asked.

      “Even Banvil,” Goldenthall replied. “Especially Banvil. He is no different than other Balors. Vorgon, Banvil, Denfidal… they are all the same. You see, in untouched realms like our own, the essence of life is in balance, shared among all living things. You know this essence as stamina. By destroying everything that lives in our realm, all plants, all beasts, Vorgon frees up that essence for the demon’s potential use. So far, Vorgon hasn’t been able to tap into the stamina reserves that all the wanton death and destruction has unlocked. But once the demon does, Vorgon will become all powerful: able to shape and destroy at will.”

      “Vorgon needs Wendolin to access those reserves,” Malem said.

      “That’s right,” Goldenthall agreed.

      “Why?” Malem said.

      Goldenthall scratched his chin. “I’m not sure how to explain it. I’m not sure I understand it myself. Are you sure you want to know? Do we have time?”

      Malem shrugged. “Time passes more slowly here, remember?”

      Goldenthall shrugged. “Very well. You see, the essences of each race are slightly different. Monsters, who entered our world from the Black Realm, are all born with its essence inside them. When they mated with the humans and other creatures of your realm long ago, they created hybrids containing intersections of both essences. Some of these hybrids developed into the different races you know… the Eldritch, night elves, dwarves, and so forth. These races have mostly Black essence inside them, with only a small amount of the essence from our world. However, when a human again mates with one of these hybrid races, the immediate offspring have a balance of both essences.”

      Malem wondered if that had something to do with why Breaking half monsters boosted his powers.

      “In any case,” Goldenthall continued. “There are always certain hybrid individuals, usually one or two in each realm, who act as focal points for the different essences, where the lines of stamina from both worlds intercept. A creature like a Balor, powerful enough to access the reserve essence of its own realm—which admittedly isn’t very much—can use these individuals to access the unlocked essence of the conquered world. Wendolin is one of these.”

      “Why can’t I access the reserves through her?” Malem asked.

      Goldenthall stared at him in puzzlement, then guffawed. “Because you’re not a Balor, idiot! Though you might think yourself one.”

      Strangely, Malem didn’t feel the usual rising anger that came when someone insulted him. He wondered if that was because Vorgon felt so distant.

      “Anyway,” Goldenthall continued. “Once Vorgon Breaks Wendolin, he’ll be able to access the freed essence, and at that point he’ll essentially become invincible, regenerating in our world without need of a trip to the Balor’s favorite nether realm. It will allow the creature to accelerate the destruction of our world.”

      “Why doesn’t he do that here, in the Black Realm?” Malem said. “Destroy all life here instead? Why our world?”

      “The Balors war often, striving for that very thing,” Goldenthall said. “Because the same rules apply. The essence is shared among all denizens of the Black Realm, including the Balors themselves. And they don’t need the equivalent of a Wendolin to access any stamina they free up by the death and destruction. But understand, Vorgon is currently the lone Balor in our realm. When the demon destroys all life, Vorgon will not need to share the surplus essence with other Balors. So you can see the temptation. The only thing Vorgon will have to worry about will be preventing other Balors from entering our world once it is conquered, but that will be easy with the power Vorgon will wield at that point.”

      Malem shook his head. “All right. Fun story.” He didn’t really care if Vorgon conquered the world at this point—Malem wouldn’t be around to see any of it in any case. He glanced at the dragons. “It’s time to transform, and start heading toward our destination.”

      “We never did discuss how we planned to navigate…” Abigail said. “Considering we don’t have the usual landmarks and other territorial markers?” She pointed out the bleak dunes around them.

      “Oh yeah…”

      “I can sense Banvil at my core,” Goldenthall said. “I will be your compass.”

      Malem studied the man uncertainly. “And if you make a mistake?”

      The former king shrugged. “Then we’ll get lost, and never return.”

      “Oh, we’ll return all right,” Malem said. “I can use my own link with Ziatrice to guide us back.”

      “There you have it,” Goldenthall said cheerily. “We’re set. Let’s be off then, shall we?”

      “I almost wish we did get lost,” Gwenfrieda said softly.

      Malem ignored the comment.

      The four Metal dragons transformed.

      Timlir gazed at the towering, majestic creatures with mouth agape. Goldenthall was little different.

      Xaxia glanced at Timlir. “You’re still here? I thought you wanted to seek your wife?”

      Timlir seemed to realize he was still staring open-mouthed at the dragons; the dwarf promptly clamped his lips shut and pretended not to care.

      “In due time,” Timlir said. He turned toward Malem. “I will help you find this Balor of yours. After that, I will depart to seek my wife.”

      “While we could use your blade, that’s not entirely necessary,” Malem said. He nodded at the dragons. “We’re well equipped to handle whatever comes our way.”

      “It is necessary, to me,” Timlir said. “We dwarves believe in fulfilling our debts. You brought me here, so I have a debt to you. I will not leave you so soon. Besides, my wife could be anywhere in this place. Who knows, maybe by going with you, I’ll end up nearer to her?”

      Malem, Gwenfrieda, Mauritania, and Xaxia rode on the backs of Abigail, Weyanna, Sylfi, and Brita respectively. The dragons carried the remaining members of the team—Goldenthall, Timlir, and the two horses—distributed among their fore claws.

      “I’ve never been treated with such disrespect in my life!” Timlir exclaimed as Weyanna, his bearer, took flight. “Carried in the claws of a dragon! Manhandled! The insult!”

      “We’re flying!” Goldenthall shouted for joy from Abigail’s claws. He said something else, but Abigail picked up speed, and the wind produced by her flight muted the words.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            33

          

        

      

    

    
      The rolling dunes moved past below Malem as the dragons headed to the southeast. Abigail took the lead; she occasionally lifted Goldenthall to her head so the man could scream directions in her ear.

      Half an hour passed. In the real world, by then the Wilden plains would have been ceding to the Harken mountain range, where the Metals once resided, but the landscape remained featureless below, the dunes continuing in all directs as far as the eye could see, a testament to the differences between this realm and his own.

      The rest of the flight proved relatively uneventful. Occasionally the dragons flew over herds of strange black creatures. Upon sighting the dragons, the multi-legged things dispersed like disturbed wildebeests, hooting and howling as they fled. One time, a group of similar-sized monsters burst from the sand to hunt them. Fast, four-legged things whose razor-sharp teeth were visible even from up here. Whenever one of them latched onto their prey, more would surround the victim, and together they’d pull them under the sand, no doubt to devour them.

      Sometimes he saw larger entities on the distant horizons, creatures whose forms were utterly alien. Shadowy, terrifying things that he never wanted to encounter. If ever he spotted such towering monstrosities ahead, Malem always sent Abigail a mental note to give them a wide berth.

      A north-south trending ridge appeared to the west.

      Abigail lifted Goldenthall to her head for the latest update, and she altered course so that she was heading toward the mountains.

      Goldenthall tells me we’re getting close, she sent. We’ve entered the equivalent of Mulhadden in our world.

      Mulhadden, huh? Gwenfrieda said. Looks like one of the seven circles of hell to me.

      Killjoy, Brita said.

      It was good to see the latter dragon loosen up a bit. Malem just wished he had more time with them.

      He caressed the pearl at his belt, reminding himself why he had come.

      You hunted me my entire life, Banvil. And now you will pay.

      A strange thought came a moment later. Something he couldn’t understand.

      I had Banvil at my mercy before. Why did I spare him?

      The memory was strangely foggy. But then he remembered: I needed him for my powers to remain intact. But I have Vorgon now, and have no use for Banvil.

      Yes. The Balor would pay.

      When Abigail reached the mountain ridge, she turned south to lead the dragons parallel to the mountains. She came as close as the shoulders, but was otherwise careful not to fly over any of the actual mountains themselves.

      Worried about air attacks? he asked her.

      You read my mind, she replied. Who knows what black denizens sleep in these mountains?

      After a short while, more mountains began to appear ahead, joining the north-south ridge to form an L shape. Most of those mountains were obviously volcanic, with sharp tips spouting plumes of smoke, as if recently erupted—or preparing to. One of those volcanoes, the largest and most distant, was erupting at that very moment, with red lava spewing from its magma-tipped peak.

      Abigail lifted Goldenthall to her head again.

      You see that volcano? Abigail sent. That is where Denfidal resides.

      Den who? Malem asked.

      A Balor, Abigail explained. The demon that has taken over Banvil’s territory. We must land here, and continue on foot, otherwise, we risk alerting the Balor to our presence. Trust me, we don’t want to fight this thing.

      Oh I trust you, he sent. Let’s land.

      The dragons swooped down, heading toward the shoulder of the closest mountain. The dunes there had ceded to pumice and obsidian so that, when the dragons landed, the rocks shattered and cracked beneath them.

      The dragons released the charges they held in their claws, and the horses stumbled upon the rocks. Malem had to calm the rising panic he felt among the animals, lest they break a leg. Timlir, newly released, rushed to his pony.

      Xaxia dismounted, sliding down the wings of Brita, and hurried to her own animal.

      “Whose idea was it to bring the horses along again?” Mauritania commented.

      “It’s okay, Vesuvius!” Xaxia steadied her animal, and helped it find a stable route across the rocks.

      “There’s a path here,” Gwenfrieda said, standing on the shoulder some distance above the others. Timlir and Xaxia helped their animals pick their way to that path, which was wide enough for four horses to travel abreast.

      “That’s better,” Timlir said. “I was worried we were going to have to abandon our mounts, because there was no way Stridesfast would have been able to cross this otherwise!” He caressed the pony’s flanks. “Your poor, precious feet.”

      “Shall we stay in dragon form?” Weyanna asked. “And just stick to the shoulder of the mountain?”

      “I’d recommend transforming back,” Goldenthall said. “There’s less of a chance Denfidal will spot four humans on the shoulder of the mountains in his domains, versus four dragons.”

      The dragons returned to human form, and Malem resisted the urge to stare at their naked bodies. He didn’t want to distract himself from what lay ahead. Besides, he’d had his fill of debauchery the entire day and night before.

      Goldenthall meanwhile had no such qualms, and stared at the women with obvious lechery.

      “Mind averting your eyes?” Malem asked dangerously.

      Goldenthall glanced at him, and when he saw the dark look in Malem’s eyes, promptly turned around. Malem realized fresh dark mist was flowing from his fingertips.

      Mauritania and Gwenfrieda doled out the spare clothes they had carried for the dragons in their packs, and in moments Abigail and Weyanna wore their usual style of dresses, while Sylfi and Brita were garbed in leggings, skirts, and tight blouses. They hadn’t brought weapons. Well, Malem figured, if they were attacked, they could just transform anyway.

      Malem surveyed his surroundings. “Are we close to Tartan?”

      “Very close,” Goldenthall answered.

      Malem frowned, fearing deceit. “I don’t remember so many mountains the last time I was here, when I fought Banvil.”

      “That’s because Denfidal created them,” Goldenthall said. “He owns a good portion of this realm. And he has great power.”

      “And yet Banvil flaunts Denfidal by hiding in the demon’s territory,” Malem said.

      Goldenthall shrugged. “Banvil still feels this territory is his.”

      “And the Balor knows we’re here right?” Malem said. “Thanks to you.”

      “Banvil knows,” Goldenthall agreed.

      Malem reached out with his beast sense, searching… he didn’t sense anything, well, save a pack of lesser-willed creatures somewhere to the south.

      Malem pointed at the trail where Xaxia and Timlir stood with the horses. “Which way?”

      “Follow the path south,” Goldenthall said.

      And so they filed onto the path, and headed south. It proved little more than a trail of crushed pumice and obsidian, but at least it was relatively even, compared to the outlying rocks. Xaxia and Timlir continued to lead Vesuvius and Stridesfast on foot respectively.

      After a short while, Malem spotted the creatures he had detected with his beast sense earlier: a herd of those wildebeest-like entities. They grazed on the shoulder of the mountain ahead. He wondered if they were eating plants of some kind that he simply couldn’t see… he reached out and attempted to Break one of them and was pleased when the creature yielded instantly. They were very likely all just as weak-willed.

      He viewed the world through the eyes of one of them, and confirmed they weren’t wildebeests, but rather reptilian, reminding him of darker-skinned versions of iguanids, though with an extra pair of legs emerging from the ribcage region, for a total of six.

      The creatures weren’t grazing upon plants, but rather the rock itself. They were the ones that had likely created this trail of crushed stones along the shoulder of the mountain.

      He Broke more of them, enough to make mounts for the entire party. They used up two slots each in his mind, so the stamina drain wasn’t too severe. He had to ration that stamina carefully without Vorgon, mindful of the fact that any endurance he drained from the women would only weaken his companions.

      “I have some new mounts for you,” Malem said.

      “Let me guess, those creatures that are bolting ahead,” Brita said.

      “Probably more likely the ones remaining behind,” Mauritania commented.

      Most of the six-legged iguanids were indeed running away, having spotted the party, but the seven he had Broken remained behind. Malem called them.

      “Who needs horses, when you travel with a Breaker!” Gwenfrieda commented.

      As the Broken creatures approached, Malem tightened his grip on the horses to ensure they wouldn’t bolt.

      When the reptiles arrived, Malem chose one and mounted it. He wrapped his thighs tightly around the midsection of the beast, and wedged his knees between the fore and middle leg pairs.

      He ordered the animal forward. It wasn’t much different from riding Bounder.

      The others were able to mount them with relative ease, after following his example—at least once he had the creatures lower their bodies as close to the ground as possible.

      “These things are icky,” Gwenfrieda said after mounting.

      “Feel free to walk on foot,” Malem said.

      She didn’t reply to that.

      When everyone had mounted, including Xaxia and Timlir on the mounts they had brought with them, Malem ordered the lizards forward.

      The creatures were able to traverse the rocky terrain with ease, thanks to webbed feet whose thin leathery membranes yielded readily to the jagged surface below, and reshaped themselves to suit the contours of the different rocks. The reptiles moved at a speed that required the horses to switch to a canter. Because of their versatility, Malem had some of the lizards travel alongside the main trail, next to the horses, rather than restricting them solely to the path of crushed rock.

      He reached out, but couldn’t sense any other beasts out there, except for the other reptiles that had fled.

      In about twenty minutes the party passed close to a cave entrance. The path looped away from that dark, ominous cave, before continuing at the same level further on, as if the creatures that had formed this trail were afraid to get too close to the entrance.

      “We’re here,” Goldenthall announced. “Banvil is inside.”

      Malem sensed nothing from the cave with his beast sense.

      He instructed his reptilian mount, and those of the others, to kneel.

      He dismounted. “Let’s go then.”

      Goldenthall had also dismounted, but he stopped Malem with a hand. “No. You must go alone.”

      “Why?” Malem asked. “So that Banvil can better ambush me?”

      Goldenthall shrugged. “If you want to risk the others becoming possessed like me, then go for it.”

      Malem pursed his lips, considering that. “No. The rest of you stay.”

      “I’m going,” Gwenfrieda said.

      “As am I,” Xaxia chimed in.

      Malem shook his head. “No, Goldenthall is right. This is something I must do alone.”

      Surprisingly, the women didn’t contest him for once.

      Timlir remained mounted atop Stridesfast, and nudged the pony between the beasts. “If you don’t need me, then now I must take my leave as well.”

      “Here?” Malem said. “In the territory of the one of the strongest Balors in the Black Realm?”

      The dwarf shrugged. “It’s as good a spot as any.”

      “But you didn’t even get a chance to wet your blade,” Malem said.

      “I agreed to escort you to your destination, and that’s what I did,” Timlir said. “I doubt my blade would be of use to you, not against what you face in there.”

      “Probably not,” Malem agreed. “Very well then. Go, dwarf.”

      “Come with us,” Xaxia pleaded. “You won’t find your wife. You know I’m right.”

      “I must try,” Timlir said. “I owe her this. I will spend ten years here looking for her before I am ready to leave. Only then will I give up.”

      “If you last ten years, Dwarf,” Mauritania said. “The Black Realm is no place for a creature like you.”

      Timlir patted the haft of his ax. “We’ll see, Eldritch.”

      “I’m almost tempted to stay and help him,” Mauritania said. “If only to see him fail. But I’m not in the mood to lose ten years of my life to a fool’s errand.”

      Timlir winked at her. “I’ll see you again someday. With my wife at my side.”

      “No, Dwarf,” Mauritania said. “We will never meet again.”

      On that note, Timlir led Stridesfast away across the trail, marching off into the dark twilight to meet whatever doom awaited him.

      Just as I must meet my own doom.

      Malem allowed a last dose of tranquility to pour into the pony’s energy bundle, and then released his hold over the animal’s mind, as there was no point in maintaining it.

      Malem climbed off the trail and headed across the rocky shoulder to the cave. When he arrived in front of the opening, he stared into the dark depths. He still detected nothing inside, but he couldn’t help the rising sense of trepidation he felt.

      He glanced over his shoulder at the party. The barely-restrained tension was obvious on their faces.

      Abigail, I could use one of those globes of light of yours, he sent.

      A globe appeared above him.

      Will it follow me? he asked.

      Test it out, she replied.

      He took a step forward, and the globe moved with him.

      Taking a deep breath, he stepped into the darkness.
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      Malem proceeded through the tight confines. The walls jutted out in places, and were jagged, so he thought the cave had formed naturally, probably when lava bubbled free from some source within the mountain.

      He still felt the women nearby, their links as strong as ever, and he was ready to call them in case something went wrong.

      The cave wound, twisting left and right as it led down into the mountain. Finally it opened downward into a large cavern.

      It was like he stood in a large amphitheater. The roof maintained its height, but the floor fell away, sloping toward a large pit below. Within that pit, he saw a black mist. It slowly swirled around a central axle, as if living, or drawn by some invisible current. It reminded him of the Darkness that had once chased him.

      “Banvil!” Malem he shouted. “I have come for you!”

      He heard nothing but a slight echo of his own voice.

      “Banvil!” he repeated.

      Still nothing. That mist didn’t respond in the least.

      He realized he could detect it with his beast sense. It felt distant. Weak.

      He reached out and tried to Break that Darkness, as he had done once before when he faced Banvil, but his will evaporated upon touch.

      Not so weak, then.

      He remembered how free he had felt when Banvil’s Darkness had fallen beneath the strong vise of his will six months ago. It felt a lifetime ago.

      I no longer control the Darkness. Instead, it controls me.

      A troubling thought.

      Malem waited, but when the Darkness made no acknowledgment of his presence, he stepped onto the sloping edges that led to the pit with plans to carefully approach. However, he promptly lost his step and plunged toward it.

      He scrabbled at the rock with his fingertips, trying to halt his descent, and finally found a handhold. He had stopped only a few yards from the pit, and the thick, dark cloud within it. The light globe had followed him down, though it did little to penetrate the Darkness that continued to slowly twirl below him, as if oblivious to his presence.

      Malem exhaled in relief and tried to pull himself higher. He found another handhold, but just then the mist began twisting and writhing in the pit, and streaks of blackness shot out toward him. Before he could escape, it had wrapped around the ankle of his boot.

      With one hand still gripping the sloping surface, he struggled to open the sack at his belt. He did so, and wrapped his fingers around the sphere inside.

      The instant he produced the object, the Darkness released him and retreated to the far side of the pit.

      “You’re afraid of this, aren’t you?” Malem said. He hefted the opalescent sphere.

      Glancing between his feet, he saw that there was a rim of sorts along the periphery of the pit. It looked wide enough to stand on.

      He released his hold on the wall, and allowed himself to slide down until he touched that rim. Then he pushed himself up with his free hand, all the while holding the pearl. He walked along the rim of the pit, and as he approached the Darkness, once more it shirked away from him.

      Malem cocked his head.

      It began to dawn on him that this mist was Banvil. He almost couldn’t believe that this was all that remained of the once great demon. But it could be no one else.

      He grinned malevolently.

      Holding that pearl in front of him, Malem walked triumphantly along the rim of the pit toward the Darkness, forcing the mist to continually retreat.

      “That’s right, I hold your life in my hands,” Malem taunted. He hefted the pearl slightly. “Such a small thing. But so deadly to you. Wendolin told me it would cause great damage to Vorgon. But for you, in your weakened state, it will kill you, won’t it?”

      In answer, the Darkness merely quivered in fear before him.

      Malem smiled widely, and then hefted the sphere over his shoulder as if to throw it.

      But something made him pause.

      As he gazed at that pathetic mass of mist before him, he remembered the way the possessed Goldenthall had glanced at the sack and smirked when Malem had fingered it during their first encounter. Had Banvil known Malem carried the elven artifact? The Balor had to. And yet Banvil had allowed Malem to come anyway. The demon risked death. Why?

      And then he had a thought.

      What if Banvil wanted to die?

      It made some sense. Malem had come here expecting to find the creature in bodily form. He was anticipating something substantial. A body, if perhaps reduced in strength and stature.

      Not this.

      It had to be the most torturous, humiliating state possible for a creature of Banvil’s former power. The demon was quite literally reduced to a mere remnant—a residue—of what it once was. If there was a way to inflict punishment or suffering on a Balor, this was it.

      Why should I give the demon the escape it so fervently desires?

      Malem lowered the sphere. “I’m not going to grant you the easy way out. I want you to suffer. To remember what you were, and what you’ve now become, a pathetic worm, crawling among the domain of other Balors, hoping for their scraps, hoping they won’t notice you. Hoping for death.” He smiled. “I wonder what Denfidal would do if the Balor found you in its domain? Maybe I should lead the demon here?”

      The Darkness quivered in terror.

      “Yes,” Malem said. “Perhaps that’s what I’ll do. An eternity of suffering awaits at Denfidal’s hands. The demon will feed you just enough stamina to stay alive, forcing you to remain in your current form for the rest of your days. Torturing you as only Balors can.”

      The mist had calmed then. It no longer trembled, or swirled in any way. It remained stock still. The sudden change disturbed Malem. He thought the Balor had made a sudden decision. One that Malem might not necessarily like.

      The mist darted toward him, risking its own annihilation. Malem was sorely tempted to release the artifact he held, but he held back, not wanting to grant Banvil the respite it desired.

      The demon is weak. It cannot dominate me.

      As the dark strands wrapped around him, he noticed the tendrils were very careful not to touch the opalescent pearl he yet carried.

      Some of that mist began to flow inside his mouth, nostrils, and ears. His eyes, too…

      He blinked rapidly, shaking his head, trying to swat aside the Darkness with one hand. Instead, the tendrils merely flow into his palm.

      He felt a rude, uninvited presence in his mind. It was fleeting, that presence, similar to the feel of a hornet’s sting, jabbing momentarily into the flesh before withdrawing, and leaving pain in its wake.

      But then the presence returned, stronger this time, and it latched on.

      Inside his head, he heard the familiar buzzing that had always come with the Darkness.

      “No,” Malem said. “I’ve escaped you!”

      Malem resisted, his fingers tightening around the sphere until his knuckles turned white. It was all he could do not to slam the artifact into the dark threads that surrounded him.

      “I will not kill you,” Malem said. “You will suffer!”

      And then he heard a familiar, deep voice in his head.

      Surrender, Banvil said. Let me enter the recesses of your mind. Give yourself fully to me, so that when you tear yourself from Vorgon’s grasp, I may fill the gaps he leaves in your consciousness. I will ensure he cannot Break you again, and that your own powers of Breaking remain when he leaves you.

      “Don’t you understand?” Malem said. “I don’t want to break free of Vorgon.”

      You fool, Vorgon has deceived you, Banvil said.

      Malem frowned. “How?”

      He intends to kill all of your women when you are dead, Banvil said. Without you to protect them, nothing will stop him.

      “He wouldn’t dare,” Malem said. “He has already let me set them free.”

      Yes, “free,” Banvil said. You still don’t understand. He will kill everything on your planet. Once he is able to tap into the spare essence reserves produced by death and destruction, he will not stop until he has all the essence of your world for himself. He will be able to hunt them down, no matter how far they run, no matter how often they hide. By doing this, you’re only dooming them to live the very life you have sought so hard to escape: running, forever running, from the Dark.

      No.

      It couldn’t be true.

      But he knew in his heart that Banvil was right.

      Vorgon would kill his women when he destroyed the world.

      It had been so obvious.

      Why didn’t Malem see it before?

      Because he was too close to Vorgon. Linked to the demon’s mind. It took traveling two realms away to finally see things clearly. That, and talking with another Balor.

      Malem refused to doom his companions to the same fate he had suffered. He wouldn’t lock them into an infinite game of hide and seek, forcing them to spend the rest of their lives running from the Darkness of Vorgon.

      “I’ve made a mistake,” Malem said.

      Yes, very much so, Banvil agreed.

      “How can I destroy him?” Malem asked.

      You are not strong enough, Banvil replied.

      “Then how can I sever our link?” Malem pressed.

      You know the way, Banvil said.

      Malem glanced at the pearl he held in his hand.

      Yes, Banvil said. The Light Pearl. Taken from our opposites.

      “Opposites?” He wondered what an opposite to a Balor would look like.

      Banvil didn’t elucidate.

      “Wendolin gave me this,” Malem said. “She told me it would cause great damage to a Balor. But she knew it would set me free from Vorgon, didn’t she?”

      Most likely, Banvil agreed. But it will also damage Vorgon enough to trap the demon in the nether realm. Assuming you can draw the creature there and get close enough to use it.

      Malem nodded. “Then that is the way forward. I must trap Vorgon in the nether realm.”

      It will be difficult, Banvil said. Vorgon’s hold on you runs deep. The moment you return, you will wonder why you thought it was a good idea to attack the demon in the first place. You are more likely to surrender the Light Pearl to Vorgon than attack with it.

      Malem felt the vise of Banvil’s will suddenly tighten around his mind, and the droning he heard in his head increased.

      We have spoken long enough, the Balor said. Give yourself to me.

      “Not yet,” Malem said, resisting still. “Xaxia mentioned a price…”

      The droning subsided, but was still there, ever-present, in the backdrop of his mind.

      Ah yes, the price, Banvil said. Once you have broken free of Vorgon, I will seep into the abandoned cracks and crevices of your mind, preventing any Balor from ever Breaking you again. Things will return to the way they were before I fell on the fields of Atembor.

      You will have full control of your mind, and the powers of Breaking that flow from me into you. However, because our link will become more permanent, there will come a time when you become mine fully. You see, I am too weak to exert full control over you at the moment, and will remain so for several years yet. But there will come a day when you are unable to escape my influence. When that time comes, and I have grown close to my former power, you will submit to me and become mine fully in mind and body. You will become my new vessel in your world, replacing the pathetic puppet I currently possess. I will control you every day, from the moment of waking to the time you close your eyes at night, and you will be but a spectator in your own life. This is the price.

      Malem thought of Goldenthall and shuddered.

      That will be me, one day. The Darkness will take me.

      Freedom now, for slavery later.

      It seemed a terrible price.

      But he had no choice.

      Not if he wanted to save those he valued above all else in this world.

      Still, he feared treachery of some kind. Rarely did Balors tell the full truth, in his experience.

      He brought the opalescent pearl toward his body, and the Darkness in that area flowed around his arm, and the item, avoiding it. He slid the pearl inside the sack at his belt, and then lowered his arms.

      He surrendered.

      The buzzing rose in intensity.

      He would find a way to break free someday, before Banvil took control. He swore he would.

      The droning increased to a fever pitch in his head.

      Malem gritted his teeth. He couldn’t see for all the Darkness that filled his vision. It flowed inside him, entering into all openings, violating him. Everything that he was, his memories, his thoughts, his unconscious desires, all were exposed to the Balor.

      And then the Darkness vanished. The buzzing subsided.

      It was done.

      He glanced at the pit. There was no mist there. The last of it had flowed inside him.

      He surveyed the room, wondering if some of the Darkness had drifted into a different part of the mountain chamber, but he saw only empty rock.

      “Banvil?” Malem asked.

      Nothing.

      There was no sign of the creature, and he felt no intrusion in his head.

      He sought the Darkness inside of himself, as Banvil had taught him after he had first Broken the demon, but found nothing. He wasn’t sure if Banvil had successfully planted himself in his mind, or died in the process.

      Maybe Banvil found the death the demon so badly wanted after all.

      He scrambled up the slope, and headed for his companions waiting outside.
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      “It’s done,” Malem said when he emerged. He approached his companions, who waited next to the dark reptiles near the path.

      “Did you link with Banvil?” Xaxia asked.

      “I think so,” he replied.

      “What do you mean, you think so?” she said.

      He shrugged. “I’m not sure. He entered me, but now I feel nothing.” He glanced at Goldenthall. “Any news?”

      Goldenthall appeared stunned.

      “Don’t talk to him,” Mauritania said. “He’s not coherent.”

      “He’s gone,” Goldenthall said. “Gone. Gone. What did you do?”

      Malem frowned. Had Banvil died after all?

      He smiled wanly. I guess I got my wish in the end.

      “Do you still plan to die?” Xaxia asked him.

      Malem hesitated. Finally: “No.”

      Gwenfrieda slumped in relief.

      “What changed your mind?” Xaxia pressed.

      “You did.” He glanced at the others. “You all did.”

      Apparently no one really knew what to say to that, because relieved smiles filled their faces.

      “You know what that means, don’t you?” Abigail asked.

      Sylfi was the one who answered. “He has to kill Vorgon.”

      “I won’t be able to,” Malem said. “But perhaps, just perhaps, I won’t have to. But we’ve been here long enough. It’s time to go meet my doom, head on, with sword raised and back straight. Dragons, it’s time to transform. We return north!”

      “Wait,” Brita said. “Aren’t we worried about Denfidal anymore?”

      “I’m not sure there’s much the Balor can do at this point,” Malem said. “Even if it spots us, we’ll be well on our way to the north.”

      He glanced at Goldenthall for confirmation, but the man’s gaze was distant, his lips moving as he muttered inaudibly to himself.

      He was about to give the order for the dragons to transform again when he heard a shout from behind.

      It was Timlir, returning on Stridesfast. The pony moved at a gallop across the trail.

      Alarmed, Malem searched the land behind the dwarf, as well as the distant horizon, but saw no sign of pursuit. Why was the dwarf in such a hurry then?

      “Wait!” Timlir called.

      Malem could sense the rising fear in the pony as it approached the larger reptilian mounts, so Malem Broke the animal once again and calmed it.

      Timlir pulled up short in front of Malem. “Wait.”

      “You’re back!” Xaxia said excitedly.

      “I am!” Timlir said. His pony gasped for breath beneath him.

      “Wonderful,” Mauritania said, sounding disappointed.

      “What about your wife?” Xaxia asked.

      “She’s gone,” Timlir replied. “Died years ago. She fell during the First Balor War.”

      “But I thought… you said…” Xaxia frowned.

      “I know what I said,” the dwarf told her. “But the truth is, I came here to die. When I said I wanted to meet my wife, I meant in the afterlife…” He laughed sadly, shaking his head. “But I’ve decided I don’t want to go through with it. That’s not my path. If I’m going to die, I want it to mean something. I want someone to know about it. I don’t want to die here in this wretched, black place, alone, with the only witness seething oraks who will eat me once I fall. I thought it would be an honorable way to go. But there is no honor here.”

      Malem was reminded of something similar he had done once, long ago, when he had fled to the Midweald to die. He’d changed his mind in much the same manner.

      Humans and dwarves aren’t so different.

      “So I’m going with you now, Woman,” Timlir continued. “You and your Breaker. If he will allow it.”

      Malem shrugged. “I’ve never been one to refuse an extra fighting hand.”

      “Thank you!” Xaxia said. She tempered her enthusiasm when she realized everyone was giving her an odd look. “I mean, thanks. That’s great.”

      “This dwarf obviously means a lot to you,” Malem said. “You’ve fought side-by-side through hell and back again to fetch me this Dark Eye. Of course I wouldn’t separate the two of you, not now.”

      “I think the bandit has the hots for the dwarf,” Brita commented.

      “Ah, no,” Xaxia said. “There’s only one person I have the hots for here.”

      “If you wanted to have sex, I certainly wouldn’t say no,” Timlir said.

      Xaxia threw up her arms. “Can you guys transform so we can head back already?”

      Malem glanced at Abigail expectantly.

      Her brow furrowed in confusion.

      “Something’s wrong,” Abigail said.

      “What?” Malem said.

      Weyanna was the one who replied. “I can’t transform.”

      “None of us can,” Sylfi said.

      “It’s Denfidal,” Malem said. He gazed toward the distant volcano to the south, but still saw nothing.

      “He must have laid some sort of debuff region around this area,” Xaxia said. “Kind of like what Nemertes once did to us.”

      Abigail lifted her hands: both arms, from the elbows to the palms, became enveloped in flames. “I still have the magic of my human side.”

      Weyanna pointed her hand at the ground in a flinging motion, and shards of sharp ice ripped into the ground. “Me too.”

      Mauritania’s hands glowed a bright green. “Mine works as well.”

      “The debuff must be designed to affect dragons alone,” Brita said. “Or at least, the transformation into dragons.”

      “This is your fault,” Sylfi said, turning toward Goldenthall. “You’re the one who told us to change into humans in the first place. And it didn’t matter anyway!”

      “The debuff would have forced us back into human form,” Brita told her sister gently. “It wouldn’t have mattered.”

      “Oh,” Sylfi said, seeming slightly embarrassed.

      “We retreat,” Malem said. “At least until we reach the limits of the debuff! Then we fly!”

      “What if there is no limit?” Xaxia asked.

      “Then we’re fucked!” Gwenfrieda replied.

      Malem mounted his reptile and waited for the others to do the same before he ordered the creatures north along the path. He kept the horses on the main path amid the pumice and obsidian along the shoulder of the mountain, not wanting to cut up the legs of the animals. Meanwhile, he allowed the more resilient reptilian mounts to travel on either side of the trail, as suited them.

      Keep trying to transform, Malem told the dragons.

      I’ll let you know the instant it works, Abigail said.

      I’m sure I’ll realize it, Malem commented dryly.

      His beast sense suddenly lit up.

      Got an orak war band approaching! he sent the others.

      Which way? Abigail asked, looking around.

      East! he replied.

      East? Gwenfrieda said, sounding confused. That’s where the mountain is.

      Sure enough, shortly thereafter hoots and howls erupted from the base of the mountain to the left, where shoulder met rock face. Oraks emerged from hidden caves and paths somewhere farther up the face.

      He squeezed down on the rising terror he felt in the horses and the other mounts, and impelled the creatures to run faster.

      Xaxia drew her blade, as did Malem.

      Some of those oraks wielded crossbows, and they paused when they emerged from hiding to rain crossbow bolts down upon the party. Malem found himself missing Ziatrice’s magic shield in that moment.

      Timlir increased the pace of Stridesfast to run alongside him and Xaxia. He had drawn his great ax, and he swung it in wide arcs beside him. As the bolts came in, they were drawn en masse to that blade. When they hit it, they promptly clattered to the ground.

      “Nice weapon!” Sylfi commented.

      Gwenfrieda returned fire with her bow, downing three crossbowmen in rapid succession. Abigail also unleashed hell upon the oraks, launching streams of fire that lit up several of the creatures at once. Weyanna fired ice balls, and Mauritania unleashed green magic that disintegrated large swaths of enemy units. If there were mages among the enemy, they weren’t marked with robes.

      But then he spotted streams of dark magic emerging from one of the oraks dressed in ordinary armor. It stood next to the crossbowmen. That magic darted toward the team.

      Black mage. He guided Mauritania’s gaze to the creature.

      She released green magic. The ribbons of Eldritch magic overwhelmed that of the dark, and consumed the black power before continuing on to the mage that launched them. The creature tried to flee, but the Green Rot struck the orak and it screamed, falling.

      Conscious of the drain to his stamina, Malem Broke four of the weaker-willed oraks and sent them to sow chaos among the enemy ranks.

      A group of foot oraks reached the path ahead and intercepted the party. They held out their bronze pikes, which were designed specifically for impaling mounts, and braced the far end of the shafts against the ground.

      Two oraks crouched like that directly in front of Vesuvius and Stridesfast. Malem tried to Break those two oraks, but they proved to be of the stronger-willed variety.

      Clear a path for the horses! Malem sent.

      Abigail swung around to the north and released her fire magic. The pikemen lit up, their armor covered in flames. The two oraks left the path, flailing about, cooking in their own juices.

      “Save some for me!” Xaxia complained.

      “And me!” Timlir said.

      The other members of the party launched remote attacks at the remaining attackers, but more oraks came to fill in the gaps that formed when monsters fell. They were too many to get them all.

      While the horses had a clear path, none of the reptiles did. But these were no ordinary mounts: they leaped right over the oraks and their pikes. Malem leaned down during his own leap, grasping the reptile’s legs so he wouldn’t tumble off, and swung Balethorn in a wide arc that beheaded one of the oraks as he passed overtop.

      He landed clear of the oraks, as did the other reptiles, and they continued alongside the horses.

      More oraks began to rush over the path ahead, coming hooting and howling from hidden spots in the mountain. They arrived singly, and were easily dispatched by Malem, Xaxia, and Timlir. Arrows and bolts also occasionally harried the party, but Timlir was there to intercept them with his ax.

      A rock elemental arose ahead, in the middle of the path, this one composed of the surrounding obsidian. There was an earth mage somewhere among the oraks. No time to ferret out the summoning creature. Nor to fight the rock elemental.

      We need to move it out of the way of the horses! Malem said. And fast!

      Abigail created several huge fireballs and launched them in a row. The flaming objects flew across the route, and the impacts caused the rock elemental to stumble backward, partially off the path.

      Almost!

      Weyanna unleashed a similar barrage of ice balls next, but the rock elemental was ready, and stood its ground more readily this time.

      If Xaxia and Timlir had to swerve their mounts onto the surrounding jagged rocks to avoid the elemental, the horses would become lame, Malem was certain of it…

      Mauritania teleported in a blur of green from her mount. She appeared in front of the rock elemental with blades drawn, and hit it rapidly in several quick blows. When that failed to move the creature, she slid the blades back into their sheaths and clapped her hands together above her, creating a shockwave that sent the entity falling backward.

      Smiling, she teleported back to her mount just as it ran by and resumed the ride.

      As the party rode past, Mauritania slumped in her saddle, as did Weyanna and Abigail. Malem crushed the wills of the oraks that were bound to him, killing them, and fed it to the trio.

      Why didn’t you launch the Green Rot or some other remote magic? Gwenfrieda asked. You just wanted to show off didn’t you?

      No, Mauritania said. Sometimes elementals are immune. You saw how it resisted the ice.

      More oraks flowed into their path. These ones wielded swords, and came in great numbers. The mounts were forced to slow. There were so many oraks that when Malem swung his sword, there was always an orak for him to hit. His blade droned in disappointment, and fed him no stamina with each strike, wanting instead to drink of dragon blood.

      Beside him, Timlir’s ax rose and fell, striking down oraks and lopping off heads little differently than one might hew wood. Xaxia swung Biter in large, sweeping arcs. The blade glowed a bright purple, leaving a scythe-like afterimage across his vision.

      Malem instructed the reptiles to lash out at any oraks that got too close. The mounts bashed them with their heads, or ran over any that got too close.

      An orak tried to pull Xaxia out of the saddle, but she kicked it, and Malem sliced through its head vertically. Beside him, Gwenfrieda fired her bow at near point-blank range. Sometimes the oraks got close enough to grab the bow, and if that happened she’d kick them away, or strike them with the hard longbow itself.

      Unarmed, Sylfi and Brita kicked and punched at any oraks that got too close. Their fists caused more damage than most pugilists Malem had ever seen, caving skulls and collapsing chests. Oraks were always sent reeling away, their faces reduced to a bloody pulp.

      Abigail and Weyanna also resorted to using their hands and feet as weapons, too tired to use their magical abilities. Mauritania was in a similar situation, and instead wielded her sword-like daggers, Tiercel and Peregrine, to deadly effect. Goldenthall waved a rusty sword around him like a lunatic, giggling madly as he slit orak throats or gouged eyes. Blood sprayed his ragged cloak, and his exposed flesh, so that Malem couldn’t tell if the man was injured in any way.

      Pikes sometimes found their marks, as did swords, but so far, most of those hits were only glancing, or struck armored parts. Malem took a pike to the chest plate for example, but it didn’t pierce his dragonscale armor. Gwenfrieda was hit with a sword in the arm, and Timlir took a blade to the thigh, but once again their armor saved them.

      The unarmed mounts however were taking quite the punishment. Cuts and scrapes covered the creatures. The face of Malem’s reptile had become a glistening crimson, due to a gaping wound across the temple area.

      Malem was flagging from the effort of wielding the heavy blade, so he Broke more weak-willed oraks around him and crushed them to take the stamina. But the effort required quickly outweighed the gain, with each destroyed orak returning less and less stamina, so that soon he abandoned the practice entirely.

      “Why aren’t your mages fighting?” Timlir said.

      “Too tired!” Malem replied, knocking aside a pike that was trying to find his face. On the repartee, he struck the responsible orak through the heart.

      “Tired?” Xaxia said. “Here!”

      She tossed him her blade.

      Malem grabbed the hilt of Biter in his free hand, and sheathed Balethorn. He glanced at her in thanks—but she was busy withdrawing a spare dagger from a sheath in her ankle. She held it blade down to strike out at nearby oraks.

      He transferred the glowing purple blade to his dominant hand and struck out at the oraks. The blade flared brightly with each impact, and he felt the stamina flow into him in great waves.

      Oraks. Biter’s favorite food.

      He fed that stamina to Abigail, Weyanna, and Mauritania.

      Abigail sat up straight and launched a veritable wall of fire before her that tore through the orak ranks. Weyanna followed that with an ice shard attack that rained death upon the survivors. Mauritania launched her disintegration magic at the final numbers that blocked their path, and the oraks broke apart as the magic swept past.

      That did it. The team broke through the ranks. Their mounts spurred forward, away from the mass of hooting and howling creatures. Timlir brought up the rear, using his ax to absorb any arrows.

      “Dark mage!” Timlir shouted.

      Malem turned around to glance over his shoulder, but Mauritania was already unleashing the Green Rot. It traveled through the incoming mist, sweeping it up, continuing toward the mage that launched it. That mage abandoned the attack and turned around to flee, but the Green Rot swept him off his feet and he landed with green veins spreading across his now bare thighs.

      “Xaxia!” Malem said.

      She turned toward him, and saw him beckon with the sword. She sheathed her dagger, and then he tossed her Biter.

      “Thank you!” she said.

      “No, thank you!” Malem told her, drawing Balethorn again.

      He urged the mounts on. He fed some of the fresh stamina he had drained to the creatures, who were slowly bleeding out from their wounds. The horses weren’t too badly injured, but they definitely perked up when he sent stamina their way.

      The oraks were fast receding behind them. They howled in disappointment, but it looked like they weren’t going to pursue. This particular war band didn’t seem to possess any mounts. Too bad for them.

      He had only just returned his attention to the fore when he heard a terrible roar behind him.

      “Uh, don’t tell me that’s what I think it is,” Gwenfrieda said. She peered behind her, a terrified expression on her face.

      “A Balor!” Goldenthall giggled. “It’s a Balor!” He still held his sword, the dented and rusty surface well-oiled in the blood of oraks.

      Malem turned around.
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      Malem watched as Denfidal emerged from between the mountains behind them, likely from the same hidden mountain pass of defiles and valleys used by the oraks, and the Balor approached in all its dark splendor. The demon was colossal, about twice as tall as Vorgon. Large, curved horns protruded from its black head, similar to a mountain goat’s in shape. Its shadowy, vaguely humanoid body was outlined in green flames, and it walked on two backward-bending legs, with large, partially open wings extending from its back. A long tail provided a counterweight to that massive body, tipped by an iron mass of spikes and jagged points, like the head of a mace. In its muscular arms, it carried a fiery halberd whose flames burned a bright green.

      It walked half on the shoulder of the mountain, and half on the adjacent dunes. It left footprints of glass in the black sand. Tendrils of darkness flowed around its body, seeming to be traveling toward the Balor and entering through its shadowy flesh, rather than emanating from it.

      “The creature draws the essence of this realm!” Goldenthall said, before breaking out into a mad laugh.

      Malem sensed a strong presence in his mind, and it took effort to resist. He glanced at Goldenthall, who gritted his teeth as if in pain.

      “Watch him!” Malem told Abigail. “He may be too weak-minded to resist!”

      “If he turns on us, I will be the first to slay him,” Abigail said. She added, more quietly: “To my sorrow.”

      Malem urged the mounts on, pulling slowly away from the Balor. But then even more creatures emerged from the mountain pass behind them.

      Four of the biggest black dragons Malem had ever seen soared over those mountains. They were terrible creatures with multiple horns on their heads, and large bony plates forming tall spines down their backs.

      Balethorn literally screamed in Malem’s grasp at the sight. The sword panted with such fervor that Malem could barely contain the influence of the blade: he wanted to throw himself up at those dragons and rip out their hearts to feed his weapon.

      Two huge, four-legged behemoths plodded through the pass on the ground beneath them, towering on stilt-like legs as they joined Denfidal. Their suction-shaped mouths were covered in small teeth, with tentacles flailing along the rims.

      “Where’s Nemertes when you need her?” Gwenfrieda said.

      “I doubt even the great blue would be able to hold her own against these,” Mauritania said.

      “We run!” Malem said.

      “Don’t look the Blacks in the eye for overlong,” Mauritania said. “They will paralyze you!”

      “We’ve fought Black’s before…” Xaxia said. “Just not this big.”

      Malem reached out, and tried to wrap his mind around the different creatures behind him, but his will evaporated when he touched each of them in turn. Not surprising.

      He glanced over his shoulder, careful not to look directly at the dragons.

      Darkness erupted en masse from Denfidal. It traveled toward the fleeing party, forming thick, curling ribbons that tumbled over one another, as if trying to devour themselves before they arrived. The dragons launched black magic of their own, and it joined the Balor’s to form a massive spear of churning black death.

      Mauritania launched her Eldritch magic in turn, and chipped away at the incoming Darkness, but was too weak to disperse it all.

      Malem spurred the mounts on to their maximum speed across the road and the rocks next to it, which wasn’t difficult, given the terror the animals and reptiles were already experiencing. While the Balor and its escort slowly receded, the dark magic slowly caught up, and would eventually overtake Malem and the others.

      But as the mounts ran on, the Darkness began to dissipate. There were limits even to Denfidal’s power, then.

      The Darkness became thinner and thinner as it approached, until it dissipated entirely a moment before touching Timlir, who was still on drag. The dwarf lagged slightly behind the rest of them because of Stridesfast’s slower top speed.

      The dragons leisurely pulled away from the receding Balor and its stilt-legged companions, and approached Malem and the others as if out for an afternoon stroll.

      One of them dove leisurely to make an attack run.

      Mauritania fired the magical darts of Green Rot toward the dragon. The darts were thin, translucent—a testament to how weak she was. The beast dodged the blows—it had too much warning. That magic worked best when it was launched from a position of stealth, hitting foes in surprise, such as when Abigail and Weyanna had been struck while flying over the Midweald six months ago. Besides, even if the Green Rot had hit, the darts were too weak, and the dragon too powerful, for much damage to result.

      Malem glanced up at the Black only briefly, long enough to see the gills on the side of its massive neck glow a subtle green—it was about to breathe acid.

      He spun toward Mauritania. He drew stamina from the others and fed it to her. Then he tossed her Balethorn. “Teleport when it’s in range!”

      The half Eldritch caught the blade, and glanced up determinedly.

      Malem turned his mount away from the mountains, hoping to draw the dragon’s aim away from the others; sure enough, behind him, a stream of acid tore into the rocky ground, etching a smoking path through the black obsidian and pumice. He glanced upward and confirmed that the dragon itself continued on its same heading, which would take it over the party, roughly thirty yards overhead.

      The attack ended a moment later, and Malem turned to run parallel to the party. Ribbons of dark magic came down upon him. For some reason, the dragon had decided that Malem was the most dangerous among them. However, the Black would only be following the directions of the Balor, of course.

      Can Denfidal sense Vorgon inside me?

      Mauritania teleported then as the dragon swooped over the party. Her green blur smeared upward the thirty yards to the dragon’s underside, at which point she materialized and swung Balethorn upward, into the belly of the beast. Because of the dragon’s forward momentum, Mauritania didn’t even need to move the blade to cause her gash to rip across the Black’s entire underbelly, creating a gash from between its two forelegs all the way down to its genitalia.

      Malem could hear the blade humming triumphantly even from here.

      That’s gotta hurt, Brita sent.

      The dragon screamed, a terrible high-pitched screeching sound that was debilitating. Malem’s eardrums trembled with pain, and he instinctively raised his hands to cover his ears.

      The dragon swatted its great tale at Mauritania, but she was already teleporting in a green smear back to her mount.

      Malem sensed a big jump in stamina from Mauritania as Balethorn rewarded her for the blow, and he took half the boost for himself. Then he reached out, and was able to wrap his mind around the creature. It didn’t Break right away—while the blow was severe, the dragon still had some fight in it. As its lifeblood flowed from the terrible wound, Malem was finally able to crush the creature’s will, and the Black became his. He slumped on the lizard’s back from the effort.

      Won’t be able to do much more of this.

      He was really starting to miss Vorgon’s infinite supply of stamina.

      Need some more oraks to kill with Xaxia’s sword.

      He forced himself upright.

      He was still driving his mount parallel to the others, fleeing the dark threads of magic launched by the dragon. Though the magic was fast dissipating, Malem didn’t think he was going to outrun it this time.

      Withdraw your dark magic! Malem ordered the dragon.

      The magic dispersed, and Malem spurred his mount toward the main party once more.

      The dragon’s head hung low, and it flapped its wings drunkenly. It wasn’t going to stay airborne for much longer. It needed to find a dank, dark cave somewhere to heal. Or…

      Come here! Malem ordered the dragon. While it slowly turned around, he sent to the team: The Black is mine!

      We figured that out, Sylfi replied.

      Malem turned toward Weyanna. Do you have enough strength to heal this one?

      Bring it closer, Weyanna said.

      It’s on its way, Malem sent.

      Xaxia glanced between them suspiciously. “Are you guys communicating telepathically or something?” she shouted above the noise of their passage.

      Malem ignored her, and instead glanced overhead. The other three Blacks were making a concerted dive now.

      The Broken dragon arrived and Weyanna directed white healing streams into the creature. She knit the lower portion of the wounds neatly, but flagged before she could mend the upper part of the belly.

      Malem took stamina from Gwenfrieda and the others, feeding it to Weyanna. She finished the task.

      The dragon’s wings beat more steadily, and it raised its slumping head.

      Good job, Malem sent to Weyanna.

      He directed the dragon skyward, and took personal control of its body. His human form would remain rigid and stock-still on the mount, the muscles engaged and applying a consistent amount of pressure while he was gone so that he wouldn’t fall off its back.

      He flew upward in his dragon body, directly toward the three dragons. They suspected something was wrong with their friend, because they opened their mouths to bare their sharp teeth, and flung their talons forward. He swerved to the left, drawing them toward him and away from the party below.

      First goal achieved.

      He made a surprise turnaround, and breathed acid into the face of the closest dragon, blinding it. He adjusted his course to pass just above its head, and then raked his claws down its neck and across its back, tearing into the wing.

      The stricken creature shrieked that terrible high-pitched pain cry.

      He reached out and Broke the second one as well. There was no time to heal it.

      Malem’s perspective dropped back inside his own body as he swayed drunkenly on the lizard’s back.

      “What’s wrong?” Xaxia said.

      “Broke… second dragon,” he explained.

      Take my stamina! Sylfi said.

      Malem drank from her, and sat a little straighter, while she hunched a little lower. He also took stamina from her sister. She nodded, as if giving permission.

      Feeling better, he ordered both dragons under his command to head away from the Blacks, and make instead for Denfidal. The one with the injured wing lagged behind the other under Malem’s control.

      The two unBroken Blacks pursued, harrying the laggard. They breathed acid into its wounds, aggravating the damage, and also repeatedly pummeled it with claws and teeth. Soon the already-weak creature lost the ability to fly and plunged to its death. Malem crushed its will before it died, recovering some of his lost stamina.

      Meanwhile the first dragon, which Weyanna had healed, continued toward the Balor and its two stilt-legged companions; the evil trio were well behind Malem and the others by now.

      But before the Broken Black even reached it, Denfidal struck out with its great flaming halberd and cut the dragon in two. As the separate pieces plummeted toward the sand below, Malem felt the boomerang effect that came when a monster was cut from him in death, and he lost all the extra stamina he’d drained from the other dragon.

      Should have killed it first, he thought, slumping.

      The other two dragons promptly turned around to continue the pursuit of Malem and the others.

      “We’re free!” Abigail said, her voice suddenly deepening terribly. “We passed beyond the debuff zone! We can transform!”

      She leaped off her mount as her body enlarged rapidly. Her skin burst through her dress, and in moments a silver dragon stood on the ground. While she was still majestic, she no longer seemed as great as she had in the past: in dragon form, Abigail proved a little less than half the size of the Blacks, not even reaching to the height of the Balor’s knees.

      Don’t fight! Malem sent. We run!

      I wasn’t planning on fighting! Abigail replied.

      Weyanna, Sylfi, and Brita similarly leaped off their lizard mounts and ripped through their clothes, turning into dragons.

      Malem crushed the four mounts for stamina, killing the reptiles, and he straightened immediately.

      He and the others leaped off their mounts and boarded the dragons, taking their usual positions. Malem rode Abigail, Gwenfrieda Weyanna, Mauritania Sylfi, and Xaxia Brita. The dragons scooped Goldenthall, Timlir, and the horses in their fore claws and took flight.

      Timlir didn’t complain about being manhandled by a dragon this time. There were no complaints from anyone. They just wanted to get the hell out of there.

      As the dragons took to the air, Malem crushed the wills of the remaining unneeded reptiles below, killing all of them for their stamina. He shared that endurance with the dragons, so they would fly hard and true.

      The two Blacks followed them. However, at least Denfidal and the stilt-walkers still receded.

      The enemy dragons slowly closed, thanks to their powerful wing strokes.

      The battle wasn’t over yet.
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      Can you hit them with the Green Rot, if we let them close? Malem asked Mauritania.

      Probably, she said. But I’m too weak to cause much damage. Considering how powerful they are.

      How far can you teleport in your current state? he pressed.

      Twenty yards. Maybe twenty-five if you give me a stamina boost.

      It would have to be good enough.

      I’m going to give you Balethorn again, he sent.

      He directed Abigail to fly above Sylfi, and then he drew Balethorn. The blade cried out for the silver’s blood, but he clamped down on the urge.

      Drop this to Mauritania, Malem held the hilt toward Abigail’s head.

      Not sure I can reach it, she said. Dragons aren’t the most flexible creatures in the world, you know.

      But she swiveled her neck around and, straining, managed to wrap her jaws around the hilt. Her eyes widened, and fear spiked from her energy bundle.

      Gah! I hate this thing!

      She snapped her head around and dropped the blade. It seemed careless to Malem’s eyes. She obviously just wanted to get rid of the sword.

      Careful!

      He forced her to tilt to the side so he could look down, and he watched Sylfi snatch up the blade in her mouth. She spun her head around, and tossed the blade to Mauritania, who caught it.

      It’s like handling a Balor! Sylfi complained.

      Turn around, Malem said. All four of you. Abigail, Weyanna, Brita, we attack the two dragons from above. Sylfi, you come from below. Mauritania, when you’re in range, you know what to do.

      The dragons separated as per the groups Malem assigned. Abigail flew upward, toward the sun, with Weyanna and Brita at her side. Then she turned around to dive at the dragons. The enemies unleashed their dark magic—it was useless against the intact scales of the Metals, but they were no doubt attempting to harm the riders. They also breathed acid at the faces of the Metals, trying to blind them.

      Abigail turned her head to the right to avoid the acid breath, and altered her course so that the dark magic wouldn’t hit Malem. She summoned two fire elementals, which latched on to the heads of each Black; the elementals shoved their burning thumbs into the eyes of their opponents. The creatures moved their heads frantically from side to side, trying to shake off the elementals, because although they weren’t taking any damage, they were blinded.

      The three Metals adjusted their course so that they passed just above their foes, and raked the wings of their enemies with those talons that weren’t holding passengers.

      Meanwhile Mauritania came from below. Malem knew she had struck, because he could hear the blade singing from even here, and he also felt the boost in stamina from her energy bundle. The dragon screeched, rapidly losing height.

      Sylfi flew away from the injured dragon. Mauritania sat between Sylfi’s wings, having teleported back.

      Malem ripped away all the stamina the sword had given Mauritania, and then wrapped his mind around the injured dragon. After a short battle of wills, he Broke the monster. The Breaking took all of the stamina he had gained form the sword, and then some.

      Weyanna, help that dragon.

      Malem transferred more stamina to her as she dove to intercept the Black. Meanwhile the other was coming about to make another pass.

      Malem slumped, feeling very weak by then.

      Weyanna reached the dragon, and quickly healed the beast before turning back.

      The other Black dove toward her, its mouth open in a grim rictus.

      Malem sent the Broken Black flying upward. The creature was weak from its ordeal, but it drew strength from within to rapidly gain height, and it slammed into the other Black before it could reach Weyanna. It tore into the creature’s belly, and its foe rolled up into a ball in midair as the pair wrestled.

      Let’s go, Malem said, turning north.

      He let the pair fight it out behind him while the Metals continued north. They vanished from view, and after a while he sensed the glow of victory from the Black he had Broken. As a reward, Malem released the creature from service.

      Mauritania had Sylfi transfer the sword to Abigail, who promptly tossed it in Malem’s lap.

      Rotten thing, Abigail commented.

      But a very useful one at that, Malem said, wrapping his fingers around the hilt. You’re the one who gave it to me in the first place, if you’ll recall.

      Probably a mistake on my part, she retorted. Whenever you wield it, half the time I’m worried you’re going to plunge the blade into my heart.

      Half the time, I’m a hairsbreadth from doing just that. Malem quickly scabbarded the blade.

      Like I said, a mistake on my part, Abigail sent.

      They flew on in silence for several minutes. The monotonous, bleak landscape of black dunes continued to roll by below, with the southernmost mountains of the L-shaped range receding in the distance, and the north-south trending ridge a constant presence to their left.

      Well, we did it, Gwenfrieda said.

      We’re not out of the Black Realm yet, Malem told her.

      Why isn’t anything ever easy? Gwenfrieda asked.

      If things were easy, where would be the challenge in life? Mauritania commented.

      For once I’d like to live a life unchallenged, Gwenfrieda told her.

      I think we all would, Malem said. He thought of what awaited him when he arrived, and caressed the sack at his hips. He wondered if he would be able to find it within himself to defy Vorgon, and use the pearl that lay inside that sack when the time came.

      Malem guided the dragons using his beast sense. Ziatrice was his beacon. Or rather his sense of her. He didn’t have a specific direction, but merely adjusted the flight of the dragons based on how weak or strong her sense became with time. In that manner, the party slowly returned to the entrance point.

      Sylfi was the first to sight it. The portal is ahead.

      Take us down, Malem ordered.

      The dragons landed in front of the door-sized portal.

      Malem dismounted easily. He had recovered his strength during the journey back, though he could really use a big meal.

      He noticed the strange footprints in the ground around the black opening.

      “That can’t be good,” Gwenfrieda said, also spotting them.

      “Those are our footsteps,” Xaxia said.

      “Really?” Gwenfrieda said, pointing out large, circular holes. There were no toe impressions of any kind.

      “One of those stilt creatures probably came here,” Malem said. “But only to explore. It would have never fit through the opening.”

      “Probably stuck its stilt inside, and received a nasty sting from the other side,” Timlir commented.

      “There are other footprints…” Gwenfrieda said. “Look almost like horses hooves.”

      “Ours?” Xaxia asked, leading Vesuvius forward. Brita had only released it from her talons a moment ago.

      Malem studied the multitude of impressions in the sand that led to the gate. “No. A lot certainly passed this way.” He drew his sword. “We may have a fight waiting for us on the other side.”

      The dragons returned to human form. Goldenthall whistled when he saw the well-toned, naked bodies, and the girls blushed, covering their privates. Timlir meanwhile looked away and whistled to himself, looking like he was having a hard time keeping his gaze to himself.

      Mauritania and Gwenfrieda didn’t have any spare clothes in their packs—in fact, Mauritania had lost her backpack entirely, and Gwenfrieda’s looked like it was ready to fall away as well, with one shoulder strap missing.

      Malem didn’t allow his gaze to linger on their naked bodies. Nor did he accost Goldenthall for his lechery. He was too distracted by what was coming.

      “We return,” Malem said. “Xaxia, Mauritania, you first.”

      “My horse?” Xaxia said.

      “Gwenfrieda, you will lead Xaxia’s horse through,” Malem ordered.

      Xaxia and Mauritania drew their weapons and entered in turn.

      Malem held Balethorn steady in his hands and followed behind them. The darkness consumed him, as did the infernal buzzing that came with it, until he emerged in the realm of man.

      He stood in the copse. The morning sun was just cresting the horizon.

      Large, horse-like monsters lay scattered on the ground around him, dead. Some of their tentacled heads had been cut off, others bore signs of venom damage, with flanks melted away to reveal rib cages. Still others had bodies that seemed to have imploded, while others were wrapped in spider silk.

      Xaxia was on his left, Mauritania his right, standing in defensive positions.

      Movement drew his gaze beyond the trees.

      Nemertes lifted her head. “So the great Defiler returns. I wondered if you’d arrive in time. I couldn’t decide if the monsters would get to her first, or the stamina loss.”

      Beside him, the portal flickered.

      The Dark Eye remained on the ground beside it, but there was no sign of Ziatrice. Wait. Was that a blue elbow, sticking out from behind one of the monster corpses in front of him? And a halberd lying on the ground beside it?

      He stepped to the side, revealing where Ziatrice had moved away from the portal, likely to put some distance between her and the monsters that had emerged from the Black Realm.

      She sat cross-legged, but looked haggard and pale, with her eyes glassy. Her head bobbed visibly, as if she was having trouble staying awake. Weak streams of dark magic connected her to the Dark Eye.

      Malem fed her stamina immediately. She straightened, and the streams of dark magic increased in intensity. The portal stopped flickering.

      Ziatrice looked up. “Finally.”

      “Miss me?” he asked

      “Like a horse misses a botfly,” she replied.

      He chuckled, and turned to watch the others pass through the portal. The four dragons emerged. Gwenfrieda led Vesuvius, as promised, while Timlir followed with Stridesfast.

      Malem waited.

      When no one else emerged, he glanced at Timlir. “Goldenthall?”

      The dwarf turned toward the portal. “The mad king was right behind me.” Timlir shrugged. “But if he chooses to stay, let him I say.”

      But then Goldenthall stumbled forward. “Demons come! They come! Seal the gate!” he hissed.

      Malem glanced at Ziatrice, and nodded.

      She ceased the ribbons of dark magic, and when the last threads flowed into the Eye, the portal blinked out.

      “Just kidding!” Goldenthall said, giggling. He sheathed his sword drunkenly.

      “Did he drink something?” Gwenfrieda asked.

      “No, he’s always like this,” Xaxia said. “When Banvil doesn’t have him.”

      “Banvil,” Malem said.

      He gazed intently at Goldenthall, who was staring at Nemertes; the former king muttered softly, his hand on his scabbarded sword hilt, as if he was contemplating rushing the dragon.

      “Banvil,” Malem repeated, louder.

      Still the former king didn’t respond.

      Malem smiled. I killed Banvil. It is done, then.

      Ziatrice stood up, and collected her halberd wearily.

      “What’s up with these things?” Xaxia kicked one of the corpses.

      “These little creatures tried to pass through into our realm,” Nemertes said.

      Goldenthall issued a sudden war cry, and drew his rusty, dented sword to rush the dragon.

      Nemertes casually held out a talon, and slid it into the former king’s backpack, pinning him to the ground. Goldenthall struck frantically at the talon, and the paw that sourced it, but the sword did no damaged whatsoever. Malem was reminded of a cat toying with a mouse.

      “Can I kill him?” Nemertes asked.

      “Now, now, play nice,” Malem said.

      “You’re such a cruel master,” Nemertes said. “I like Vorgon better.”

      That name sparked something in Malem.

      Vorgon.

      There was something he needed to do. Something involving the Balor. But what was it again?

      He glanced at the sack at his hips.

      Ah, yes. Now he remembered. He wanted to return the sack to Vorgon for safekeeping. That, and allow his master to take his life, so Vorgon could Break Wendolin.

      He felt his master at his core, and drank of the demon’s stamina. It sated his physical hunger.

      On cue, Vorgon’s voice came in his head. Where have you been?

      There were some last errands I had to run before morning, Malem sent. Debts I had to repay.

      And did you pay them? Vorgon asked.

      In full, Malem replied, smiling as he thought of what he had done to Banvil.

      Good, because the time for paying debts has passed, Vorgon said. There is only one final debt remaining, owed personally to me. Come, Defiler. It is time to die.
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      A tear in the fabric of reality appeared in front of Malem. It started out as a translucent line that bent the image of the land behind it, expanding vertically until it was the height of a man, at which point it spread outward horizontally, forming an ellipse. It was like some magical lens that distorted the copse behind it.

      Malem had been expecting a portal of infinite darkness, but he supposed this was an artifact of whatever nether world Vorgon called home.

      Malem glanced over his shoulder at the women. “Leave me.”

      “We’re going with you!” Gwenfrieda said.

      He spun on her and the others, drawing his sword. “Silence!”

      He spoke with a Balor’s voice, and a shockwave of black mist traveled out from him before dissipating. The closest monster bodies rolled away from him under its force.

      The women retreated in shock.

      “Do not follow,” Malem said, more softly, speaking between gritted teeth.

      He was in battle mode. Every muscle tensed. His heart beating frantically. Why? There was no one to fight.

      He had a knuckle-white grip on his sword hilt, and he forced himself to relax that grasp, if only a little.

      Breathing hard, he forced himself to sheath the sword.

      He glanced at the others once more. “Do not follow. Just go. Get as far away from here as you can.”

      Then he stepped through.

      Reality distorted around him, as did his sense of self. He no longer had a body. He just existed, surrounded by whiteness everywhere he looked. Pure, blinding white.

      Objects began to take form in that white. As did the body that harbored his being. He stood on a bleak landscape made of glassy, pale shale. There were a few rolling hills, but no vegetation that he could see. Wait. Not far to his right resided a dead tree, its branches twisted and gnarled. The sky above it was a dull gray, though he could not see a sun.

      He spotted a pale, white, vaguely humanoid creature standing next to that tree.

      Motion drew his gaze behind him, and for a moment he thought one of the women had followed, and anger filled him. But it was only the portal closing behind him, trapping him forever in this nether realm.

      He turned around, looking for Vorgon, but saw nothing but those shale-covered hills around him.

      “Master?” he asked.

      No answer.

      He felt Vorgon at his core, stronger than ever, so he knew his master was here. His other companions felt distant, and he knew he wouldn’t be able to communicate with them. All save Wendolin, whom he felt with the same immediacy as Vorgon. She was directly ahead, where the tree resided. There were no other entities on his beast sense whatsoever.

      Malem walked toward the tree, and approached the naked humanoid in front of it. Strange how he couldn’t sense that creature. It made him wonder if there were other monsters here evading his detection.

      As he got closer, he realized it was a female of some kind, at least judging from the pale breasts and lack of male genitalia.

      “What are you?” he asked when he reached the humanoid.

      She didn’t reply. The female simply remained there, motionless, her mouth open, her eyes glassy. That face was so twisted, so ugly, resembling nothing human. Whatever it was, he suspected it was native to this realm.

      But then he checked his beast sense, searching for Wendolin again.

      Her energy bundle was directly in front of him.

      With a shock, he realized this was Wendolin.

      Or what was left of her.

      No.

      What had he done?

      But then he heard a moan coming from the far side of the tree.

      He quickly rounded it, and was relieved when he found the actual Wendolin. Her head was bowed, her chin touching her upper chest, and her waist and arms were tied to the tree. This was what his beast sense had been pointing at, not the creature.

      “You scared me,” he told her. “I thought Vorgon had destroyed you.”

      Her chin shot up, and her eyes were wild. “Malem? Get out of here! Go!”

      “I’m going to cut your binds,” he said firmly, reaching for Balethorn.

      “No!” she said. “Vorgon is here! He will destroy the world!”

      The sudden pity he felt from her vanished when he heard that name. He stepped back, ashamed by what he had been about to do.

      What am I doing? Vorgon obviously wants her tied.

      He paused to consider her situation.

      The Balor had probably placed some sort of debuff zone about the tree, rendering her magic useless. If he cut her away, she might have been able to escape that zone, something that would’ve definitely pissed off Vorgon.

      It was interesting, how the demon had chosen to bind her to a tree of all things. Obviously it was done to mock her. To show how weak and powerless she had become, her plant-based brand of earth magic but a distant memory.

      Yes, Vorgon always did have an amusing sense of irony.

      “You see this sorry creature?” Vorgon asked. The Balor had materialized directly to Malem’s left in all its terrible glory. Blue flames competed with shadows to maintain that hulking form.

      “Wendolin?” Malem said.

      “No, this one.” The Balor pointed its huge ax at the far side of the tree, where the humanoid resided.

      Malem stepped to the side to better regard the pale creature.

      “She is Wendolin’s equivalent in this realm,” Vorgon said. “I use her to tap into the reserve essence I unlocked after killing everything. This is the future of your world. Is it not joyful?”

      “It is,” Malem agreed, smiling as he looked up at his master. “I can’t wait to help you attain this goal.” He dropped his hand to his belt, remembering something. “Master, before we begin, there is something I want to give you.”

      He unhooked the sack at his belt, and offered it.

      Vorgon extended a shadowy hand that was the size of Malem’s entire body.

      Malem deposited the sack into his master’s palm.

      “What lies within?” the Balor asked.

      “A Light Pearl,” Malem replied.

      Exhaling with a hiss, Vorgon hurled the sack far away. “Idiot! Why would you give this to me?”

      Malem stepped back in fear. “I only meant to please you! Forgive me, Master!” He knelt and bowed his head.

      Vorgon had raised the flaming ax as if to strike, and the blue flames flared across its body. Malem expected death then, welcomed it even, but the Balor got its anger under control a moment later and the flames died down, returning to their normal height.

      Vorgon lowered the ax. “I apologize for my words, Defiler. I reacted based on my gut instinct. A Light Pearl is not something you give a Balor.”

      “I’m sorry again,” Malem said.

      “All is forgiven,” Vorgon said. “You did not know any better. You have done well to reveal this object to me. It may be of use, when other Balors inevitably contest my rule.”

      “Thank you,” Malem said. “I love you, Master.”

      “And I love you,” Vorgon said. “Which is why I will grant you this final honor. Wedge your sword hilt on the ground, and fall on its blade.”

      Malem drew his magic sword without hesitation. Still, despite his external show of obedience, his heart pounded wildly in his chest, and he found it hard to breath.

      Was it fear of death that caused this reaction in him?

      Or something else?

      He placed the hilt on the ground, and wedged it between two slabs of shale, tilting the blade upward. Then he knelt before the weapon.

      Strangely, Balethorn was singing savagely. It wanted him more than it wanted any dragon.

      Either that, or it was telling him to stop.

      Malem smiled fiercely, baring his teeth. “I guess we’ll find out how much you like my throatblood.”

      But he could not bring himself to move.

      “Fall on the blade,” Vorgon repeated.

      “Yes Master,” Malem said.

      Don’t do it! Wendolin yelled in his head.

      Silent, woman!

      He muted her to concentrate on the task at hand. His heart pounded harder, and Balethorn sung even louder.

      He stared at the long, metal blade, and the sharp point at its end. All he had to do was throw himself forward, and that blade would end all of this. He would be free finally. Of Vorgon, and all the burdens and weights of the world. He could leave everything behind.

      But what about the women? a part of himself asked. Those you claim to love?

      My love for Vorgon overrides all else, another part answered.

      But still Malem couldn’t move. He stared at that blade, his heart racketing in his chest.

      Why was it so hard to obey his master’s final order?

      And then he understood.

      The survival instinct.

      Of course. As a Breaker, he had firsthand experience of this instinct. He saw it in the monsters and animals he Broke daily.

      He had to overcome it.

      Had to please his master.

      Had to show Vorgon he was more than just some dumb animal, driven by instincts he could not suppress.

      I am human. I can do this. I will please Vorgon.

      He focused on the blade, held his arms wide, closed his eyes, and—

      But he did not throw himself down.

      He surprised himself, and instead, for some reason, he unmuted Wendolin.

      Breaker! she said.

      Fight me, he told her.

      He felt the shock emanate from her energy bundle where she was tied to the tree. The confusion.

      Fight me, he repeated. Harder than you ever have!

      She did as he asked, and resisted his mental hold, wriggling back and forth beneath the vise of his will. He almost drained her of stamina, an instinctive reaction to such struggling, but instead he fed it to her, weakening himself so that she was all the stronger.

      He clamped down on her will, trying to subdue her, but she fought even more wildly.

      Good, he told her, gritting his teeth. More!

      He was growing weak. He reached for Vorgon’s stamina source at his core—

      But the Balor was no longer there. Malem’s core was empty. Free.

      I can see clearly again. The blindfold has been lifted from my eyes.

      But only for a short time.

      He half expected Banvil to come seeping forth from the dark recesses of his mind to take root in Vorgon’s absence, but the other Balor did not emerge. Maybe Banvil really was dead. Then again, Malem still felt the energy bundles of his companions—he hadn’t yet severed the link with Vorgon. So Banvil had no path, if the demon yet lived.

      Still on his knees, Malem leaned past the tilted blade in front of him and grabbed the hilt, scooping up the weapon as he stood.

      “What!?” Vorgon said.

      “I don’t serve you,” Malem shouted. “I never served you.”

      “Kill me!” Wendolin screamed. “It’s the only way to stop him!”

      Malem spun toward her with his sword raised. “As you wish!”

      He swung, and felt the sickening thud of impact. Fibrous cords broke free from where they were wrapped around the bony surface below. But no blood splashed him, for he had struck not Wendolin, but her bonds, and the hard tree underneath. The impact had severed half of them—it wasn’t enough to free her.

      He raised the sword to strike again, knowing Vorgon wouldn’t attack with his ax, nor his Darkness, not while Malem stood this close to Wendolin. The Balor wouldn’t dare risk the life of his precious bride.

      “I said kill me!” Wendolin repeated, as she yet struggled against his hold.

      But before he could slam his sword into the remaining binds, the shale erupted around Malem. He was forced backward as creatures burst forth, terrible things with black, panther-like bodies, and heads that were all toothy blades.

      Malem hastily backed away. He reached out, trying to Break them, but his will evaporated upon touching their minds.

      He struck at one of the creatures as it lunged at him, slicing through its maw and sending black blood splattering into the air. Balethorn fed him no stamina, and instead complained bitterly at the taste.

      The creatures ignored the humanoid, and Wendolin, and formed a half-circle in front of Malem, forcing him backward.

      Toward Vorgon.

      He glanced over his shoulder in time to see that ax swinging down at him.

      He rushed the creatures, hoping the move would catch them off guard, and sure enough they parted before him. He swung his sword in an arc as he passed, slicing through the side of one of them, and it howled. Behind him, the land shook as the blue-flamed ax struck the ground, sending up shards of shale.

      He turned toward the creatures again, which were now in line with Vorgon, and the tree, so he could see them all as he backed away. Very likely none of those tentacled panthers were mages, or had magical powers of any kind. Vorgon wouldn’t allow any stamina competitors to exist in this realm.

      Vorgon took a step forward, and the creatures rushed Malem.

      While still fighting Wendolin mentally, he struck out at them frantically, hewing down the beasts as they came in. One leaped at him, and he dodged to the side, slicing off its right foreleg and hind leg. The second crashed into his arm and bit into the dragon scales of his shoulder, the tentacles wrapped around his neck. He spun his body so that the third monster crashed into that one, tearing it away. The tentacles yanked his neck badly before they ripped free, straining the muscles.

      Motion drew his gaze upward, to Vorgon’s ax, which was coming down. He dove to the side, but two of the monsters in front of him didn’t realize what was happening—their backs were to Vorgon—and they were simultaneously severed and crushed.

      Only four of the creatures were left around him. Malem rushed forward, moving in beside the ax blade as it withdrew from the ground, and stabbed the next monster through its tentacled mouth.

      He spun around, hoping to catch sight of the other three before the next monster attacked, when he took a blow to the side that toppled him. His sword flew from his hands. One of those tentacled panthers pinned him.

      Those tentacles wrapped around his neck, and squeezed, choking the life out of him while simultaneously drawing him into the toothy maw that awaited at their base: essentially a gullet lined with razor sharp blades along the entire inner surface.

      Malem grabbed those tentacles, and tried to wrench them away, but could not.

      Meanwhile, the two other monsters approached, coming in toward his exposed head, no doubt intending to cut upon his skull while the other occupied him.

      He let go of the tentacles, and felt around on the ground beside him for his sword. He couldn’t find it.

      Stars appeared across his vision as the creature continued to deprive him of oxygen.

      At the same time, Wendolin’s struggling lessened, as if she feared she was contributing to his current predicament.

      Vorgon’s hold upon him began to renew.

      He realized, with a sinking feeling, that he was probably going to lose this fight.
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      Keep fighting! Malem sent Wendolin.

      She did, and he momentarily froze as he struggled to keep up with the renewed mental attack. But at least Vorgon was far away.

      He almost couldn’t see now, for all the stars that covered his vision. He was still groping around with his hand… there, his fingers wrapped around the blade. He slid the weapon underneath the tentacles that bound him, and shoved upward, slicing through them like a man cutting the thick cords binding a crate. Balethorn sputtered at the taste.

      The monster screamed, rolling off him. Malem shoved his upper body upright, and struck out at the panther to his left, cutting through its maw. That left one monster.

      Tentacles wrapped around his wrist before he could turn around, and yanked his arm hard, forcing him to release the weapon. Then it leaped on him, and pinned him, holding him there while Vorgon’s blade came down. The Balor intended to slice through them both.

      Malem reached out. His beast sense told him that the monster whose tentacles he had cut through yet lived, so he wrapped his will around it. His will didn’t evaporate, but there was no time to Break it, not while that blade was coming down.

      Malem shifted his weight to the side, and rolled, carrying the monster with him. Vorgon’s ax struck the earth just beside him, and he felt the vibrations from the blow. Shale leaped into the air around him.

      He focused on the injured monster again, and squeezed, Breaking it. He promptly instructed the creature to plow into the tentacled-panther that yet pinned him.

      His new pet slammed into the monster, ripping it from Malem. He began to clamber upright. His neck was stiff from all the fighting, and he flinched when he finally stood, the pain only now becoming evident. He had to be very careful how he moved.

      He glanced at the ground, searching for his sword, until he noticed the streams of Darkness that Vorgon launched next. The Dark mist swirled toward him… he could feel it separately from the Balor, as if the mist was driven by a separate, alien intellect. He tried to Break it, as he had once done to Banvil, but his mental tendrils dissipated upon the touch.

      He fled, but was too late, and the streams wrapped around him.

      And now I die.

      But they did no harm.

      Of course.

      Vorgon’s Darkness already flowed inside Malem in great heaving waves. The Darkness could not destroy itself.

      Beside him, the two monsters had stopped fighting. Some of the mist had curled over both of them, and they collapsed, dying as black veins spread across their flesh. Malem crushed the will of the one he had Broken, taking the stamina for himself.

      The mist subsided from his body and Vorgon began to laugh. A booming, bloodcurdling sound.

      “I thought, for a moment, that you had torn free of me,” Vorgon said. “But you are still mine!”

      A hint of Vorgon appeared in his core, and Malem suppressed a momentary panic. Those malevolent tendrils reached out, spreading across his mind, growing more substantial, and firmer, with each passing moment.

      I’m going to lose myself.

      Wendolin struggled ever harder, and Malem bit down as he fought her.

      That did it.

      The Balor receded inside him once more.

      “If my will, and my Darkness, cannot harm you,” Vorgon said. “Then my flesh will!”

      The Balor reached down with its free hand, moving faster than Malem thought physically possible for a creature that big. Malem thought he could outrun that hand, but he was weak, from both the physical and mental fighting, and Vorgon scooped him up.

      “I will devour you!” Vorgon said.

      The creature’s fiery touch burned, but so far Malem’s armor protected him—the scales sizzled and smoked as that giant hand lifted him.

      Malem’s arms weren’t pinned, so he attempted to punch down at the shadowy fingers that held him. It was a frail, feeble attempt to break free that gave Vorgon a good chuckle.

      “Like a squirming maggot,” the Balor said. “Caught in the crow’s claws.”

      Wendolin continued to fight against Malem’s mental hold, and he relished that battle, he truly did, because it was the only one that mattered. It gave him freedom. At least he would die as himself, and not as Vorgon’s.

      “Defiler!” Wendolin shouted from below.

      He glanced toward the tree. The binds hung loose. Though Malem hadn’t been able to cut her free entirely, the attack had slackened the remainder enough for her to wriggle free.

      She stood well away from the gnarled trunk, no doubt outside the debuff zone, which meant the zone was much smaller than the one Denfidal had created in the Black Realm—apparently debuffs weren't Vorgon’s specialty.

      She must have roamed far and wide while he had kept Vorgon occupied, because in her hand she held the sack that the Balor had hurled away. She tossed that sack, and the pearl it contained, toward the tree.

      The knotty, dead thing sprung to life, and caught the sack. The branches continued upward, thrusting toward Malem and the Balor, following him as Vorgon lifted him to its mouth. The Balor swung the fiery ax it held in its other hand and attempted to chop down the bole, but a profusion of limbs thrust from the target area before impact, forming a bastion that the ax could not hew through.

      He felt Wendolin flagging, and he desperately fed her stamina. She was no longer fighting him as fiercely, and Vorgon began to creep back into his mind.

      Intending to fulfill its promise to devour him, Vorgon lifted Malem to its ugly demonic mouth—a gaping hole of shadow and flame. But the tree branches appeared above Malem at the same time, and dumped the contents of the sack. The Light Pearl fell, and Malem caught it in his arms.

      He threw the opalescent object into the Balor’s mouth, and the demon dropped him immediately. Malem fell.

      It was at least four stories or more to the ground.

      But branches grew from the tree, wrapping around him, cradling him, and saving his life.

      Vorgon staggered for a moment. But then the demon straightened.

      “Idiot,” Vorgon said. “I’m too powerful for even a Light Pearl to harm me!”

      The branches brought Malem toward the ground, but Vorgon struck out with its ax, breaking them, forcing Malem to leap free. He plunged the final two yards and rolled upon impact to break his fall.

      He scrambled to his knees and spotted Balethorn beside him.

      Fortune is on my side today. For once...

      He scooped up the blade, arose, and darted toward the pale, humanoid creature that lingered next to the tree.

      Two more of the tentacled panthers emerged from the shale and attempted to intercept him.

      But he would not be denied. He struck out with Balethorn, and the blade chopped the head off the first monster. He ignored the disgust emanating from the sword, and stepped forward, turning as he did so, to swing the blade in a wide arc that caught the second monster in the side, tearing a wide gash in its flank. Then he continued onward as Vorgon swung the ax again.

      The ground shook behind him from the impact of the blow.

      Malem reached the humanoid, and without pausing, he ran the creature through with his blade. Balethorn seemed indifferent, as if Malem had struck some inanimate object.

      But the female’s eyes came into focus for the first time. She glanced down at the blade as if in shock, and then looked at him. A peaceful expression settled across her face.

      “Thank you,” the humanoid said, and disintegrated.

      With the humanoid dead, Malem hoped to sever Vorgon’s access to the reserve essence of this realm, preventing the demon from resisting whatever it was the pearl was doing to its insides.

      Sure enough, bright veins began to spider across Vorgon’s shadowy skin. Some of those veins cracked the skin open, and javelins of light thrust forth.

      Pillars of energy began to erupt in unrestrained profusion across the Balor as more of those veins broke apart so that soon the entire demon was glowing a blinding yellow-white. Malem was forced to shield his eyes—it was no different than looking at the sun.

      And then the Balor exploded. Shadows and flames tore into the sky, disintegrating.

      But the light remained.

      Still shielding his eyes, Malem glanced toward the source of the glow. It was just a formless mass. All that was left of Vorgon’s internal organs?

      As he stood there, squinting up at that mass, an incredible sense of calm overcame him, and he dropped Balethorn.

      He realized he no longer felt Vorgon at his core. Nor any of his companions. He was free. Utterly.

      And yet he felt so empty.

      Then he sensed the dark tendrils of Banvil burrowing forth from the crevices of his mind. Those tendrils expanded, reaching throughout his mind like some black tree.

      The calm gave way to panic, and Malem fought Banvil with all his will.

      The dark tendrils retreated before his touch, giving way as Malem beat them back. He struck and struck, hammering that black tree until he had driven it down almost to the roots. Malem realized Banvil was so weak, he could banish the demon entirely if he truly wanted.

      But what about the women? he asked himself. What about my powers over beasts and monsters?

      Two paths extended before him in that moment.

      The first would allow him to live out the rest of his life as an ordinary man.

      The second was the path of the Breaker.

      One path led to a life unchallenged. The life Gwenfrieda—no, Gwen—claimed to yearn for. A life of calm and tranquility. Of settling down, and giving up his nomadic existence. A life where the only worries he had would be what clothes to put on his back in the morning, and what meals to feed his children in the evening.

      A life spent relatively alone, with no one to bother him.

      The second was a life of power. A life surrounded by companions both human and beast. Of wild sex and magnified pleasures. A life of rule by his iron will.

      Shit. Of course the second life won by far. He would be a moron to give that up. And yet, he knew that there would still come times when he would yearn for the quiet life. He would simply have to remind himself during such episodes that he had chosen his path.

      And so he surrendered, letting the tendrils of the demon take hold in his mind.

      It was different than Vorgon’s Breaking. More of a gentle joining. There was no sense of the Balor at his core, no well he could draw stamina from.

      The sense of the women bound to him returned, their energy bundles weak, distant, but there. Wendolin’s however was strong, of course, owing to her location in this realm.

      If he focused on the Darkness inside of him as Banvil had taught, he would be able to send a message to the Balor. But there was no need, not at the moment. In fact, he didn’t want to see or hear from Banvil for a very long time.

      Malem realized he had been partially cheated. Banvil had hinted Vorgon would try to take over his mind again, but it was obvious the defeated Balor was in no state to even attempt such a thing. He wondered if Vorgon even existed anymore. No, Malem didn’t need Banvil in his mind to protect him, because there was nothing to protect him from. That was the earlier deceit he had suspected.

      There were probably other treacheries hidden in the demon’s words. Banvil had said it would be many years before the Balor was strong enough to take over Malem’s mind and body fully. Malem wondered if that was a lie as well: perhaps he might have only a few years. Maybe months.

      Well, I wish the Balor luck, Malem thought with a grim smile.

      As he watched, the glowing mass before him coalesced into a being of pure Light. It was still bright to look at, but not blindingly so, and he only had to squint a little bit. The being was humanoid in shape, with a head that was vertically elongated. Its arms and legs were thin, almost stilt like, and its torso was only slightly bigger. From the way its upper chest protruded, he assumed it was a female.

      Strands of yellow healing light emerged from the creature and flowed into Malem’s body, healing wounds he hadn’t realized he had—Vorgon had crushed him harder than he thought. His breathing came easier. He felt that light recoil as it entered his mind, no doubt because of the Darkness that lingered there.

      “Who are you?” Malem said.

      “You may call me Tempestria,” the creature said. Her voice was melodic, very calming. “I am a Paragon.”

      “I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Malem said.

      “We are the opposites of the Balor,” Tempestria said. “We provide balance. Light, to their Dark. We are from the Light Realm.”

      That was a realm he had never heard of. He glanced at Wendolin, who strode to his side.

      “You knew this would happen?” he asked her.

      She nodded. “I hoped.”

      Malem turned toward the light being. “Is Vorgon dead?”

      “No,” Tempestria said. “Greatly weakened, yes, but not destroyed. But he is trapped here. I have closed the way to the Black Realm. We agents of balance thank you for what you have done. You have saved your world, and many others in the process.”

      “Well, you’re welcome,” Malem said. “But I don’t suppose you have a way to send us back to our own world? I’m not sure I’d really like to spend the rest of my days in this place.”

      “Why not?” Wendolin said. “It might be kind of fun.” She gave him the closest to an amorous look he had seen on the woman yet. But it was fleeting.

      Tempestria waved a hand, and a bright yellow portal appeared before him. “A doorway to your world.”

      Malem knelt, retrieved Balethorn from the shale, and then slid the blade home in its scabbard. He turned to go.

      “Breaker,” Tempestria said.

      Malem paused, glancing over his shoulder at the light being.

      “Be warned, the Balor you have allowed inside of you will grow in strength over time,” Tempestria said. “You will have to fight it, someday.”

      “I know this already,” Malem said. “You see, I’ve been running for most of my life. And I’m looking forward to a good fight. Now good day.”

      He grabbed Wendolin by the hand, and glanced at her. She nodded.

      They stepped through the portal together.
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      Malem returned to find the Metal dragons fully clothed, and the sun higher in the sky. Apparently, time in the nether realm passed at closer to the same rate as in this world. Solan and Gannet had arrived as well, and they were dressed as well. All of his companions were here.

      He gazed upon them. “It’s done. Vorgon is… no longer a threat.”

      “We beat him together,” Wendolin said proudly.

      He sensed joy from the women, though there was an undercurrent of jealousy. Well, nothing he could do about that.

      “Look at his eyes!” Abigail said. “They’re back to normal.”

      “Is it some kind of trick?” Gwen asked.

      Malem glanced at Gwen and shook his head. “No trick, Gwen.”

      She grinned widely. “Not Gwenfrieda?” She leaped forward and wrapped her arms around him. “You’re back!”

      When she pulled away, he nodded. “The Defiler is dead. I am the Breaker once more. Weyanna, as soon as you have the strength, I want you to heal the scars on Gwen’s back.”

      Weyanna nodded. “I’ll do that later, when she and I are alone.” She glanced at Gwen. “Assuming she lets me.”

      “Yes,” Gwen said happily. “Of course!”

      “You did it after all,” Goldenthall said in the voice of Banvil.

      Malem glanced at the former king. The man’s eyes had become black, and dark mist flowed from them. Apparently it had taken all the Balor’s strength to hide from Vorgon within Malem’s mind, but now that Vorgon was gone, and Banvil had joined with Malem, the demon had some power back.

      “Yes, I did it,” Malem agreed. “Surprised?”

      Banvil shrugged. “I believed in you.”

      “Sure you did,” Malem said. “You’re just a parasite along for the ride, as far as I’m concerned. You will keep this vessel at my side, and I will use it to commune with you as I wish it.”

      The possessed king bowed. “As you wish, master.”

      Malem suppressed a grin. Damn right.

      The mist dispersed, and Goldenthall was himself once more. “Well, that was strange.” At least the king was no longer a raving lunatic, now that Banvil had re-exerted its control. Or maybe he was—Malem would find out soon enough.

      He sensed a commotion to the north. Behind his companions, the Black Swords entered the copse. Or rather, the former Black Swords. They had the top lieutenants of their armies with them: night elves, Eldritch, dwarves, oraks, goblings, men, dragons, sprawled on the field beyond.

      “Vorgon is gone,” Durabane, the Black Sword of the dwarves, said.

      “What have you done?” Faran asked. “We’ve lost our powers!”

      Ziatrice exploded, striking off the head of this presumptuous night elf that had taken her place as Black Sword in Vorgon’s army. Faran’s headless body dropped to the ground, and blood continued to pump from the neck in sickening spurts.

      “We submit!” Durabane raised his hands in surrender.

      The other Black Swords similarly backed away, palms raised.

      “Good,” Malem said. “Because with Vorgon dead, I now command all of you.”

      Yes! Ziatrice said.

      The Black Swords stared at him in shock.

      “Your army is mine,” Malem continued. “Timlir will take your place as leader of the mountain dwarves.”

      “What?” Timlir said. “I don’t want to lead!” When he saw the two dwarven women cowering behind Durabane, he rubbed his chin. “Well, on second thought, maybe I do…”

      “I always thought their women had beards,” Gannet commented.

      “Mauritania, you are once again queen of the Eldritch,” Malem said. “And Solan, you are in command of the men Vorgon has conquered.”

      “Will they follow a half dragon?” Solan asked.

      “They’ll have to,” Malem told him. “It’s up to you whether you want to reveal your dragon nature to them or not.”

      “Who will lead the oraks, dragons, and other dark creatures?” Abigail asked.

      “Ziatrice,” Malem said. “The oraks and other dark creatures are yours.”

      She bowed. “Thank you Breaker.”

      “Except the dragons,” Malem amended.

      Ziatrice scowled.

      He turned toward the great blue that towered over the copse behind him. “Nemertes, the dragons are yours to command.”

      “Oh, shit in a barrel,” Nemertes said. “Just when I thought I could go home.”

      “As for my first order, the attack on the Dothweald is to cease, immediately,” Malem said.

      “Durabane, you’re now my top lieutenant,” Timlir said. “Dispatch the news!”

      The former Black Sword had one of his own lieutenants act as a courier, sending him onto the back of a black dragon to spread the word.

      “As for my second order, we are marching southwest,” Malem said. “To the Midweald, and there we will settle.”

      “Founding a kingdom in the heart of monster territory?” Xaxia asked.

      “I kind of like the idea myself!” Gwen said.

      Malem shrugged. “It seems suiting.”

      “You will be an emperor!” Ziatrice said.

      “Perhaps,” Malem said. “But not of men. Monsters, maybe.”

      “You could be emperor of all men, too!” Ziatrice said. “Not just the ragtag group with this army. Conquer the world! It is your destiny!”

      He smiled heartily. “You don’t understand. You, and the women, are my world. I already have everything I’ll ever want.”

      “You fool!” Ziatrice said. “Then I will take your place!”

      Without warning she swung the halberd at him. He leaped out of the way, but the blade would have never touched him: branches had sprouted from the surrounding trees, and wrapped her up.

      Malem glanced at Wendolin appreciatively, and then tightened his will around Ziatrice before she could try anything else, such as her dark magic, and drained her of stamina.

      She slumped in the branches.

      He sensed the other women around him preparing to attack the night elf, but he raised a hand. “Stand down.”

      He walked toward Ziatrice. “Sorry for that.”

      “No,” Ziatrice said, grinning weakly. “I deserved that. Let my emotions get the better of me. Power. I’ve always wanted more. I could never see when I had enough. It’s cost me so many things in this life. And now I’ve lost you, too. Go ahead, then. Take my head with that sword of yours.”

      “Silly woman, you haven’t lost me,” he said, letting forgiveness float through their bond. “I’m not the Defiler. I’m the Breaker now, remember? And to you, I’ll always be Malem. Your Malem.”

      Tears suddenly flowed from Ziatrice’s eyes. “You’ve forgiven me? Just like that?” She sniveled. “Thank you. Thank you so much.” She wept freely.

      He glanced at Wendolin, and nodded. The branches parted, letting Ziatrice stand on her own. She dropped the halberd, and he went to her, giving her a hug.

      “I love you,” she said quietly.

      He smiled, saying nothing. What could he say? The others were listening. Everyone was. To declare love for her then would only piss off the remaining women. In truth, he loved them all.

      He pulled away from her, letting her dab at her wet blue face with her fingers.

      Xaxia came to his side, looping a hand through his left arm. Gwen did the same on his right.

      “This new kingdom of ours, the one we plan to start in the Midweald, it’s going to need a few children to populate it, you know that, right?” Gwen said.

      Malem smiled. “I guess we’ll have to see what we can do to expedite that.”

      “Oh, really?” Her eyes shone with joy. “You hardly strike me as the fatherly sort.” She paused, pursing her lips almost to a pout. “Then again, it might be fun to see a few green-skinned little kids running around.”

      “Green-skinned?” Mauritania said. “They’re going to be white-skinned, and horned.”

      “No,” Ziatrice said. “They’ll have blue skin.”

      “They’ll be half dragons,” Abigail said.

      “You’re all wrong,” Xaxia said. “They’ll be bandits.”

      Malem let go of the two girls to rub his temples. “And here I thought defeating a Balor was tough…”

      He began walking back toward the dark army that awaited to the north. The former Black Swords and their lieutenants parted to let him and his companions pass. They cheered him as he went by, and the call was taken up by the other dark onlookers who had gathered to observe the proceedings:

      “All hail Emperor Malem, Breaker of Balors!”
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        Otherwise, you can always head over to my site, and check if a new book has already been released. But first, flip to the next page for an important message.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Farewell, Monster Tamer?

          

        

      

    

    
      First, I’d like to address something. The more astute among you may have noticed that the series name has changed from Monster Tamer to Monster Breaker, and then back to Monster Tamer. This is because another author registered a generic trademark on the word “Tamer,” and had his IP lawyer unceremoniously pull my books from Amazon. I had no warning whatsoever: one day I logged in to find my books completely gone!

      I emailed Amazon, and finally managed to convince them to allow me to publish the series again, under a different name—Monster Breaker.

      At this point, I involved the Author’s Guild. Two weeks later, Amazon allowed me to rename the series back to Monster Tamer. They agreed that Tamer is too generic of a term to trademark, especially considering there are 33,000 search results for the word on Amazon itself, dating back to the 1930s. It’s what is considered a “bad” trademark registration.

      Nonetheless, the damage was done. Because the books were pulled from Amazon due to this weaponizing of trademark law by the other author in question, only to be put up again several days later, they never recovered their original ranking. Since sales have nosedived, I really need your support now more than ever.

      If you’d like to see this series continue, please mention it on any Facebook readers’ groups you’re a part of.

      More importantly, log in to Amazon, head over to Defiler, and let me know what you’d like to see next in a review. Heck, if you’re really feeling generous, a review on all three books would definitely help, if you haven’t left any already!

      Take care, and I hope to see you soon with Malem and his dark army, on the lookout for the next hideous monster to Break…

      Thank you!
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