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      The Darkness was coming for Malem tonight. He could sense it.

      He had been running from it his entire life. He didn’t know why it sought him, but if he ever stayed in one place too long, it always chased him away. Hell, it came for him even when he was on the move.

      But he had definitely overstayed his welcome in Bracken, that was for sure. Grown too accustomed to the soft beds of the inn and the pleasures of the flesh. The innkeeper’s daughter had provided much of the latter; it was just as well that her father had kicked him out when he found out. The proprietor had called the guards on him, and they’d handily forced Malem out of town that very night.

      In his mind’s eye he could still see those blonde locks that dangled so dreamily down her tanned shoulders, and below, the milky white bosom just waiting to be….

      He pushed the memory aside and spurred Bounder to a quick trot through the dark path in the woods. The moonlight didn’t penetrate very well through the claw-like branches above, but his night vision made up for that. He had temporarily granted the ability to his iguanid mount. And Felipe, the little monkey clinging to his shoulder. He could also grant them strength and restore vigor, though it would cost him.

      Felipe shifted nervously. The cap of hair on its head always reminded Malem of a monk’s cowl.

      “Yes,” he told the capuchin. “It’s coming. You feel it?”

      In answer, Felipe merely clung all the tighter to his jacket.

      Malem reached out, searching for other animals. There were birds and squirrels hidden in their nests, most asleep, but those still awake were wary of his passage. There were skunks and raccoons, foxes and boars, and two larger entities he couldn’t quite place. Probably elk or deer. The presence of all these animals put him at ease, and reminded him that he was never truly alone in the woods, which always felt like home to him.

      Except for tonight.

      He felt a spike in fear from one of the larger entities, but that was probably due to them sensing his presence. The two quickly scampered away and his awareness of them faded until they vanished entirely.

      He returned his attention to the road.

      “Where are you?” Malem said softly, scanning the gnarled trunks around him.

      Bounder jerked forward suddenly and Malem was nearly thrown from the seat.

      The iguanid straightened, recovering from its misstep. Bounder had tripped on the exposed root of one of the pines that bordered the path.

      “Pay attention,” Malem scolded the animal.

      Bounder cooed softly in response. There was fright in that murmuring sound.

      Malem caressed the upper flanks of the big lizard’s neck. “It’s going to be all right. We’ve been through worse.”

      He felt the fear emanating from both of his friends.

      Fear. It was infectious.

      What if it wasn’t the Darkness they feared, but something more mundane, and closer at hand?

      He reached out once more, keeping his eyes on the road ahead, because while he could sense animals, and even some monsters, he had no sense of human beings at all. If there were any highwaymen out here…

      Malem drew his sword from its scabbard on his back.

      He sensed a spike in fear from a raccoon somewhere overhead. The animal had been awake, and aware of his presence, so the sudden spike was uncharacteristic. No animal in such a high perch would be so afraid of his passage. Unless there was something else much closer at hand responsible.

      Pain exploded in Malem’s shoulder as something hard slammed into him and tore him off the seat, and he fell to the forest floor.

      Felipe, screeching but uninjured, landed beside him. The animal ran in panicked circles along the ground next to him, not knowing what to do. Winded, Malem mentally commanded the monkey to retreat into the trees and the animal scampered up the closest trunk. Meanwhile, he ordered Bounder, who had stopped in confusion, to retreat down the trail, and the iguanid promptly broke into a gallop.

      “He’s got an iguanid mount!” a male voice exclaimed from somewhere overhead. “Catch it!”

      “Too late now,” a woman’s voice retorted.

      The thrumming of Bounder’s huge feet receded. Malem half-expected arrows to fly at the animal in pursuit, but none came.

      “That would have brought in enough drachmae to last for months!” the first man exclaimed.

      “We’ll hunt it down later.” Another voice, also male. “It won’t go far, not without its master.”

      That meant there were at least three. Probably more. Bandits usually travelled in groups of five or more—there was safety in numbers, especially in these woods.

      Malem shifted. His upper arm throbbed agonizingly. He glanced at the fletching protruding from his shoulder.

      An ordinary arrow wouldn’t have thrown Malem from his mount like that. It had to be a Knockback, a magically enhanced variant.

      The kind brigands favored.

      Four dark figures dropped from the trees and landed around him.

      Wincing, Malem reached for his sword, which had dropped to the ground beside him, but a thick boot stepped on the blade.

      “Oh, no you don’t,” came a deep male voice.

      “You don’t want to do this,” Malem said, struggling to sit up. “Not tonight.”

      A boot slammed into him and he fell on his back once more.

      Someone struck a torch. The sudden brightness momentarily blinded Malem’s night-adjusted eyes.

      Rough hands folded his arms behind his back—causing the agony in his shoulder to flare again. A moment later those same hands bound his wrists with a thick rope.

      “Up,” a man said. When Malem didn’t obey, the man yanked forcefully. “Up!”

      Malem reluctantly stood. Stars danced across his vision like thrown salt and he felt a moment of lightheadedness. Callused hands gripped him above the elbows and forced him forward, and it was all Malem could do to keep his balance.

      He staggered through the trees guided by those hands. Branches whipped at his face and neck. As his eyes adjusted to the brightness from the torches, he began to see a little bit. Enough to avoid tripping on the gnarled roots protruding from the ground, at least. Because of his position at the front of the group, he had no idea how many bandits there were.

      He sensed four animals waiting ahead. Horses, probably.

      He could also hear a buzzing inside his head now: the Darkness was almost here.

      He reached a clearing, where the highwaymen had created a temporary camp. Tents surrounded a doused fire pit, and sure enough, four horses were secured to trees nearby. If the bandits rode those horses in pairs, that meant there were eight in total. If not...

      Someone splashed some sort of liquid onto the charred logs in the fire pit, and Malem smelled lamp oil. The torch was tossed into the pit a moment later, igniting it. Malem was thrown to the ground in front of it.

      He rolled to one side to get a look at his captors. There were only four after all: three men and one woman. The lower halves of their jaws were covered in scarves, which they lowered as they took a seat on a log near the fire.

      The grimy-faced woman had taken the pouch from Malem’s waist, and she emptied the contents into her palm. She glanced at the biggest man in the group, obviously their ringleader, and likely her lover. “Some unguents. A few drachmae. That’s it.”

      “A piss-poor catch,” the scrawny man beside her said. “His gear is shit. His sword is shit. The only thing of any value is that iguanid. We need to track it down.”

      The ringleader nodded.

      The woman returned the items to the pouch and secured it to her waist next to the other small bags that hung from her belt.

      Malem caught a glimpse of a tiny head next to the log behind her, and he sat up to draw the attention of the bandits. When all eyes were on him, he repeated the warning he had given earlier. “You don’t want to do this.”

      The ringleader grinned in the firelight, revealing several rotten and yellowed teeth. He got up, waltzed over, and then leaned over so his face was directly in front of Malem’s. That hot breath reeked of garlic, alcohol, and… dung. No wait, that latter odor was coming from the man’s body.

      “Don’t want to do this?” Spittle sprayed Malem’s face as the man spoke. “Actually, we do, Runt.” He stepped back, stood up, and smiled once more. “Aren’t you wondering why we took off our masks?”

      Malem didn’t answer. Instead, his eyes drifted to the woman. The pouch at her belt—his pouch—had disappeared. Along with a couple of her other bags.

      “It’s because you’re never going to squeal on us,” the ringleader continued. “You want to know why?”

      Malem returned his attention to the man, but still remained silent.

      “Ain’t much for talking, is he?” the scrawny man behind him said.

      The ringleader shrugged, keeping his attention on Malem. “I’ll tell you why. We’re cutting out your tongue before we let you go. What do you think of that?”

      The buzzing increased to a fever pitch in Malem’s head.

      His eyes drifted to the edge of the camp, where the light of the fire met the darkness. “Don’t you see them?”

      “See what?” the scrawny man on the log behind the ringleader said, his voice tinged with fear.

      The bandit beside him laughed. “He’s just trying to scare you, Charley! Relax!”

      The horses began whinnying loudly and straining against their binds.

      The bandit stopped laughing and gazed at the horses. It was obvious that he, too, was getting worried.

      “He’s a Breaker,” the ringleader said. “That’s the only explanation. He’s doing this.” The bandit swung his arm and hit Malem in the face with a backhand.

      Malem’s neck snapped to the side and he rocked in place. He felt the blood trickle down his lips.

      “Stop it, Beast Breaker,” the ringleader said.

      Malem gazed at the ringleader and smiled grimly. “I wish it was me.” He bobbed his head toward the darkness. “The shadows. Look at them. Where dark meets light. The shadows flicker faster than the flames that cast them. As if alive.”

      “Shit,” Charley said. “He’s right!”

      “No he’s not,” the ringleader said. “It’s your imagination.”

      “No, look!” Charley said.

      The ringleader scowled at the man, then turned around to look at the flickering shadows near the edge of camp.

      “Seems fine to me…” the ringleader said.

      One of the bandits got up from the log and held a torch into the fire pit to ignite it. Then he stepped over the fallen tree and approached the edge of the camp.

      The horses were rearing now, struggling wildly to break free.

      “I said stop!” The ringleader hit Malem again, harder, and he dropped to the dirt. His face was throbbing.

      The horses continued to rear, but no one payed attention: the eyes of everyone in the camp were fixed on the dark.

      As the bandit neared the perimeter, the pool of light created by the torch suddenly ceased to penetrate the night beyond.

      “Look!” Charley hissed. “See? That’s not natural!”

      The bandit threw his torch into the darkness and the flames promptly went out. He retreated toward the main campfire in fright.

      And then the dark came alive.

      It twisted, writhing, and streaks of swirling blackness shot forward. The ringleader was caught in the grasp of that Darkness, and he screamed as it devoured him, yanking him backward into the night.

      The woman was next in line, but Bounder burst through the trees then and snatched her up in its maw, narrowly carrying her away from the Dark.

      The remaining highwaymen fled toward their struggling horses.

      Bounder leaped over the campfire.

      Felipe had been working on Malem’s binds since retrieving his pouch from the woman, and in that moment the monkey freed him. Felipe climbed onto his shoulder, and he scrambled to his feet in time to grab onto Bounder’s bridle as the iguanid cantered past.

      The tentacled Darkness ignored the other highwaymen and made straight for Malem as he pulled himself into the saddle and spurred the giant lizard into an all-out gallop.

      The bandit woman squirmed in Bounder’s jaws, flailing her legs and beating at his maw as the iguanid carried her. She yelled the whole time.

      As the campfire retreated behind them, Malem activated his night vision and conferred the gift to his two animals—their own night vision would have been lost when exposed to the relative brightness of the camp.

      The trees clawed at his body, as if trying to drag him out of the saddle; he glanced over his shoulder and spotted the ghostly hands forming near the outskirts of the pursuing mass, its long tendrils reaching for him. Any trees in its path were drained of all life as the Darkness passed through them, the branches and trunks splintering as the dead wood was no longer able to hold up its own weight, and the leaves withering and dropping away.

      One of the woman’s screams particularly grated on his nerves then, because it was loud enough to hurt.

      “Shut up, woman!” Malem said. “I’m trying to save your life!”

      She only screamed louder.

      With a sigh, Malem spurred Bounder on all the harder, physically and mentally. He supposed it couldn’t be all that comfortable for her down there, what with all that prickly undergrowth whipping at her as the thick-skinned iguanid tore through.

      Finally, they found the main trail and continued west. The captive woman’s screams subsided, and she struggled less. Yes, the brambly foliage definitely hadn’t been pleasant for her.

      Behind him, the Darkness burst through the trees and closed. In his night vision, it appeared as a dark, shapeless mass that was blacker than the surrounding night.

      He held a hand to Bounder’s neck and imparted strength.

      Malem collapsed in the saddle and leaned against the neck. Felipe scrambled out from underneath him before getting crushed, and rode on his back.

      “Run straight and true,” he whispered to Bounder.

      The iguanid ran faster. If Bounder tripped now, that would be the end of them…

      Behind him, the Darkness slowly receded, unable to keep pace with the strength-enhanced animal. It let out a quiet shriek of frustration, and then faded out, taking the buzzing in his head along with it. The Dark had lost this latest round, but always there was the promise of next time.

      Malem let Bounder run at the same pace for a while longer, in case this was some trick on the part of the Darkness. The animal’s breath wheezed from the sides of its mouth, straining past the trapped woman. When the animal’s panting became too ragged, at last Malem let up. He would run the iguanid to its death if he didn’t stop.

      He pulled the animal up short in a place where the trees were sparser and the light of the moon could penetrate more easily. It was a comfort, that light. A respite from the dark.

      Without that buzzing in his head, and the thudding footfalls of his mount, and the wind induced by his passage, the forest around him seemed eerily quiet.

      He paused, reaching out with his senses, gauging the alarm in nearby rodents and night birds. It was ebbing: the Darkness was gone, he was sure of it. That gave him a few weeks of relief, at least. The longest he had gone without seeing it was six months. The shortest, ten days. Lately, it averaged between one and three weeks. Sometimes he could tell when it was coming, sometimes not.

      Tonight had been one of the lucky times that he could.
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      Malem led Bounder at a walk through the trees to make camp. The woman had ceased struggling entirely by then.

      When he found a spot, he lowered himself to the dirt. Now that the Darkness was no longer there to distract him, the pain in his shoulder flared anew, and he flinched. He sat roughly against a tree.

      Bounder collapsed beside him, releasing the woman in front of a tree.

      She promptly scrambled to her feet. She had had a sword strapped to her waist, but she had lost it in the frantic retreat—not that it would have helped all that much. So instead of fighting she tried to get away.

      Bounder arose again; the animal blocked her every move. At last she realized she was trapped and dropped against the tree. She bent her legs to her chest, and wrapped her arms around her knees, huddling.

      Bounder sat down, and rested its chin on the earth. It kept its eyes firmly on the woman. It continued to pant very slightly.

      Felipe leaped down from Malem’s back and squatted on the dirt. Two fresh clumps of feces fell from his rear.

      “Yeah, I almost shat myself, too,” Malem commented weakly.

      He had lost his sword to the bandits, but it wasn’t particularly valuable. He carried a spare among the iguanid’s saddlebags anyway.

      Lending his vigor to his mount had drained him greatly, and all he felt like doing at the moment was sleeping. But he couldn’t, not yet.

      Felipe had his pouch slung over its back like a satchel, along with the other bags the animal had purloined from the brigand woman. The monkey brought them to his side and lowered them to the ground.

      “That’s a good boy,” Malem said. He leaned forward, doing his best to ignore the throbbing pain in his shoulder, and scratched the monkey underneath the chin. It extended its neck to help him, and its eyes closed in contentment at the touch.

      Malem grabbed the pouch and sat back. He retrieved the unguent from inside and opened the jar, setting it down beside him. He bent his right leg and removed the dagger he had hidden in a small ankle sheath. With it, he enlarged the rip in his jacket and the underlying shirt, and then set the blade down on the ground beside him. With difficulty he removed the bloodied fabrics entirely, so that he lay bare-chested against the tree. He was aware of the woman’s gaze upon him the whole time.

      He found a stick and bit down on it. He wrapped his hand around the protruding arrow, beneath the fletching and yanked. He bit down hard on the stick as the arrow ripped free, bringing with it chunks of flesh. The arrowhead had wicked barbs along the edges, designed to tear if removed. And tear they had.

      He spat out the stick as his night vision faded, replaced by the stars of extreme faintness.

      He quickly felt around in the dark for the unguent; when he found it he applied the healing balm to the wound, which bled badly. The burning flared with such an intensity that he wished he hadn’t given up the stick so soon.

      He rested for a moment, feeling the blood continue to ooze down his arm. At that rate, all the balm would be expelled before it could do any work.

      “Looks painful,” the woman said. Her voice sounded hoarse, no doubt from all the screaming she’d done earlier.

      He ignored her comment, and hesitated a moment longer, steeling himself for what was coming, then he leaned forward and applied another round of the healing balm.

      When that was done, he was panting, and he quickly tied the shirt around the wound, bandaging it, and then lay back once more.

      He dipped his fingers in the jar again, and applied the balm to his face where the ringleader had struck him; it burned as he smoothed the substance over the sensitive area.

      “Healing unguent?” the woman pressed.

      “Uh huh,” Malem said.

      He blinked away the stars, allowing his night vision to return. He glanced at her, huddled as she was against the nearby tree. He could see her quite well under the moonlight. He hadn’t really looked at her before, back in the camp, but now that he had time to study her, he concluded she was pretty, despite all the grime. For a bandit.

      “What happened to Crag?” she said.

      Malem sealed the jar and returned it to the pouch. “The one the Darkness swallowed?”

      She nodded.

      “Gone,” Malem said. “His soul devoured.”

      She seemed undisturbed by the news.

      “He was your lover?” Malem asked.

      She shrugged. “By convenience.” She studied him for a moment. “You summoned that Darkness?”

      “No,” he said. He felt like sleeping. But he had to stay awake for a while longer. “It hunts me. It has all my life.”

      “Sounds like a shitty life,” she said.

      “You’re telling me…”

      She eyed the shadows. “So it’s coming back?”

      “Not yet,” Malem said. “In a few weeks.”

      For several moments she kept her eyes on the dark nooks and crannies the moonlight couldn’t reach, then nodded. “I probably shouldn’t believe you, but I do.”

      He smiled faintly. “I have that effect on people.”

      She glanced at the monkey, which to her must have looked like a dark furry mass under the moonlight. “Is it true you’re a Beast Breaker?”

      “I am,” he said. “That should be obvious by now, given the behavior of these two.”

      She shrugged. “I thought you were just a really good trainer.” She leaned forward. “But tell me, why does this blackness from the underworld hunt a mere Breaker?”

      He had to chuckle at that. “If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me.”

      “Try me,” she said.

      But he chose not to answer. Because the truth was, she really wouldn’t believe him. No one did.

      She shifted against the tree. “Why did you save me? I’m a bandit. I wronged you. You could have left me for the dark to take. I would have, in your place.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t like it when people die because of me. Even if they are bandits.”

      “What are you going to do to me?” she asked.

      “As soon as I’ve caught my breath, I’m going to tie you up, and then tomorrow I’m bringing you to Redbridge. I plan to fetch the reward the magistrate gives out for turning in bandits like you.”

      She remained quiet for several moments, as if processing his words. Or maybe she was just stunned.

      “What if I gave you a reward instead?” She let her arms fall from her knees and hesitantly stood up.

      Bounder rose, and Malem raised a hand to defer the animal. “Easy, my friend. Let’s see what game she plays.”

      The iguanid rested its neck on its forelegs once more.

      The bandit woman opened up her tunic and unlaced the top bands of the shirt underneath. The sides of her smooth, white breasts, untouched by the grime that covered the rest of her body, slid into view. They were so damn perky.

      All thoughts of sleep were forgotten. As was the pain in his shoulder.

      “A reward?” Malem squeaked.

      “Uh huh.” She strode toward him, swaying her hips for effect, and knelt beside him. She proceeded to rub his leg. A sensual, pleasant rub.

      “Well, that would be… inappropriate,” he said.

      She grinned lasciviously. “I’m all about the inappropriate.”

      She leaned forward as if to undo his belt, but then her hand shot out in a blur.

      Malem was the faster. He caught her by the wrist, stopping the dagger intended for his heart.

      He twisted, hard, and she yelped in pain. The dagger dropped away. “Nice try.”

      He kicked the knife away into the dark and released her, waiting to see what she would do next. But she remained hovering beside him, her hot breath close enough to feel on his cheek.

      “I like my men strong,” she purred.

      “Really?” He couldn’t hide the doubt from his tone.

      “I was testing you,” she continued. “You passed.”

      He gave her a quick once-over. “You’re not hiding any other nasty surprises, are you?”

      “That depends on what you call nasty.” She shrugged off her tunic and slid off her shirt, allowing those beautiful breasts to bounce free. She had the lean, toned body that could only come from years of hardship in the wilderness. He hadn’t seen a set of abs like that on a woman in a long time.

      Malem couldn’t hold back anymore. He mashed his lips against hers. Felt her raw breasts press up against his bare pectoral muscles.

      She stank, but he hardly noticed. Not that he smelled any better himself. In fact, with their scents combined like that, the odor kind of canceled itself out. And what was left only excited him all the more.

      He came up for breath long enough to ask: “What’s your name?”

      “Does it matter?” she said.

      “No.” He pressed his lips hard into hers, like a man desperate to feel the spark of life. With the death that had nearly taken him earlier, that wasn’t far from the truth.

      He removed his belt and slid off his sandals and breeches. She reached for his groin, but he blocked her with his uninjured arm.

      “Not so fast,” he said. While it would have been pleasant to feel her hand there, he thought it probably wasn’t the best idea to give her control of his goods, considering she had just tried to kill him.

      Instead, he threw her hand aside and removed her riding pants, forcing the fabric to her knees. She had a pleasant dark mound over her pubis.

      He pushed her onto her back and mounted her. Her eyes rolled up in pleasure as he thrust inside of her.

      Her moans carried through the night. She was so loud that at first he was worried it was some nefarious plan of hers to attract her bandit companions, but the part of his mind that was still rational—which was admittedly a tiny, infinitesimal part at the moment—concluded that the cowards were long gone.

      He spent his seed shortly thereafter, and when he collapsed on top of her, he wanted nothing more than to sleep. And he thought he was drained before...

      Too bad he couldn’t close his eyes, not yet.

      Bounder was fast asleep beside him. Felipe had remained awake nearby, watching it all. The small animal mock dry-humped the air.

      “Perv,” he muttered.

      The woman shifted sleepily underneath him.

      He looked at her, feeling a surge of regret over what he’d done. Anger, too. He was disgusted at himself. It felt too much like he’d taken advantage of her situation. Even if she was a bandit—a woman who intended to cut out his tongue only an hour earlier, at that.

      He slid off and shoved her away from him. “Get dressed. You’re free to go.”

      She rubbed her eyes. “But—”

      “You’ve paid your price,” Malem said. “Go.”

      “Can’t I at least stay until morning?” she said. “It’s dark. I’ll get lost.”

      “You’re a woman of the forest,” he said. “You won’t get lost.”

      “At least tell me why,” she pleaded.

      He shook his head. “You can take the girl off the highway, but you can’t take the highway off the girl.”

      She frowned. “Huh?”

      “Once a highwaywoman, always a highwaywoman,” he tried again.

      “What in a Balor’s pale guts are you talking about?” she said.

      “If I let you stay, I’ll wake up to find all my belongings stolen in the morning,” Malem said. “And maybe a dagger in my belly. It’s Sleeping With Bandits 101. So get.”

      She shrugged, and began dressing. “I didn’t even climax, you know.”

      “Okay.” He pulled on his own breeches and replaced his belt.

      “I’ve never seen such a small dick in my life,” she continued.

      “I doubt you even saw it, given how dark it is,” he said.

      “Exactly my point,” she retorted.

      He decided not to answer any further taunts, which continued until she was fully clothed.

      As she started off, Malem spoke to her back: “If you try to sneak back into my camp, I should warn you, my iguanid is a light sleeper. And he doesn’t take kindly to uninvited guests. I’m not sure I’ll be able to wake in time before he devours you.”

      “I won’t be coming back, no worries there,” she retorted. “I got what I wanted already.”

      At first he thought she must have stolen something, but a quick check of his bags told him otherwise.

      The only thing she stole was my dignity.

      As soon as she was gone, Malem felt the tension ebb away.

      He leaned back against the tree and glanced at the sleeping iguanid, and the still awake monkey.

      “Good night, my friends,” Malem whispered.

      The woman had momentarily banished the Darkness from his thoughts, but now that she was gone, it came back again, full force. As did the pain in his shoulder.

      Funny how that works.

      Thankfully, the fatigue quickly overwhelmed the mental image of those dark tendrils splintering the trees, so when he closed his eyes, sleep came quickly.

      He gave a final mental instruction to Felipe, ordering the monkey to stand guard before he went under.
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      Malem awakened fully healed, as expected. He raised and rotated his shoulder a few times to confirm everything was in working order, and then he donned his shirt and jacket. He poked a finger through the gaping hole in the shoulder area.

      “We’ll have to get that knitted sometime,” Malem said. He glanced at the capuchin, which was rubbing its eyes nearby. “The ladies don’t like torn clothes, do they Felipe? Then again, bandit women don’t really care, do they?”

      Felipe stifled a yawn and scratched his hind quarters.

      Speaking of the bandit woman, it appeared she hadn’t returned, as far as he could tell. All of his belongings were present. Even his decoy sack remained intact, along with all of its worthless trinkets. He searched the area for the dagger he had thrown away into the foliage last night, but when he couldn’t find it, he wondered if she had retrieved it before leaving. Doubtful. He searched a while longer, then gave up. It was worth only a few drachmae anyway.

      The healing balm had certainly caused him to work up an appetite. Unfortunately, there were no berries or other edible plants nearby. Bounder wasn’t in the clearing, but Malem was grateful that someone had removed the saddlebags containing the rations, leaving them behind. Probably Felipe’s doing: the monkey was known to take the occasional midnight snack.

      Malem ate the last of the cured meat from the store and was still hungry.

      “Might have to catch a rabbit later, huh Felipe?” Malem said, tossing a piece he had saved to the little monkey.

      He ate plants when they were available, but he also used his ability to attract wild birds, rabbits, and boars. He’d have to loosen his mental hold on the other two to do so, but they were more his friends than anything else at this point, and never ran away.

      He refused to kill any larger potential meat sources, like elks. First of all, they were such beautiful creatures. Second of all, they were a lot harder to prepare. You had to hang them up to drain them of blood, skin them, and then cut their meat into small pieces. If you didn’t have enough salt, you wouldn’t be able to preserve it all, and the animal would go to waste. To Malem, needlessly wasting an animal was the most tragic thing in the world. Which was why he despised most royal hunters, and did his best to cause them trouble whenever he encountered such men. They were second on his list of most abhorrent people, right below bandits and highwaymen.

      Malem rifled through the bags Felipe had taken from the woman bandit. Some extra drachmae, a tinderbox, and some salted meat. He pocketed all of it and nested the bags inside one another.

      He mentally sought out Bounder. The iguanid was some ways away to the south, and from the contentment he detected, he knew that Bounder had found its own meal.

      Felipe assumed his usual perch on Malem’s shoulder, and he set off through the trees. He arrived at the iguanid’s position shortly. Sure enough, there were large broken eggs on the ground, their contents devoured. The parents were nowhere to be found, perhaps chased away by the big iguanid. But Bounder had found something else after finishing the eggs: several large black hairy legs protruded from its mouth. That would be a bog spider. The rotten odor from the eggs had probably attracted it.

      Bounder chewed the spider, occasionally growling as if mad at the dead thing, perhaps because it wasn’t as tender as it was supposed to be: the iguanid hated tough food. As if it was the spider’s fault…

      Malem secured the empty sacks from the bandit to his saddle, and replaced his sword from the spare he carried among his saddlebags. Bounder growled louder, shooting a scowl Malem’s way.

      “Whoa, relax boy,” Malem said. “I’m not trying to take your food.”

      Bounder gave him the evil eye a moment longer, then returned his attention to the bog spider. Those legs shifted as he chewed further.

      Felipe jumped down from Malem’s shoulder and snuck toward Bounder’s maw. The little monkey furtively approached one of the protruding legs, and when it was a little under half a meter away, Felipe dashed forward and ripped off a small foot.

      Bounder hissed in outrage and tried to swat the monkey with a foreleg, but missed the more agile creature. Bounder promptly gave chase to the smaller animal, but Felipe ran to Malem and leaped onto his breeches, climbing his clothes until he reached the left shoulder. Then Felipe turned around triumphantly and hissed up a storm.

      Malem raised a hand toward the iguanid, which had come right up to him—within snatching distance of the little monkey. Even though Bounder still had a dead bog spider in his maw, that didn’t mean the lizard couldn’t also fit a capuchin monkey.

      “Come on now, children,” Malem said. “Playtime is over. Finish up your breakfast, Bounder. Go on.”

      Bounder reluctantly turned away.

      Felipe let out a victorious squeal. Bounder glanced askance to glare at the monkey, but then moved off to continue chewing on the spider

      “You shouldn’t tease him like that, Felipe,” Malem said. “It can only end badly for you.”

      But the monkey had lost interest, and was swatting at a small glowbug that was meandering near its shoulder perch.

      When the iguanid finally swallowed the large spider, Malem mounted the beast and returned to the forest trail.

      The road was fairly quiet all that morning. He passed a few traders in their wagons, who gave him a wide berth, fearful of his intent. They all had armed escorts, mercenaries who usually gawked openly at his ride.

      He paused occasionally to move deeper into the woods in search of food. He found berries and mushrooms. He caught a hare, and cleaned the animal before cooking it. He salted the extra meat and stored it in the appropriate saddlebag.

      He continued his journey, eventually emerging from the woods at a small village in the early afternoon.

      Welcome to Abe’s Wood, a sign read. Smoke wafted cheerily from the chimneys of several quaint buildings.

      A short fence enclosed the place, and at the main entrance the poorly-armed guards let him pass without issue.

      He made his way to the tavern. Bold letters over the door proclaimed the place The Guzzler’s Delight.

      “My kind of place,” Malem murmured. “Nothing like a good mid-afternoon’s drink to wake one out of their traveling stupor.”

      He secured his iguanid to the provided hitching post mostly for show—the lizard would never run away. It was a good thing there were no horses, or the animals would have been spooked. Not that he couldn’t remedy that, though today he just wasn’t in the mood.

      A man walking by paused to gawk. “Nice mount! How much did that thing set you back?”

      “I got it for free,” Malem said.

      “For free?” the man said. “How in Creation— you won him in a wager?”

      “Something like that.” Malem entered the bar with Felipe on his shoulder.

      There were only a few patrons at this early hour. The members of one table—looked like a traveling merchant and his wife—were eating roast mutton. At another table, several locals gambled.

      A strongman next to the door held out a hand.

      “Can’t let you bring the monkey in,” the strongman said.

      Malem shrugged. He glanced at Felipe and sent the mental order, making a clicking sound for the benefit of the strongman; the capuchin lowered its head in disappointment and promptly leaped down, dashing outside.

      The strongman peered past the swinging doors. “Well-trained.” He held out his hand. “Your sword.”

      Malem glanced at the collection of weapons in the rack behind the strongman, swords and maces and morning stars, obviously relieved from the other patrons. Malem shrugged, unsheathed his sword from his back scabbard, and handed it over.

      The strongman racked the sword. “Any other weapons?”

      Malem shook his head. He wasn’t about to mention the hidden dagger strapped to his ankle. The strongman nodded toward the common area, indicating he could enter.

      Malem approached the bar. A middle-aged woman in a tight corset that emphasized her hips and ample bosom was the barkeep today. She had long black hair, and a face that could best be described as handsome. Her nose was a bit crooked for his tastes, but Malem would have still bedded her, like eighty percent of the female population.

      “Well hello, young pup,” she said, biting her lower lip suggestively. “What can I do to you? Er, for you?”

      Malem grinned amiably. “Your finest mead would be nice.”

      She looked him up and down. Her eyes lingered on the shoulder hole in his jacket before returning to his face. “I doubt you could afford it.”

      “Well then, I guess I’ll settle for your worst,” Malem said.

      She promptly filled a tankard with foaming ale and dropped it on the table. The hinged lid slammed shut, preventing the foam from overflowing.

      “That’ll be two drachmae,” the barkeep said.

      Malem reached into his pouch and slapped the requested coins down onto the countertop. She promptly slid them off the counter and the coins jingled into a money pot.

      He flipped the hinged lip and quickly took a sip before the foam spilled over. He grimaced. “Definitely your worst. But it’ll do.”

      He took a long gulp, doing his best to ignore the sour flavor. Then he set down the mug and glanced at the gamblers, wondering if he should join in whatever card game they were playing. With Felipe’s help, he could have spied on their hands. It was too bad the strongman had barred the monkey. Maybe Malem could sneak the animal in…

      He sensed the presence of animals outside, approaching at a trot. Probably horses drawing a merchant caravan. The mind of one of them seemed slightly more complex than the others, but that could be expected from highly intelligent creatures like horses. The animals pulled up next to the inn, according to his sense.

      A moment later he registered a sudden sensation of annoyance from Bounder. That usually happened in towns when children or other unwanted admirers got too close.

      Malem was about to ask the barkeep to watch his drink so he could check on the iguanid when the swinging doors slammed open and a squat man appeared at the entrance. He was dressed in the bright robes of a garment dealer. A traveling one, judging from the soiled sandals—no local dealer would have dared show his face in public with shoes like that. He was unarmed.

      The merchant rested his hands on his expansive girth as he surveyed the patrons. He loudly cleared his throat, causing every eye to swivel his way. “Whose animal is that?”

      Malem remained quiet. He took another sip from his drink.

      “I’d like to buy it,” the merchant announced.

      “He’s not for sale,” Malem said.

      The merchant’s eyes alighted on him and he smiled patiently. “Name your price. I must have it.”

      “Really?” Malem said. He knocked back his drink and slammed the mug down on the table. “I could probably let it go for a million drachmae.”

      “Preposterous!” the merchant said.

      “Exactly.” Malem turned his back on the man and gestured at the barkeep. “Another.” He dropped another two drachmae on the table, which the barkeep promptly scooped up. She refilled the mug and set it down in front of him.

      He heard the swinging doors again behind him, and a subtle perfume tickled his sensitive nose. Curiosity got the better of him and he glanced over his shoulder toward the source.

      A woman stood there, her presence regal, commanding. The lower half of her face was covered by a blue, slightly translucent mask that hung over the bridge of her nose, bandit-style, so that only her forehead and her eyes were visible. The latter were almond-colored, at odds with the straw-colored locks that framed her face in bouncing curls. A red bonnet topped her head, and silver filigree earrings, shaped like interlocking claws, hung from her lobes.

      A tight red dress outlined her hourglass waist, with a bodice trimmed in gold lace. Simple silver rings shone from her fingers, matching the wide metallic bracelets that covered either wrist. She wore simple traveler’s sandals on her dainty feet. The shoes looked just as sturdy as his own.

      Malem completely forgot the beer, the barkeep who had prepared it, the merchant, and in fact the entire tavern. He had eyes only for her. He could see the faintest outline of her high cheekbones behind that mask, and knew her beauty must be something to marvel at.

      But it wasn’t her potential looks and figure that had him transfixed, though both admittedly had their allure.

      No, it was the fact that he could sense her. She was one of the presences he had dismissed as a horse, earlier.

      He felt that familiar swirl of textures and scents and colors that all animals had, representing her thoughts, emotions, and current state of mind.

      That was impossible. The minds of people were always shut out to him. Always.

      Unless…

      “What are you?” Malem whispered.

      She hadn’t yet noticed him, her eyes still taking in the rest of the tavern, but she cocked her head slightly at his words and her gaze immediately shot toward him.

      Somehow, she had heard, though she was well across the room.

      The woman stepped toward him, and the merchant followed at her side, slightly behind her.

      “Is that your iguanid?” the woman asked when she reached him.

      “Who wants to know?” Malem said.

      “I am Abigail,” she said imperiously. “And you?”

      “Malem.” He pointed at the merchant. “You guys related?”

      “She is my passenger,” the merchant said. “I take on customers, now and again. When they can pay.”

      “Is that your animal?” she repeated.

      Malem nodded slowly.

      Abigail studied him uncertainly. “Those are the mounts of the Tempests. You don’t look, or talk, like a Tempest.”

      “Probably because I’m not,” Malem agreed.

      “I must have that animal,” the merchant said. “Tell him.”

      Abigail ignored the man. “And how did you happen to acquire a Tempest mount?”

      Malem shrugged. “Maybe I stole it.”

      Her eyes bored into his for several long moments, and he stared back defiantly, unwilling to break that steely gaze.

      She gave him a final once-over with her eyes, then spun about, pirouetting almost like some dancer, and promptly headed for the door.

      “I can offer you fifty silver drachmae,” the merchant said when she was gone.

      Malem ignored the man, and instead stared at the doors until they ceased swinging. He reached out, searching for her.

      There.

      He could sense her, moving away from the tavern. She paused beside his iguanid for a few moments before continuing on her way.

      Malem had a sudden mischievous thought. If he could feel her presence just like he could a beast’s, could he not also wrap his will around hers?

      He reached out, extending his mind around hers, but was unable to get a firm hold and she slipped out of his grasp. It was like trying to grapple with the mind of a monster.

      He was about to try again when suddenly his sense of her was ripped away, just as if she had slammed closed a mental door on him. Malem flinched as the severed connection boomeranged back on him; it felt almost like being slapped in the face.

      Not fun.

      “Fine, seventy drachmae?” the merchant pressed.

      Malem turned his attention to the man. “Seventy drachmae? So you can sell it in the next town for seven hundred drachmae? No thanks. I know the value of my steed.”

      The merchant threw up his arms in mock frustration. “Your loss. One hundred, my final offer.”

      Malem turned around and grabbed his drink. “Piss off.” He took a long draft and finished the mug.

      When he heard the swinging doors behind him, he spun around to lean against the counter. He couldn’t see the merchant any longer, and he thought it best not to leave Bounder unattended, at least at the moment.

      He glanced at the barkeep, who blew him a kiss, and smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Anytime,” she said.

      He retrieved his sword from the strongman at the entrance, slid it into the scabbard, and then stepped outside. The merchant’s caravan was already trotting away. Three horse-drawn carriages, with an equal number of drivers, one of them the merchant. Four mercenaries in chainmail provided escort. As he watched the caravan go, his eyes fell on the final carriage. From the window, Abigail was peering out. She promptly shut the inner blinds when his eyes met hers.

      Malem shook his head. Felipe crawled onto his shoulder, and he glanced at the monkey. “Who the hell was that?”

      Felipe squeaked some incomprehensible reply.

      He had originally intended to drop by the victualer to pick up some extra curing salt, and then visit the apothecary to buy more healing balm, but he wanted to know who that woman was. Or rather, what.

      So Malem changed his plans. He was leaving. Now.

      As he unhitched his iguanid from the post, an overexcited passerby peppered him with questions about the mount.

      “What kind of animal is that?” the man said. “Where did you get it? It looks like a big lizard! How much did it cost? Can it really carry your weight? Can it fight? What do you feed it?”

      Bounder, sensing Malem’s agitation with the man, abruptly chomped down on the individual before Malem could stop the iguanid. At the same time, Felipe vaulted across and poked him in the eye.

      Malem spent the next half hour dealing with the city guard. He ended up paying off both the guards and the bite victim with the last of his drachmae, as well as parting with a good portion of his healing balm to mend the bite marks on the man’s leg.

      “Nicely done, you two,” Malem scolded the animals as he mounted Bounder. “Why can’t you do that when bandits attack?”

      By then the caravan was long gone. Even so, he couldn’t get the strange woman from his thoughts. He rode west at a gallop, in the same direction the caravan had gone; the guards near the fence didn’t try to stop him as he raced past.

      He arrived at the eaves of the forest. The path forked north and south as it went inside, with wagon grooves rutting the earth in either direction. It wasn’t obvious which way his quarry had gone.

      He reached out with his mind, searching for her, but found only other animals. It was possible she was nearby, but blocking him.

      Before making his choice, he paused to look at the village one last time. What was he doing chasing some random woman into the woods, simply because he thought he had sensed her for a few seconds? He’d probably imagined it. Her beauty had sent hormones raging throughout his body, no doubt triggering the part of his mind responsible for his beast sense. Dazzled by her beauty, he’d momentarily mistaken Bounder’s mental presence as belonging to her. That had to be it.

      Except he knew that wasn’t true.

      Still, he wondered if he should forget her; he probably wouldn’t catch up to this Abigail anyway. There was a fifty-fifty chance he’d choose the right fork, and maybe a twenty-five percent chance in total he’d find her after that. Instead of running after her on some wild duck hunt, he could stay here and secure some short term work as a farmhand or apprentice to a local business for a week or so, and earn some much needed coin. He had apprenticed in every major trade at one point or another in his travels: blacksmith, farrier, victualer, saddle maker, dyer, glass worker, you name it.

      But the restlessness that came with every attack of the Dark still ate away at his soul, and he knew he wouldn’t last here more than a day or so. Which was for the best, really. He’d grown complacent in the last village, almost allowing the Darkness to appear in the heart of a village because of his attraction to a pretty girl. A lot of people could have died if that had happened.

      He could never forget who he was, and why he could never live an ordinary life.

      “Well, my friends,” Malem told his animals. “Let’s see if we can find this mystery woman.”

      He took the northern fork on a whim and rode into the forest.
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      Malem alternated Bounder between a quick trot and a rapid canter, as dictated by the mount’s energy level. He encountered only one other group of travelers on the road: a farmer and his two grown sons bringing a cartful of pumpkins to Abe’s Wood, no doubt to sell to either the victualer or the tavern. The sons pulled the cart by hand, and had swords strapped to their hips. One was missing an arm, which made dragging the cart difficult, while the other had lost an eye—the empty socket was surrounded by an ugly scar. The entire group seemed a bit stunned when they saw his mount, but they recovered quickly and gave Malem a warning look as they passed.

      He ignored the scowls of the sons and inclined his head toward the elder farmer, who offered a weak smile and a nod in return.

      He could see actual farms when the pines occasionally thinned, but most were abandoned and overgrown. It hadn’t been all that long since he’d passed this way, and he was saddened by the changes.

      The world is always changing. Where once the trumpets of peace blared, now the bells of war peal. Farms that once gave birth to oats and barley now sit abandoned, the sons sent off to battle, the remainder forced to work in the cities.

      The father he had just seen was very lucky to have his sons with him. Very lucky indeed. Malem guessed those sons had already seen battle, given the wounds of war they had borne.

      During the ride he thought often of the strange woman. He kept expecting to sight the merchant’s caravan up ahead whenever he rounded a bend, but always the path was empty, the trees ever-encroaching overhead and blotting out the sun.

      As the hours passed, he began to wonder if he’d chosen the right fork, because he figured he should have overtaken them by now. However, if this was indeed the wrong way, there was no point in turning back now: if he did, he’d never catch them anyway.

      Evening was coming, and the branches overhead began to take on their usual dreary quality. In the forests of the Midweald, trees that seemed benign and even welcoming in the day became clawed apparitions at night. While higher level monsters were rarely found this far east, the forest was still home to numerous species of night predators: jackal beetles, bog panthers, and claw owls, among others, to whom humans were considered just another item on the menu, or perhaps even a delicacy. Something like a bog spider could also be deadly, if one wasn’t careful—though Malem would never admit that to Bounder.

      Of course, there was also the latest predator to have infested these woods: that particular subset of man known as the bandit.

      He reached out, trying to get an idea of what other animals were out there, but he didn’t sense anything dangerous. Nor did he sense the unique swirl of emotions that composed the mind of the mystery woman, Abigail.

      He rode on after dark. The sky was overcast tonight, shielding the half moon, but when he activated his night vision he could see just as if the moon was out in full bloom. He imbued the gift to Bounder and Felipe. The latter had been scrunching close to Malem’s shoulder, slightly afraid, but squawked happily and relaxed his hold when the vision took over.

      He easily steered Bounder along the trail with his night vision. Although the iguanid’s footfalls were softer than that of a horse, they weren’t exactly stealthy. Any nearby predators would have heard them. Indeed, while Malem scanned the area, he felt the senses of two particular carnivores prick up. Bog panthers, he thought. Though most of them haunted the marshes that littered the interior of the Midweald, the animals often roamed well beyond when food was scarce.

      He sensed something closer. A wolf or coyote, he thought. Sure enough, a moment later he spotted a coyote fleeing into the woods from the edge of the trail, frightened by the obviously larger iguanid.

      An orange glow came from up ahead. He was suddenly happy: no doubt he had spotted the merchant caravan’s camp.

      “Found you!” he said under breath.

      He spurred Bounder onward.

      Distant howls and high-pitched yips filled the night air. He thought it was coyotes howling at the sky, as they often did at night to maintain contact with other coyotes in the area. City people often felt a tingle of primitive fear when they heard such cries, but to Malem, a seasoned outdoorsman, the calls evoked a sense of calm. The coyotes were the nightingales of the forest, their yips its nighttime song.

      But then the howling became more aggressive, becoming deep, rabid barking and growling.

      He heard a scream. A terrible, gurgling affair that was suddenly cut off, as of a man whose windpipe had been crushed.

      Malem smelt it then: the sickly odor of burning flesh.

      This was no campfire.

      He drew his sword and slowed Bounder’s pace: he was not so eager to ride into death.

      Felipe squeezed inside the collar of his jacket and turned around so that only his head was protruding from behind Malem’s neck. It was uncomfortable as hell. He was going to order the animal out, but there really wasn’t anywhere else for Felipe to go.

      He could sense Bounder’s fear and trepidation as well. The iguanid wanted to turn around and run; the only reason he was going forward was because of his devotion to Malem. He wanted to please his Breaker.

      “That’s a good boy,” Malem whispered softly. He tried to transfer as much courage as he could into the animal, but that was dependent on his own courage, which he wasn’t really feeling all that much of at the moment, to be honest.

      The main road turned west, but the glow continued beyond the trees ahead. A smaller path led that way; a sign nailed to a pine showed a picture of a campfire, indicating one of the rest areas that were set aside along the route for weary travelers.

      He continued onto the smaller path.

      Ahead, he could finally make out the fire between the trees. In the clearing that composed the rest area, three wagons were aflame. He tried not to look directly at the flames—doing so would kick him out of his night vision.

      As Bounder approached, he made out even more of the scene: wolves were attacking the defending mercenaries, some of whom were on horseback. There was no sign of the merchant, nor of Abigail.

      A group of the animals had surrounded one hapless soldier, who was hacking down frantically at the animals with his sword. The horse was also fighting back, kicking and biting at the attackers as it whirled about. It wasn’t exactly an experienced warhorse, as far as he could tell, but one of its bites did cause a wolf to squeal in retreat.

      With his night vision he spotted a larger form slinking among the wolves that had surrounded the man, a form roving along the outer edges of the attackers. It lurched forward with a burst of speed that startled even Malem, and tore the mercenary from the steed in a blur. The rider-less animal promptly bolted, ripping through the wolves to race into the forest beyond. A couple of wolves diverted to chase it.

      Meanwhile, the huge creature in front of the burning wagon remained standing at its full height, chewing on the body of the mercenary. It had the shape of a wolf, but it was no ordinary variant, coming in at the size of a horse. A dire wolf.

      Bounder came to a halt, lowing softly, clearly frightened. Malem felt movement behind his neck, and he knew Felipe had covered his eyes.

      The dire wolf finished chewing, swallowed the man in two quick gulps, and then turned toward the smaller wolves, following their howling, searching for its next prey.

      Before the big creature could attack somebody else, it was hit by a streaking ball of fire and engulfed by flames.

      Malem followed the afterimage of that streak, which overlaid his night vision, to its source.

      In front of the central burning wagon stood Abigail, her arms steeped to the elbows in flames. Her bonnet was gone: instead, locks of fire wavered about her head in place of her hair, blown outward by an unnatural wind he could not feel, at least not from here. A mask no longer covered the lower part of her face, and now that he could see her full features, she was, without a doubt, one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen. In the blink of an eye his mind processed perfect cheekbones chiseled on either side of an exquisite nose, full lips with a slight pucker that reminded him of a strawberry, and a jaw with an aristocratic curve typical of the nobility.

      It was too bad that at the present moment, she looked like some fiery demon awakened from the underworld.

      Around her were piles of dead wolves, bodies smoldering, some on fire. A man clad in silver chainmail stood at her side. He wielded a longsword, and didn’t look like a mercenary—his armor was too bright, and too new, for that. As Malem watched, the man hewed down a wolf that tried to jump at Abigail from behind, and the blood that sprayed his armor flowed off almost immediately, unable to stain the burnished metal. Even his surcoat, which bore the emblem of a talon on fire, seemed untouched by the splattered blood. He wore a tight-fitting helm that extended from his face almost like a beak. The visor was open, revealing a bold nose and determined eyes.

      Abigail shot out her right arm, launching a fireball at another leaping wolf. She stepped aside to allow the flaming mass of the creature to pass unhindered, and it slammed into the wagon behind her, sending up fiery sparks. She pointed with her left hand, launching a long stream of flame that she swept over other incoming beasts, igniting them in turn, along with portions of the surrounding forest. The stricken wolves raced around in agony, blinded by the flames that engulfed them, and setting fire to everything they touched. The wolves had probably lit up the wagons in this way. The surrounding woods soon glowed with flames.

      The brightness of the resulting conflagration killed Malem’s night vision, but there was nothing he could do about that.

      A lumbering form drew Malem’s attention to the far side of the caravan. The stricken dire wolf arose from the ground; the flames had gone out, but its hide still smoldered. The fur had blackened all over, with large ashen patches marring the surface throughout. Those eyes glowed a deep, angry red as it stalked Abigail, who so far hadn’t noticed its presence. She was concentrating her attacks on the barrage of wolves assaulting from the front. The animals had toppled a pile of dead bodies and were pushing on through toward her.

      A part of Malem wanted to stay back, and didn’t want to get involved. Magic users were trouble. Not that he’d ever associated with any. But that didn’t discount all the rumors he’d heard about them.

      Still, he wasn’t going to stand about idly and let her die.

      Malem doubted he would be able to penetrate the mind of the dire wolf, so he reached out to the two ordinary wolves approaching with it. It was better to physically subdue an animal first, because usually that weakened their will—though sometimes that backfired, and the reverse happened.

      He found the presences of the smaller wolves immediately. He’d have to release Bounder and Felipe from his control to proceed further, as he could only dominate two animals at once: the mental constraints on his mind wouldn’t allow him any more than that. But Bounder and Felipe were sufficiently trained that he wouldn’t have to worry about losing them.

      He released the pair and returned his attention to the wolves; he mentally infiltrated the bundles of instinct and bloodlust that represented their beings. He wrapped his will around those bundles like a vise, and squeezed. The beasts struggled, trying to break his hold or seep through it, but he tightened his grip and held them firmly.

      The two beasts physically halted beside the dire wolf. Malem grinned. He had them.

      Bounder suddenly reared and threw Malem from the saddle.

      So much for Bounder being sufficiently trained…

      Malem landed among the foliage and clambered to his feet. He’d lost the vantage of his mount, and couldn’t see as well through the foliage. That didn’t matter. He could see through the wolves.

      Bounder abruptly dashed away through the trees. Malem let him go, for now. The iguanid wouldn’t travel far. He never did.

      Meanwhile, Felipe cowered tightly against Malem’s neck.

      Malem directed his two new charges to attack. The first leaped onto the neck of the dire wolf, attempting to wrap its jaws around the thick mass. The second dove underneath the dire wolf, and tore into its vulnerable belly.

      The dire wolf turned its head in annoyance and bit into the body of the beast that clung to its neck, easily tearing the animal away and opening a gory wound in its flank. It swiped a huge paw at said wolf, cutting a three-pronged slash into its side, further enlarging the lesion.

      A madness induced by pain overruled Malem’s control of the creature, and the beast ran away.

      The dire wolf shifted to deal with the creature underneath it, pressing a paw down into the animal, crushing its body to the ground. The dire wolf bit into its exposed neck, tearing open its throat. Malem’s connection to the animal abruptly severed.

      Well, so much for that.

      Malem clambered partway up a tree beside him to get a better view of the battle. Abigail and her protector were still occupied by the other wolves on the far side of the camp. No other mercenaries remained standing, and the merchant was nowhere in sight.

      The dire wolf stalked forward, switching to a gallop. It obviously intended to bowl into her.

      In a desperate attempt, Malem reached for the bundle representing the creature’s mind, and tried to wrap his will around it. But the beast was too slippery, and broke free. Physically, the animal shook its head, and continued its gallop.

      Malem tried again, frantically trying to grab the entity with his mind. He put all of his being into the attempt, but it was no use.

      The brightly armored fighter beside Abigail shouted, and she spun in time to face the dire wolf. She released a ball of flame and dodged to the side.

      The blow hit the wolf square in the chest, and the fiery animal landed on the fighter. Apparently unaffected by the flames that now engulfed it, the dire wolf tore at the helm of the man pinned below, and removed the protective armor with its big maw. The huge creature tossed the empty helm aside, and was about to bite off the man’s head entirely when a huge fireball struck it in the flank and the creature rolled off him.

      More fireballs came in, forcing the stunned creature back.

      But then other wolves attacked Abigail, using the distraction to assault her in full force.

      The dire wolf, still on fire, shook its head a few times, and then rose to its full height. It curled its wolfish lips back in a snarl as it prepared to strike. It obviously didn’t care that its hide was burning away, and that it would probably die from the wounds it had taken. It seemed to want to bring her down with it.

      Now that the animal was physically weakened, Malem reached out once again. He wrapped his will around the mental bundle and squeezed. This time the creature couldn’t slip from his clutches. Even so, his grip was tenuous: he couldn’t precisely control the dire wolf. But the animal had frozen in place while it struggled to break free of his will, and that was good enough.

      While still concentrating on keeping that bundle restrained, Malem reached out with another part of his mind and found Bounder. He clamped down on the animal’s will and summoned him.

      Bounder returned shortly, and Malem leaped from the tree, landing in the saddle as the iguanid raced by. He steered the animal through the trees and dead bodies, some of which were still on fire, and headed directly for the dire wolf. He passed Abigail, who was still occupied by the last remaining wolves.

      By the time he reached the dire wolf, the flames had died down enough for Malem to leap onto its back. He drew his sword in midair, and when he landed, he plunged his blade into the back of the neck.

      The blade penetrated only a handbreadth before the thick hide halted its advance. The beast stiffened at the blow, and fought against his will: Malem nearly lost his grip on its mind.

      He put all of his weight on the hilt, trying to force the weapon in, but it only sank a little farther.

      He withdrew the weapon and leaped down to try another tactic.

      He positioned himself directly in front of the animal and pointed the tip of his sword at its right eye. The creature’s struggle against his mental hold intensified, and Malem knew it would break free in a few seconds.

      He slammed the weapon home. The blade penetrated the eye, its socket, and the brain lying behind it, stopping only when it struck the inside of the skull on the far side.

      The huge wolf collapsed. The tight fist of Malem’s will abruptly caved shut—it no longer had anything to support its weight, and was squeezing only empty air.

      He withdrew the blade, drawing with it a stream of black blood and brain tissue. He grimaced at the sight and quickly turned toward Abigail. He was ready to assume control of one of the wolves that surrounded her.

      But she had already dispatched the last of them. Blood dripped from slashes that marred her red dress, marking where the wolves had struck her.

      She turned toward him now, the flaming hair rising about her head like a halo of doom, and Malem flinched before her terrible majesty. He was ready to leap to the ground, knowing she might very well throw a fireball his way.

      Despite his fear, he couldn’t help but notice that up close, she had such flawless, immaculate skin. As the tense seconds ticked past, his eyes drifted to her heaving chest, where a small rip had opened up a portion of her bodice, revealing the milky white bosom underneath. So tender, so...

      He snapped his eyes back to her face, reminding himself that she could kill him with a single motion of her hand if he wasn’t paying attention.

      Coughing, coming from the ground beside him, broke the tense moment.

      Abigail turned towards its source, and immediately the flames vanished from her hair and arms.

      “Sir Matthew!” she said and dashed to the fallen fighter.

      “My lady!” Sir Matthew said. His face was blackened, scorched by the fireball that had torn the wolf off his body. “I’m sorry. I—”

      He coughed again, blood oozing from his lips, and then his eyes rolled back.

      Abigail slumped over his body.

      Malem could see part of his surcoat, which was caved, and he understood immediately what had happened. When the dire wolf had struck Sir Matthew’s chest, and thereafter put all of its weight on the man’s body, it had crushed his chest. Not even the chainmail could protect him.

      Malem left Abigail to weep, and mounted Bounder to survey the battlefield. The flaming trees, the smoldering piles of fallen wolves.

      Lovely.

      He reached out, searching for other wolves in the area, but found none.

      He resumed control of Felipe, if only to calm down the poor monkey, and then checked the burned husks of the wagons for survivors. There were none.

      He found the body of the stout merchant. The man had leaped down from one of the wagons in an attempt to flee, but a wolf had gotten to him. Wasn’t pretty.

      Most of the horses had gotten away, thankfully. Though when he reached out he couldn’t find any nearby. They were long gone.

      He guided Bounder back toward Abigail.

      I should go now. I should turn around and flee into these woods.

      Flee.

      As I have done my entire life.

      The thought somehow sickened him.

      He glanced her way. He couldn’t leave her like this, without a mount, completely undefended.

      Yeah, that latter part isn’t really true. She’s defended all right.

      With a sigh, he went to her.
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      The surrounding flames had died down to a mere flicker by then, giving off only a dim illumination as Malem reached Abigail.

      He remained on his mount. He liked the air of superiority it lent him, physically towering over her like that. But when she noticed him, and stood to her feet, the imperious expression she wore somehow made him feel like she was the one towering over him. Even so, the grief was still there, lending a certain sadness to her eyes.

      He tried to sense her, but she was still locking him out.

      “That man, he called you My Lady…” Malem said.

      “As all those in my employ should,” Abigail said.

      “Who are you?” Malem asked.

      She looked away. “No one.”

      “If you want me to help you, I have to know what I’m dealing with,” Malem said.

      “I don’t need your help.” She gestured toward the piles of dead bodies around her. “As you can see.”

      “You’re a fire mage?” Malem said.

      She grinned mockingly. “My, but you’re good at putting two and two together.”

      “Is that why I could sense you, when we first met?” he said.

      She raised a questioning eyebrow.

      “Don’t pretend you didn’t feel it,” Malem said. “I know you sensed me inside your head. Because you forcibly shut me out.”

      He didn’t want to tell her, but he’d never felt that from any other magic user he’d encountered. Admittedly, he’d only observed them from afar. Still, he probably should have had at least some weak awareness of them, judging by his existing sense range. Maybe this was a new ability he had recently developed.

      She nodded slowly. “No mere Breaker should be able to do that. Then again, what you did to that dire wolf is not something a Breaker could do, either.”

      Malem smirked. “I didn’t think you’d noticed...”

      “Oh, I noticed all right,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean I want your help.”

      Malem looked her up and down. “You have no mount, and you say you don’t need help. So what, are you planning on walking all the way to your destination? Or maybe hitching a ride along the way? No one is going to stop for you, not while you look like that. You might have a pretty face, but all that blood offsets it. You look like some forest witch.”

      She glanced at the cuts in her garment, and the dried blood that had oozed from the wounds, a darker red than the crimson of her dress. Some of that blood had spilled onto the gold trim of her bodice. She also felt her disheveled hair.

      “You’re right,” Abigail said. “No one will help me. You will take Sir Matthew’s place, then, and escort me until the end of the journey.”

      Malem smiled broadly. “Will I now?”

      “Yes,” Abigail said.

      “I never told you I’d take you to your destination,” he said. “I plan to bring you back to Abe’s Wood.”

      “No, I must press on,” she said. “My errand is too important. And you will escort me.”

      “You don’t want me escorting you for more than a few days,” he said. “Trust me.”

      She threw up her arms in frustration. “You’re the one who was pressing to escort me in the first place, and now you don’t want to do it?”

      He laughed. “You put words into my mouth. As I said, I’ll bring you back to Abe’s Wood. And no more.”

      “It will take less than a week,” she said. “I head to Fallow Gate. My destination is in the mountains beyond. You can drop me off at the shoulder of Mount Ademan. Four days, maximum. Surely you can spare four days in your busy schedule?”

      He swallowed uneasily. “It’s not that...”

      She leaned toward him. “Then what?”

      He sighed. He could probably do four days. The Darkness shouldn’t return, not before then. He had at least a week until it decided to rear its ugly head.

      She seemed to mistake his silence for something else. “I’ll pay you, of course.”

      He smiled. “Oh?”

      “Yes. Twenty silver drachmae.”

      Malem laughed. “Twenty silver drachmae? That’s enough to buy a few apples. Make it two hundred. And if we stop in any villages or cities along the way, I expect you to pay for my room and board, including any stabling fees for Bounder here. This includes evening repast, and breakfast, as well as a trollop to keep my bed warm at night.”

      It was Abigail’s turn to laugh. “A hundred silver drachmae, no more. And if we stop, the room and board I pay will be for myself. You meanwhile, will board in the stable with your animals. The only trollop you’ll have is your monkey.”

      “Har,” Malem said.

      “I’m serious,” Abigail said. “About the hundred drachmae.” She paused. “Not about the monkey.”

      “Thanks for clarifying.” Malem sighed. “I’m a bit low on funds. So I’ll take it.”

      “Good,” she said.  She glanced at the body of Sir Matthew. “Will you help me bury him?”

      Malem nodded. “As long as you’ll help me bury the others.”

      She shook her head. “My journey has some urgency to it. I can’t afford to delay.”

      He frowned. “But your caravan stopped at a rest area.”

      “Yes, but we only intended to rest for a few hours, long enough for the horses to recover,” she said. “I certainly don’t want to stay here now, not with all these scorched wolves lying around. They’ll attract night predators for miles around.” When he didn’t answer, her expression softened. “Look, we can burn the remaining bodies before we go, if you wish. But Sir Matthew deserves the honor of a proper burial.”

      “I suppose that will have to do,” he told her.

      In his earlier perusal of the wagons, underneath one of them he had spotted a pair of shovels still intact, tied to some baggage, so he returned to the burned out husk of that particular vehicle and retrieved the digging implements. He tossed one to Abigail.

      “By the way, there’s still some luggage under that one,” he said, pointing to the undercarriage of the wagon he’d grabbed the shovel from.

      “Not mine,” she said. “Mine were on the third wagon.” She gestured to the vehicle at the rear of the group, which was little more than a charred wooden frame. “All burned away now.”

      They chose a spot in the forest a little ways from the rest area and got to work.

      By then, the flames had died down almost completely around them; Abigail waved a hand, and a small yet bright flame flickered into existence above the two of them, providing illumination.

      He glanced at the light. “I thought you were worried about attracting night predators?”

      “Too late for that now,” she said.

      Malem ordered Felipe and Bounder to watch the perimeter for bandit attacks; he also kept his mind roaming the area, searching for wolves and other predators.

      As he worked on the grave, a glint of metal drew his gaze to a thin band of silver jewelry around her neck that he hadn’t noticed before. It seemed almost embedded in her skin. Thin vertical strips protruded at intervals along the necklace, perpendicular to the main circle, and from the dimpling around them it was obvious they were digging in.

      “You like your accessories tight, don’t you?” Malem said.

      She gave him a confused look.

      He pointed at his neck, and made a sliding gesture. “Seems almost like a collar, the way you wear it.”

      She frowned, and returned to digging. “It is… the law.”

      “The law?”

      “None of us can leave, unless we don the collars,” she said.

      Malem waited, but she didn’t explain more. He didn’t press the matter. He didn’t like sharing his secrets with people, either.

      Abigail suddenly grimaced.

      “What is it?” Malem said.

      “The sweat,” Abigail said. “It’s stinging my cuts.”

      “I have a healing balm,” Malem said.

      “Give it to me,” she ordered.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Say please.”

      She frowned. “Please.”

      He swung the handle of the shovel over his shoulder and recalled Bounder. When the iguanid arrived, he fetched the balm from the appropriate saddlebag and tossed it to Abigail.

      “Here you go, My Lady,” he mocked.

      She gave him an annoyed smile.

      He dispatched Bounder back to the guard position on the perimeter and then watched Abigail open the jar. She set it down, gripped her bodice by the middle, and for a moment he thought she was going to remove her entire dress. When she noticed his eyes upon her, she changed her mind.

      Instead, she knelt, dipped her fingers in the jar, and pressed them through the tears in her dress to smooth the ointment over her wounds. She made faces at the pain the application caused.

      Slightly disappointed, Malem returned his attention to digging the grave. He hit a small root and spent a few moments breaking it away before continuing the hole.

      “It’s grim work, grave digging,” he commented.

      She merely shrugged.

      “Isn’t there some work of fire you can use?” he pressed. “A flame drill or something?”

      “No,” she said, without looking up.

      When she was still judiciously applying the ointment a moment later, he glanced at her and said: “Hey, try not to use it all up, all right?”

      She shrugged. “You can buy a new one with the money I’m paying you.”

      “Yeah, about that.” He stabbed the tip of his shovel into the solid ground nearby and rested his chin on the end of the handle, first covering it with his hands. “I’d like an advance.”

      She reached inside her dress and removed a small pouch from a hidden pocket. She tossed it to him.

      He released the shovel and caught it; the jingle of coins reached his ears. Opening it up, he counted twenty drachmae.

      “Twenty?” he said. “The same amount you originally offered me.”

      “So?”

      “That’s all you have, isn’t it?” he said.

      “No,” she said. “I’d be stupid to give you all my road money.”

      “You don’t have enough to pay me the remaining eighty, do you?” he pressed.

      She seemed about to contest him, but then looked at her feet. “No. I admit it. But I’ll get more when we reach our destination!”

      He eyed her doubtfully. “From a bank?”

      “Something like that,” she agreed.

      Malem was about to toss the money back, but something stopped him. Because the truth was, he didn’t really have anything planned for the next few days anyway, other than running from the Darkness. And even twenty drachmae was far more than he possessed in the world at the moment. Besides, by helping her, at least he’d forget his predicament, if only for a short while.

      She slid her hands behind her back and began squirming, obviously trying to get at a particularly hard to reach wound. Finally she gave up.

      “Here.” She offed him the unguent. “There’s a bite on my upper back. I can’t reach it.”

      He smirked. “You’re actually trusting me to lay my lowly Breaker hands on your highborn hide?”

      “Try anything, I’ll light your balls on fire,” she said.

      He suppressed a cocky grin as he accepted the jar. “Thanks for the warning. By the way, you’re not going to turn into a werewolf from all these wolf bites at some point, are you?”

      She smiled patiently. “Hardly.”

      “Good. Because the last thing we need is a fire wolf running around these parts.” He waited, but when she didn’t laugh, he added: “It was a joke.”

      “I don’t get Breaker humor,” she said.

      He sighed. “No one does.” He went around behind her and found the wound in question. He applied balm to the broken skin, and she flinched. When he had the damage covered, he took a little more unguent and spread the cooling liquid around the outlying area, reaching through the rip in her dress to spread it across her smooth skin. He could almost feel an intangible electricity passing back and forth between his fingertips and her back as he did so, and he couldn’t help a sudden arousal.

      “That’s good enough,” she said, pulling away from him.

      “Sometimes it helps the healing process to cover the area around the wound,” he lied.

      “Uh huh,” she said, unimpressed.

      He pocketed the jar and the two returned to finish the grave. There were more roots they had to break through, though most were small, thankfully. Still, Malem felt a little ashamed about that, considering he had chosen the dig spot. He was the seasoned outdoorsman after all, and he should have known better.

      “What’s a dire wolf doing this far east anyway?” he said.

      “The war has reached the western edge of the Midweald,” she said. “The wolf and its brothers were driven here by the fighting, no doubt. That, and starvation: the huntsmen of the defending army slaughter all the elk and wild boar to feed their ranks.”

      “Why didn’t the wolves give up though?” Malem said. “Why did they keep attacking you? Wolves don’t act like that. And what about the dire wolf? I’ve never seen a beast strike so relentlessly. It was on fire. It knew it was going to die. And still it kept— on— attacking.” He drew out the latter words for emphasis.

      She shrugged. “Hunger can drive even the strongest insane.”

      Malem continued digging, and he shook his head as he pondered her words. “The war. They’ve been fighting for five years.”

      “And they will fight for another five,” she said. “Maybe longer. I hate to say it, but the defenders are slowly losing ground against Lord Vorgon. If they’re not careful, Vorgon will eventually crown himself king of the known world. All will kneel before him in terror, and these lands will teem with monsters from nightmares. Already most of the west has fallen, and evil beasts roam the empty cities.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t believe the world will fall to a Balor. A creature from the underworld.”

      “If good men and women do nothing, it will.” She gazed at him for a moment, her expression unreadable. “You should fight.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not much of a fighter. Never was.”

      “You’re wrong,” she said. “You can make a difference. I’ve never seen a Breaker with your skill. An ordinary man of that discipline can control animals. But you... you’re different. You can Break monsters.”

      “I’m not sure I’d consider a dire wolf a monster,” Malem said.

      Abigail lowered her shovel. “You saw its size. That was a monster. A lower level perhaps, but still a monster. And you tamed it.”

      Malem chuckled softly. “I’d hardly call that taming. I merely froze it.”

      “Even so, that’s more than an ordinary Breaker could ever do,” Abigail told him. “So like I said, you should fight.”

      Malem lowered his eyes, concentrated on the grave he was digging. “I don’t participate in the wars of men.”

      “I’m surprised you’ve been able to avoid the draft for so long,” Abigail said. “You are of the appropriate age.”

      “I’m a citizen of no land,” Malem said. “My home is the wilderness. As far as the town registries go, I don’t even exist.”

      Abigail gave him a considering look. “So you’re a bandit, then.”

      Malem returned her look coldly. “Bandit? No. I’m not the sort of person to prey upon my own kind.”

      “So why don’t you participate in the war?” Abigail said. “Not helping is the same as preying upon your own kind.”

      “I can’t.” He paused, gazing into the trees. “If I went to the front lines, many men would die because of me. It might be one week. It might be two. It might be six months. But eventually, they would die.”

      She gave him a confused look. “Why?”

      He merely shook his head.

      Thankfully she didn’t press the matter. She would let him keep his secrets, just as he allowed Abigail hers.

      With the grave complete, the pair went to the body of Sir Matthew. Malem was going to suggest stripping him of his armor first, to reduce his weight, but was surprised when Abigail simply knelt and hoisted her end with no apparent difficultly at all.

      Strong woman.

      Then again, she had probably relied upon some sort of magic to temporarily boost her strength. She was a fire mage, after all.

      Between them, they carried the body of Sir Matthew to the site and then gently lowered him inside.

      “It seems a pity to waste that armor,” Malem said. “Even though it’s two sizes too small for me, we could still sell it for a profit in the city.”

      She gave him a steely look. “We bury him with his armor.”

      He shrugged. “All right.”

      They proceeded to cover him with dirt.

      When that was done, Abigail marked the grave with a small cairn of stones. She made a gesture and a ring of flame promptly surrounded the earth where the fighter rested.

      Malem stepped back nervously, but the fire retreated as quickly as it came.

      Abigail noticed his questioning look.

      “A trap,” she said. “Against looters.”

      They piled the remaining bodies into the lead wagon at the rest area, which had survived the flames mostly intact—save for the canvas, which had seared away—and then tossed pieces torn from the burned husks of the other vehicles on top until they had formed a pyre.

      Abigail lifted her hands.

      “Wait.” Malem went forward and searched the baggage of the undercarriage.

      “Speaking of looters...” she commented.

      He ignored her and continued searching. “They won’t need this stuff anymore.” There wasn’t anything of value in the baggage however, except for a few silks he could have probably resold at some point—hardly worth the trouble of weighing down his iguanid.

      “Can we go yet?” she snapped.

      He chuckled reflexively at her tone. “Yes, My Lady,” he mocked.

      As soon as he stepped back Abigail launched several fireballs at the wagon, igniting it in an obvious rage.

      “Well, that was overkill,” he commented.

      She gave him a cool look and for a moment he thought she might release one of those fireballs at him. But then she smoothed her frazzled hair, produced a new bonnet from somewhere inside her dress and placed it on her head.

      He recalled Bounder and Felipe. At first the monkey assumed its customary position on his shoulder, but the flames frightened Felipe, and the animal opted instead to crawl into his collar and stick its head out.

      “Cute,” Abigail said.

      Malem instructed Bounder to kneel, then he helped Abigail into the saddle. The seat wasn’t really designed to hold a passenger, so once she was in place, Malem had to squeeze in front of her to fit.

      As the iguanid stood again, Abigail wrapped her arms around his hips. He could feel her warm breath on his neck, and her breasts pressing into his back. Definitely a good feeling.

      “Well?” she said.

      He turned Bounder around and spurred him onto the small trail that led from the rest area to the main road.

      The floating ball of fire followed them, continuing to provide illumination overhead.

      “Put out your flame,” Malem said.

      “But—” she protested.

      “Do it.”

      The flame went out, casting the land in darkness.

      He activated his night vision and turned onto the main road, where he had Bounder switch to a gallop. He bestowed his sight to both animals.

      “How can you navigate in this?” she said, her lips close to his ear, allowing him to hear her above the thumping footfalls. He liked the sound of her voice so close.

      He swiveled his head slightly toward her so that she could hear him in turn. “I can see.”

      And so he rode on, relishing in the press of her body against his.

      It’s going to be a good night.
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      They rode until morning, and Malem paused beside a small river that passed near the road so that he, Abigail and the animals could drink. He shared some of the leftover hare meat he had salted earlier with Abigail. Bounder and Felipe gave him longing looks, and he tossed them the final pieces. Bounder swallowed the meat and then returned to the river.

      Abigail watched the lizard drink. “You know, if you have friends among the Tempests, you really should tell me. I have contacts in the Defenders. Between the two of us, we might be able to arrange an audience between the two sides. The Defenders could certainly use the martensite steel and composite horse bows of the Tempests, along with the strong arms to wield them. And we share a common enemy: once Vorgon conquers these lands, he’ll head south next.”

      Malem shook his head. “I don’t have friends among the Tempests. I rescued Bounder from Laman.” That was a city on the southern border, next to the Tempest lands. “He was up for auction.”

      “And you paid full price?” she asked, her voice tinged with disbelief.

      “Not exactly,” he said. “I may have convinced Bounder to break free of his binds…”

      “I see.”

      “So, I never actually visited the Tempest lands,” Malem continued. “They don’t welcome foreigners, in case you hadn’t heard.”

      “I heard,” Abigail said. “Which is why I mentioned it would be a boon if you had friends there.”

      He smiled. “I’ll never get over how you talk. A boon. Who says that?”

      She raised her nose slightly. “The educated?”

      He smirked. “Or the conceited…”

      She sniffed and looked away.

      Bounder abruptly dashed, splashing, into the water. He plunged his head into the river and when it emerged a moment later, he held a flapping fish.

      Abigail stared at Bounder in admiration. “Your pets catch food for you, too…”

      “It’s not for me,” Malem said.

      Bounder swallowed the squirming fish in two gulps and returned to shore.

      On a nearby branch, Felipe was eating the small nuts he had raided from a squirrel’s store. The monkey tossed one to Malem, who cracked open the shell with his teeth, and then swallowed the seeds.

      “That was for you…” Abigail said.

      He shrugged. “Sometimes they feed me, when it suits them.”

      “But you could force them, if you wanted,” she said.

      “I could,” he said. “But that’s not how I roll. They’re not just pets to me, they’re friends. A little unruly and bratty at times, but still friends. I’ll control them when I have to, usually in a fight, but otherwise I let them do what they like. They stay with me not because I command it, but because they want it. That’s the kind of loyalty I prefer. Not the forced kind a king imposes on his subjects, or a general his army.”

      “But not all kings force their will on their subjects, nor generals their armies,” she told him. “In fact, the best lead as you do. By loyalty. Otherwise, as soon as the merest hint of defeat comes upon an army, its men will run.”

      “To ensure the loyalty of men, a big treasury helps as well,” he said.

      She grinned. “That it does.”

      He looked at her, and couldn’t help the words that bubbled to his lips next. “Or a big pair of tits.”

      She gave him an exasperated expression and looked away. “Why do I even try?”

      They were on the road again a short while later. It was good to feel the press of her against his back. He continually swept the immediate area with his beast sense so that he was always aware of the animals around them.

      The road proved uncharacteristically empty. When they were halfway to the next village—by his reckoning—he understood why.

      He swerved Bounder off the road and into the trees.

      “What is it?” Abigail asked.

      He kept going until he was well away, then dismounted and took cover behind a large oak.

      “Oraks,” Malem said.

      “You sensed them?” she asked in disbelief.

      He nodded.

      “Like I said, no ordinary Breaker,” she commented.

      “I’ve met oraks before in my travels, but never this far east,” Malem said. “Why are they here? And don’t tell me the war has pushed them here out of starvation.”

      “No,” she said. “It’s a hunting party of some kind.”

      “And who might they be hunting for?” he said, giving her a suspicious look.

      She didn’t answer.

      He heard distant footfalls—the tramp of heavy boots—and ducked lower, mentally commanding his animals to keep quiet. He could sense the baleful presence of the oraks the entire time.

      When the creatures were closer, he peered past the edge of the tree.

      He spotted the rows of bronze pikes sticking up above the foliage that lined the road as the oraks marched. In those places where the foliage was sparser, he could see the creatures themselves. They were humanoid in shape, and armored in bronze mail, their chest plates lacquered with the symbol of a fist and shield. Beneath their horned helmets, their green, twisted faces stared out upon the world. Their eyes were oval, similar to a man’s, except the sclera were green. Their brows were thick, protruding like their foreheads. They had noses that were all nostrils, like a pig’s, with large upper canines curving down from their mouths, reaching under their chins.

      “They’re on foot,” he said softly.

      Abigail was peering past the opposite side of the tree. “Not all of them.”

      Near the center of the group, two oraks rode sickly looking horses whose pale bodies were splotched with dark spiderweb veins. The two oraks were robed, one in red, the other blue, and wore their hoods raised, covering much of their faces. Malem could see red beards hanging from their faces, beards that were streaked with white. Bone necklaces hung from their necks. With his sensitive ears he could hear the slight jangle those bones produced.

      “Orak mages…” she said.

      He nodded. “They can’t have been traveling the main road for long. Battalions would have been dispatched from the Midweald army outposts to deal with them.”

      She bobbed her chin. “They would have taken to the road only recently. Probably traveled through the forest to get here.”

      One of the mages abruptly halted his steed and raised a fist. The entire party stopped. The orak scanned the trees around it.

      Malem ducked lower, pulling from view.

      The orak grunted something in that guttural language of theirs, and then Malem heard the snapping of twigs as something approached through the undergrowth. Multiple somethings actually, judging from the sounds.

      Malem sensed that three of them were approaching, spread out. They would pass close to his position, but if he and the others remained down, there was a good chance the oraks wouldn’t see them.

      He glanced at Abigail, who was huddling next to Bounder beside him. He very slowly, very carefully drew his sword, and she nodded, rubbing her hands together, obviously getting ready to use that fire of hers. Inside his collar, Felipe ducked lower, no doubt covering its eyes with its hands.

      The crunching of leaves and foliage underfoot had reached the trunk, coming from just beside Malem. And then it stopped.

      He heard several long inhales as if the orak there was sniffing. He drew his sword arm backward, preparing to strike.

      The rustling started anew; he waited for several moments, but when no orak appeared, he realized the creature was retreating. His beast sense told him the other two were as well.

      He slumped in relief, and flicked his fingers in a “they’re going” gesture to Abigail, who closed her eyes and flopped against the trunk.

      Malem peeked past the trunk; the three oraks resumed their previous positions in the formation, and the war party continued on its way.

      When he could no longer hear the tramp of those armored feet, he glanced at Abigail. “What sort of errand are you on again?”

      She remained silent.

      Felipe shifted, then scrambled free of his collar and leaped to the ground before Bounder. The little monkey then raised its tail and promptly dropped three clumps of feces. Directly in front of Bounder’s snout.

      The iguanid squealed in outrage and retreated several paces, loudly stirring up the undergrowth.

      “Shh!” Malem commanded Bounder, and the scolded iguanid remained still. Malem returned his attention to Abigail. “You expect me to take the money and shut up, is that it? I would have, if the price was right. But my life is worth more than two hundred drachmae. You don’t tell me why they’re hunting you, then I’m done.”

      “They might not actually be hunting me,” she said.

      Felipe made a cackling sound like a mocking laugh, pointed at her, and raised its tail to drop two more clumps of feces.

      “I agree,” Malem said. “That’s horseshit. Well, monkey shit, if you want to get technical.”

      She sighed. “I’m a messenger.”

      “A messenger?” he said.

      “Yes,” she told him. “I’m an advisor to King Goldenthall, who rules the territory of Mulhadden, southeast of the Midweald. His armies are part of the Alliance, battling the threat of Vorgon in the west.”

      He regarded her suspiciously. “Okay… and?”

      “I’m to bring a very important message to Mount Ademan,” she said. “A message that could potentially draw the Metal Dragons into the war.”

      “I wasn’t aware that there were any dragons in Mount Ademan,” Malem said.

      “Not many southerners are,” she told him.

      He’d never actually traveled that far north, so he supposed it was possible. “I don’t know much about dragons, but what I do know is they like their privacy. They like to be left alone while they hoard their piles of gold and all that. If we go to Mount Ademan, the dragons there will welcome us not with open arms, but open flames.”

      She shook her head. “They won’t. Metal Dragons are also extremely curious. They’ll want to know what Goldenthall offers in exchange for joining the war on their side. Because you see, so far the Metals have remained neutral, declaring neither for nor against either faction.”

      “Yeah, and then when they don’t like what Goldenthall offers, they’ll fry us on the spot,” he said. “Killing the messengers.”

      She gave him a grim look. “We have to try. The participation of the Metals could swing the tide of the war in our favor.”

      He sat back. “I can see why Vorgon wouldn’t want you to deliver this message of yours.”

      “Yes,” she said. “The reach of his spies obviously extends to the court of Goldenthall. Though only a tight inner circle even knew of my errand. It’s troubling to think there’s a mole among them.”

      “Wherever there’s a chance to improve one’s power and influence, you’ll find moles,” he said.

      Abigail rested her head against the trunk. “Though in this case, the price seems a bit high. Selling out one’s own kind to the enemy?”

      Malem grabbed a blade of grass from the base of the tree and chewed it to stave off his hunger. He had no intention of swallowing it. He let his gaze run to the east, where he could still sense the last of the oraks before they vanished from his perception entirely.

      He thought of something.

      “Oraks are mid-level monsters,” he said. “If dominating them is anything like taming animals, they’ll be difficult to control from a distance. That means Vorgon is in the region. Maybe in the next big city in the Midweald: Redbridge.”

      “No,” she said. “Not Vorgon.”

      He spat out the grass. “But as a Balor, he’s the only one with the power to control the monsters from his realm, like Oraks.”

      “Not true,” she said. “Vorgon has granted that power to his Black Swords, the fallen rulers of this world whose minds he has conquered.”

      He studied her uncertainly. “Are you sure?”

      She pressed her lips together, as if irked that he didn’t quite believe her. “Positive.”

      He nodded slowly. “I’ve heard of these Black Swords. The generals of his armies. He prefers kings and queens.”

      “Yes,” Abigail said. “Because then he inherits their existing armies. Soldiers who then become twisted, and fight alongside the armies of the underworld.”

      “There are three Black Swords?” he asked.

      She inclined her head in confirmation. “So far. The Elf Queen Ziatrice, the Dwarf King Barrowfore, and the Eldritch Queen Mauritania. If there’s a Black Sword in Redbridge controlling these oraks, there’s a good chance it’s Ziatrice. She’s the only one who could fit in without drawing attention, easily disguising herself as a human. Then again, it’s said the Black Swords can warp the minds of weaker men to their wills. They could make the patrons of an entire inn forget what they had seen.”

      “Good thing I’m not a weak man, then,” he said.

      “Of course, that could just be rumor,” she continued. “An ability confused with Vorgon’s power.”

      “Do the Black Swords use magic?” he asked.

      “Ziatrice and Mauritania do, but not Barrowfore,” she replied. “At least, not  magic in the usual sense. Unless you call the rumored mind control magic. That’s more an ability akin to you, Breaker.”

      “Then if she is there, I can find her,” he said. “Assuming I can sense her the way I sensed you. We could move from block to block, I’ll reach out, and—”

      “That’s beyond the mission parameters,” Abigail said. “I’m leaning towards skipping Redbridge entirely, in all honesty. Especially considering we’re being hunted.”

      “You don’t want to even try?” he said.

      “Do you know how big Redbridge is?” she retorted. “There will be many magic users there, most of lower level ability who’ve set up shop as apothecaries and healers. We don’t have time to scour each block, checking them all. Besides, if we find Ziatrice, I’m not equipped to deal with her. You and I alone won’t be enough against a Black Sword. Trust me.”

      Malem leaned back against the tree. “King Goldenthall sits at home on his throne in Mulhadden, while his armies fight in the west. And he sends you, an advisor you called yourself? He sends you to deliver his message to the Metal Dragons.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “You sound skeptical.”

      “No, I’m trying to figure out how the Black Sword who’s hunting you found you,” he told her. “You say only a tight group within King Goldenthall’s inner circle knew of your errand? Did you publicize your planned route to that group?”

      “No,” she said. “But there were only certain paths I could have taken, once my destination was known. I left in secret, purposely not taking my ordinary retinue with me, and hiring a merchant to transport me and Sir Matthew instead. We were careful to remain inside the wagon at all times, leaving the carriage only after securing board at inns, while under the cover of darkness.”

      “Except Abe’s Wood,” he said.

      She eyed him coolly, as if that was his fault. “I’d been cooped up for so long, I wanted an excuse to stretch my legs. When I saw an iguanid so far north, my curiosity got the better of me. I hoped you might be a Tempest of some importance, but when I found what I thought was an ordinary Beast Breaker, I departed. I should have known the Black Swords would have watchers in the village. I thought my mask would protect me. I was wrong.”

      He pursed his lips. “All the Black Sword had to do was tell their spies to watch for any visitors who seemed to be of royal upbringing, especially those traveling by unconventional means. You gave yourself away the moment you stepped out into the open.”

      “I thought I was dressed as a merchant’s daughter, not a member of a king’s court,” she said.

      “So not all fire mages wear red robes?”

      She shot him an incredulous look. “No!”

      “So then the Black Sword in question instructed the spies to make note of anyone who was traveling from the south,” he said. “Merchant’s daughter or no. When your sighting was reported, the Black Sword sent some wolves to test your party. If you all fell, you were no one important. But when you fought back with magic, the Black Sword knew immediately you were the messenger.”

      She considered that for a moment. “Yes, I suppose I gave myself away in that battle. But what choice did I have?”

      Malem glanced to the right, past the trees, where the road ahead awaited. “There might be more than oraks waiting for us…”

      “We’ll just have to keep our heads down,” she said.

      “I want to stay off the road for now,” he said. “We’ll mirror the route, staying out of sight in the trees.”

      “Your beast sense can detect all monsters sent against us?” she asked.

      “Sometimes,” he told her. “And that will have to be good enough.”

      “Could you have taken control of those two mages?” she pressed.

      He laughed. “No.”

      She studied him patiently. “What about the oraks that came looking for us?”

      “Also no.”

      She folded her arms below her breasts, propping them up slightly. “But you didn’t even try.”

      “I’ve tried against other monsters in the past,” he said. “You saw how hard it was for me to subdue the dire wolf. And that’s considered a lower level monster.” He couldn’t help the downward drift of his eyes toward her bosom. “By the way, you and I should go for a drink later, when this is done.”

      She unfolded her arms. “Hmph.”

      Malem shrugged. “Can’t blame a man for trying.” He was about to mount Bounder when he thought of something. “Wait a moment. You’re a messenger for a king?”

      “That’s right,” she said.

      “And you claim to only have less than a hundred drachmae in total on your person? For a mission as important as this? I’ve been cheated. You have more, don’t you?”

      “You can’t go back on your word...” she said.

      He smiled patiently. “Actually, I can.”

      “I really don’t have more,” she said. “The mission wasn’t supposed to take this turn.”

      “But you can access more when we reach Redbridge,” Malem said. “At the bank there. Using the king’s sigil. Which I assume you have somewhere on your person.”

      She nodded slowly. “I could, but we already agreed you would be paid in full when we reached our destination, no sooner.”

      “I’m seriously considering dumping you, since I didn’t sign up for this.” Malem shook his head. “Hunted by oraks. A Black Sword. But I’m a man of word. I agreed to help you, and I will. I do hope you’ll take these changing circumstances into account however, and consider adding a bonus when this is through.”

      “I’ll certainly consider it,” she said.

      He mounted Bounder; Felipe crawled out of his collar to hang from his shoulder. Malem offered Abigail a hand. “Shall we?”

      She looked at his open palm with disdain and pulled herself into the saddle behind him on her own.

      He smiled when she pressed against him.

      That never gets old.
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      Malem led Bounder through the trees, mirroring the road. He had the animal move at about half the rate he would have ordinarily instructed the iguanid to travel on the road, so that its advance through the undergrowth was stealthier and not the crashing din it would have been otherwise.

      Despite the slower speed, branches still occasionally clawed and whipped at his neck; he got sick of the feeling, and wrapped his face with a scarf from his saddlebags. There was nothing he could do about his exposed arms, unfortunately.

      He didn’t detect any further monsters out there. He did sense animals, some of them large, though the latter bounded away before he could spot them.

      He considered releasing Felipe to take control of a bird to act as a forward scout, but decided against it: even though Felipe was well-trained, there was a chance the monkey would run away, especially given the fear Malem detected from the animal. No, he’d just have to rely on his beast sense.

      The terrain sloped upward subtly, and Bounder began to pant ever so slightly. He could tell from his link that the iguanid was growing quite hungry, which negatively influenced its stamina.

      Malem began to spot different marshland birds, such as a Calico Pecker, and he knew there was a bog nearby. He could summon those birds to give Bounder a quick snack, but why bother when the animal’s favorite food was near.

      He swerved to the right.

      “Where are we going?” Abigail asked.

      “Food stop,” he replied.

      In a few minutes the forest opened into a marsh. He sensed a baleful presence in a nearby tree. Twisted, like all the dark things that came from the underworld to feed upon the energy of this world.

      The trunk was of the right size and shape, and had a little crevice in the bottom where the occupant had killed the tree and hollowed out its insides.

      “Get down.” Malem and Abigail dismounted, and let Bounder set to work.

      The bog spider inside was technically considered a monster, so while extremely low level, Malem couldn’t force it to emerge. The most he could manage was temporarily freezing it in place like he had done to the dire wolf.

      That didn’t stop Bounder from spending the next five minutes pounding on the tree until finally the tormented spider emerged from the crevice at the bottom and made a run for it.

      Bounder pounced and bit down, then scooped up the spider in its maw. It chewed on the abdomen and thorax while the legs twisted around outside its mouth.

      “That’s disgusting,” Abigail said.

      Malem shrugged. As usual, Felipe snuck a piece from one of the spider’s toes before Bounder could stop him.

      With Bounder sated, Malem and Abigail remounted, and returned close to the road. The animal climbed the sloping ground with renewed vigor.

      As the party neared the next scheduled village, a place called Durnwald—if Malem remembered correctly—a strange stench floated on the air.

      “Do you smell that?” Abigail said from behind him, her hot breath in his ear.

      He wrinkled his nose. “That’s not good.”

      He hurried Bounder onward through the sloping undergrowth and eventually emerged in a broad clearing.

      There was an overgrown estate here. The farmhouse at its center had been recently burned down. Thankfully, it looked like it was uninhabited.

      The stench grew stronger as the party continued, passing more such farmhouses. Like the first, all the estates proved vacant. That was good.

      Finally, the last of the farms fell away and the smoldering ruins of Durnwald arose before him.

      He lowered the scarf from his face as he directed Bounder to advance down the former main street between the burned-out skeletons of the buildings. Unfortunately, the village had not been abandoned. Charred bodies lay on the bare earth, their limbs arranged in different postures of flight, the black, leather features of those skulls that still had some skin were twisted into paroxysms of pain and fear.

      Felipe clutched tightly to Malem’s shoulder.

      “The oraks did this,” Abigail declared angrily. “We should have attacked that war party and wiped them from the face of the earth.”

      Malem didn’t answer. He felt the same rage, though he was less optimistic than she was about their chances. Maybe they could have bested the party, especially if Abigail managed to get in the opening strike, taking down one or both of the orak mages. But more likely if they had attacked he and Abigail would be stewing at the bottom of an orak cooking pot right now.

      He pulled up short.

      “What is it?” Abigail said from behind him.

      “There’s someone here,” he murmured. “I sense him.”

      She tightened her grip around his waist. “Are you sure it’s a man?”

      “Well, it’s definitely not an animal,” Malem said. “The emotions and thought patterns are too complex.”

      “It could be a monster,” she said.

      “Well if it is, it’s like no monster I’ve ever encountered before.” He paused. “It’s coming closer.” He turned his head to the side. “It’s in that building.”

      He was looking at a large, partially burned building on his right. An anvil on the sign told him it was once a forge. The upper level would have held the sleeping quarters of the owner, while the first floor contained the kiln.

      There was a small window with the glass knocked out in front. He thought he saw a shadowy head peeking from the lower lintel, but when his gaze touched it the shape dropped from view.

      “Definitely someone there,” Malem said. “I don’t think it’s a monster. A refugee from the village, probably.” He called out: “Hello. Come out. We mean you no harm.”

      No answer.

      Abigail leaped down and her right arm lit up with fire from the elbow to the hand.

      “Hang on,” Malem said. “Let’s not go in there with fireballs blazing.”

      “Just in case you’re wrong about it not being a monster...” she said.

      Malem dismounted and ordered Felipe to stay with Bounder on the saddle. He reached out toward the presence he felt, wondering if he could seize control, but just like with higher level monsters, he was unable to firmly wrap his will around it.

      In the room beyond the window, he saw the shadows shift on the far side.

      He took a step forward but an arrow slammed into the ground directly in front of his sandal. He froze.

      “Piss off,” a woman’s voice came from the ruined house.

      And then suddenly all sense of the refugee vanished and he received that familiar slap in the face feeling as his severed connection boomeranged. Instinctively she had known how to block him, just like Abigail had. He had thought the fire mage had done it with magic, but apparently for those particular humans he could sense, all it took was a strong will to deny him, just like the tougher animals could do, beasts that had to be physically subdued before he could Break them.

      Malem glanced at Abigail. “Whoops.”

      “What did you do?” Abigail asked.

      “Tried to get in her head,” he explained.

      “Nicely done,” she said.

      “Take your looting, mind-assaulting ass out of here!” the hidden woman shouted. “I’m warning you.”

      “We’re not looters,” Malem said. “We’re here to help you.”

      “Help me?” she said. “You ride a monster, you tried to invade my mind, and you say you’re here to help me?”

      “It’s not a monster,” he said. “It’s an iguanid. They’re common in the south. And I wasn’t trying to invade your mind, I was only trying to... communicate.” That was the best lie he could come up with.

      “Well, I don’t care,” she said. “If you really mean no harm, then you’ll leave my village right now and never look back.”

      “Yes, we’ll do that,” he agreed. “But I have to warn you, don’t stay here. The forest is teeming with oraks. A lone woman won’t be safe.”

      “I don’t plan to stay here,” she said. “I’m going out into the forest to hunt them all down. Just as soon as I’ve gathered my wits. And I’m not just some mere lone woman as you called me. I’m an archer. I hunt oraks for sport.”

      “You’ve never seen any before today, have you?” Abigail asked, her voice skeptical.

      The hidden woman didn’t answer for several moments. Then: “No,” she admitted. “But I plan to make hunting them my life’s goal. As payback for what they did to my village.”

      “All right, well, good luck to you.” Malem pulled himself back into the saddle. Abigail doused the flames in her arm and then mounted behind him.

      He turned to go.

      “Wait!” the hidden woman said. “You’re going to leave me, just like that?”

      Malem glanced toward the ruined house. “It’s what you wanted.”

      “I uh, er, well, yes,” she said. “But, I…” She paused. “Okay, I admit it. I don’t know what to do. I just lost the people that were closer to me than any family. And I—” It sounded like she was on the verge of tears.

      “Your parents lived here?” Malem asked.

      “No,” she said. Her voice quavered for a moment, but she managed to get it under control as she continued. “Essentially the whole village were my adoptive parents. I’d spend four weeks in each household, helping out with the chores until the next month, cycling between the different professions throughout the year. You see, I wasn’t born here.”

      The shadow he saw in the back of the house slowly came forward. In moments, a woman emerged. She held a composite bow in her right hand and an arrow in her left. The toned muscles lining her bare arm, shoulder and back announced to the world that she was quite capable of using that particular class of bow.

      She had a pretty face, with firm cheeks, bright red lips, and penetrating emerald eyes. Over the remainder of her lean body she only wore a loincloth and a rather skimpy breast band. He suspected her actual clothes had burned away in the fire—she had painful-looking welts where she had obviously taken burns, and much of her skin was grimy and sooty.

      Oh and, speaking of that skin? It was completely green.

      Abigail stared at her in wonder. “You’re a gobling.”

      The woman had been wearing a hurt, helpless expression up until that point, but it changed completely upon hearing those words.

      “Don’t call me that,” the woman spat. “I’m human.”

      “Only half human,” Abigail said.

      “More,” the woman said. “The only gobling part I inherited was the green tone of my skin. The rest of me is all human. I assure you.”

      “Except maybe the temperament,” Abigail commented.

      “That explains why I can detect her,” Malem said.

      The woman shot him a scowl. “You can what me?”

      “Never mind,” Malem told her. Felipe, who had remained perched on the saddlebags all that time, chose that moment to climb onto Malem’s shoulder.

      She narrowed her eyes. “You’re a Breaker, aren’t you?”

      “That’s right,” he said.

      “I’ve met one of your kind before,” she said. “He wasn’t able to get in my head, though, like you.”

      Malem shrugged. “I’m special.” He reached into his saddlebag and tossed his healing unguent to her.

      “What’s this?” she asked.

      “For your burns,” Malem said.

      She opened the jar and flinched as she applied the unguent to her wounds.

      “What’s your name?” he pressed.

      “I’m Gwenfrieda,” she said.

      “Gwenfrieda?” he said. “Interesting name. Think I’ll call you Gwen for short.”

      “And you are?”

      “Malem and Abigail,” he said. “The monkey that just scrambled onto my shoulder is Felipe.” The monkey saluted. “And the iguanid is Bounder.” The mount burped. “What happened here?”

      “I was a coward,” Gwen said. “I hid in the forest while the oraks and their mages burned down the village. I ran here the moment they left and tried to save some of the trapped townspeople from the burning buildings, but it was too late.” She slumped. “I failed. The people that raised me deserved better than this. I can’t believe they’re gone. I just can’t. I keep expecting Marty to emerge from the blacksmith shop and shoot me his contagious grin, or Mary with her plump cheeks to offer me a piece of pie when I pass the bakery. But they’re gone. Forever. Nothing will ever be the same.”

      Seeing her like that before him, downtrodden and beaten by the world, Malem’s heart went out to her. That was why, against his better judgment, he said: “You can come with us as far as the next town, if you want.”

      Malem figured the woman would probably be safe until then. The Darkness wouldn’t come for a while, yet.

      Don’t ever become complacent, though...

      Gwen’s eyes shone with hope, and for a moment she seemed relieved.

      But then Abigail shifted in the saddle behind him, and when she spoke, her voice seemed puzzled. “I never authorized that. Last I checked, I was paying you to bring me to my destination. We don’t need a hanger-on.”

      Hearing the coldness in Abigail’s tone, the relief abruptly faded from Gwen’s face, replaced by malice.

      “Listen to your lover,” Gwen said. “I’m not interested in accompanying you to the next village anyway.”

      “We’re not lovers,” Abigail said crossly. But she gave Gwen an appraising look. “Her bow arm might be useful, I admit. Her gobling background explains why she has the strength to wield a bow like that in the first place.”

      “I told you not to call me that,” Gwen said testily.

      “I didn’t,” Abigail clarified. “I said your gobling background.”

      Gwen rested the base of her massive bow on the ground. The top reached almost to her shoulders. “Well, as I already mentioned, I don’t want to go with you anyway.”

      Malem smiled patiently. “That’s not what you told us when you came out of the house. What were your words? ‘I don’t know what to do.’”

      “I don’t,” she admitted. “But I know I can’t stay here. Too many painful memories. I also know I won’t be coming with you. At least not while she accompanies you.”

      “That’s non-negotiable,” Malem said. “She’s paying the bills at the moment. So are you in or out.” Before Gwen could say no again, he added: “Where we go, there will be a lot of oraks.”

      Her face brightened. “Truly?”

      He nodded. That wasn’t exactly true, but Malem suspected the party hadn’t seen the last of those creatures. Besides, like Abigail had said, they could use her bow arm. And Gwen was sexy as hell, even if she was green.

      “Then I’m in!” Gwen said. “And if there are really oraks where you’re headed, maybe I’ll stay with you after the next village, too. Free of charge. My pay comes in orak blood.”

      He glanced at Abigail, but noticed she was frowning.

      “What are we going to do about a mount?” the fire mage said. “She won’t fit in the saddle with us.”

      “No...” Malem agreed.

      “I can run alongside,” Gwen said quickly. “I hunted often with the village trappers, and kept pace with them even without a horse. I won’t slow you down.”

      Abigail glanced at him. “Her gobling blood again.”

      For once, Gwen didn’t refute her.

      “All right,” Malem said. “Come then.” He glanced at the bodies sprawled across the street around him. “We should really bury them.”

      “They’re burned already,” Abigail said. “That’s good enough.”

      “You’re a cold bitch,” Gwen said, the tears welling.

      Abigail shifted behind him, and from the bundle of emotions he suddenly detected then, he knew she was sorry for her words. She had momentarily lowered her mental guard, but it didn’t last long, as all sense of her promptly vanished a moment later.

      “As I was saying, we should bury them,” Malem said. “But we don’t have time to delay. The orak war party we encountered could be turning back at this very moment. Or more might be headed this way. It’s best if we leave now, and move on.”

      Gwen wiped away the tears and straightened. “I don’t suppose you have any spare clothes?”

      “Sorry,” Malem told her.

      “Some of these buildings are partially intact,” Abigail suggested. “Maybe you should check—”

      “I’m not a looter,” Gwen said. “And I especially won’t steal from those who gave so very much to me.”

      Abigail’s face softened. “I don’t know how to tell you this, dear, but... the truth is, they don’t need their belongings anymore. I’m so terribly sorry about your loss, I really am. But seriously, they won’t mind.”

      Gwen’s features twisted in anger, but then she looked away. She swallowed, and said: “I’ll travel like this. It suits my new persona anyway: orak hunter. Give me a moment.”

      She went back inside the forge and retrieved a sling for her bow so that she could rest it on her back. She also carried a quiver of arrows with bright red and green fletching, which she tied around the left side of her waist for easy access with her right hand.

      “These are mine,” she explained rather forcefully. “I didn’t loot them.”

      “We never said that you did,” Abigail told her.

      Gwen shot her a glare.

      Malem turned toward the western side of the village and spurred Bounder on. To Gwen’s credit, she was readily able to keep pace as his mount moved through the trees at its stealth speed. He had to wonder if she’d be able to do the same at the animal’s full speed. Probably not. Even with those sinewy legs of hers. They looked so sexy when she was standing still, but when she was in motion, her toned muscles really stood out. He wasn’t really a muscle guy, but he had to admit they suited her.

      “I never would have taken you as a man who likes gobling females,” Abigail breathed tauntingly into his ear, her voice like a whispering blade.

      He snapped his eyes back to the fore.

      They passed more burned farms along the way as they followed along the road in the wilderness, and a few miles after they left the last of the estates behind he detected a stray presence meandering nearby.

      He swerved inward once more.

      “What now?” Abigail asked.

      “It’s a horse, I think,” he said.

      Sure enough, he came upon a horse that had tangled itself up in the branches of a brambletree.

      Gwen dashed forward. “Neeme! Hello Neeme.”

      The horse neighed in distress.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll get you out!” Gwen rushed to its side and began ripping away the big brambles. Her athletic form moved gracefully.

      Malem had Bounder kneel and then dismounted. He didn’t want the iguanid to further spook the horse.

      Leaving Abigail, he approached. “You know this animal?”

      Gwen removed the last of the brambles and the horse broke free. “It was the tailor’s horse.”

      “Well, it’s yours now,” Malem said.

      The animal turned around as if to flee, but then paused, looking Gwen in the face with an all-too-human eye.

      She combed its flank with a flat hand. “It’s okay, Neeme. Everything is all right now.”

      She slid her hand to the face, and the animal neighed, nuzzling its nose against her palm.

      Gwen glanced at Malem. “You’re doing this?” She was implying that he was somehow influencing the animal with his abilities.

      He shrugged. “It’s all you.”

      “You don’t happen to have a sugar cube, do you?” she pressed.

      “Sorry, the monkey ate all the sugar,” he said.

      Gwen picked some grass nearby and offered it to the animal. Neeme snatched it up eagerly and swallowed. Gwen sobbed suddenly.

      “What is it?” Malem asked.

      “Nothing,” Gwen said. “Only that... she’ll never see Brenna again. The tailor. Her owner. Nor will I.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Malem wrapped his arms around her, and she returned the hug more vigorously than he expected.

      She wept onto his shoulder for at least the next thirty seconds.

      Abigail, who had stayed behind with Bounder, abruptly called: “Can we go?”

      Gwen pulled away. She wiped the tears from her eyes, and her face brightened when she turned her attention on the horse. “Come on, Neeme, let’s show them how it’s done.”

      Gwen was able to easily mount the steed without a saddle.

      Malem started back toward Bounder, and Gwen led Neeme at his side. As they neared the iguanid, Neeme suddenly pulled up short and neighed in disobedience. He danced nervously in place.

      “It’s okay!” Gwen said. “It’s a friend. A friend!”

      Malem focused on the bundle of thoughts and energy that represented the animal and issued a calming vibe. The beast stopped its nervous prancing.

      “You?” Gwen asked him.

      “This time, me,” he admitted. “I had to loosen my hold on the other two animals to calm him. Because of that, I can’t restrain him all the time, so I’d suggest keeping your distance for now, until he gets used to the iguanid.”

      Malem mounted Bounder and Abigail wrapped her arms around his waist.

      “Where did you learn how to do that?” Abigail asked Gwen, nodding at the steed she had mounted without a saddle.

      “Us forest dwellers are full of surprises,” Gwen said. “Just ask your lover.”

      “I told you, he’s not my lover,” Abigail said in exasperation.

      “If you say so.” Gwen’s eyes glinted mischievously, her sorrow momentarily forgotten.

      Now that she was mounted, at least Malem wouldn’t have to worry about testing Gwen’s maximum running speed anymore.

      He led the way onward, returning to the road and following alongside it in the forest. He glanced over his shoulder at Gwen, who was keeping her distance as asked. He watched her ride that horse like an equestrienne.

      He had sudden dirty thoughts.

      I wonder how she would ride me.

      He quickly snapped his attention back to the forest ahead before Abigail could notice and comment.

      Going to be a long trip.
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      Though Malem kept his mind reaching outward, he didn’t sense any more oraks. It seemed the war party they’d already encountered was the only one out there, for the time being.

      One time, he heard sniveling above the sound of their passage, and noticed that Gwen was weeping behind him; she quickly hardened herself when she realized he was gazing her way, and she didn’t weep again for the rest of that trip.

      The party reached more burned farmsteads, and passed them without encountering another living soul. There were no bodies, thankfully.

      Gwen was soon able to ride alongside Bounder without Malem having to calm her animal. He was a little surprised that the horse was comfortable with the iguanid already; Neeme’s trust in her was a testament to Gwen’s skill with horses. It helped that she had known the animal, he supposed. That, and the animal was probably growing weary from the journey and was too tired to care: it had probably expended a lot of energy trying to get out of that brambletree.

      Malem slowed to a trot and Gwen matched his speed. He reached across, rested a hand on her steed, and imparted some of his stamina to the beast. Neeme’s head straightened and its stride quickened.

      “Thank you,” Gwen said.

      The party finally came upon the next village which was burned, too. The charred bodies of the dead villagers were scattered across the ground.

      “So much for escorting her to the next village,” Abigail said.

      “We already knew it wouldn’t be safe,” Malem said.

      “I knew these people,” Gwen said, her chin trembling, and her eyes threatening to unleash tears again. “They were my friends. I hoped to warn them. Now they’re dead. For no reason.”

      “There never is a reason,” Malem said.

      She glanced at him, her teary eyes seeming confused at first, but then she nodded slowly and looked away. Her body convulsed slightly, and he thought she was weeping. It was difficult to watch, but he forced himself to.

      “You’re a hard man,” Abigail said softly.

      “When you grow up in the woods, facing what I’ve faced, you quickly learn to harden yourself,” he told her. “If you don’t, you die.”

      He heard sudden footfalls, and before he could give the order to scatter, horsemen burst onto the main street from the woods. They were dressed in bright plate armor, and had the hard faces of soldiers who had seen battle. White plumes decorated the tops of their helmets.

      “Halt, looters!” one of the armored men said.

      Malem raised his hands. As did Gwen beside him.

      He glanced at the steeds: they wore horse armor, but even if they hadn’t, he would have known they were trained war mounts, because they only pricked their ears nervously at the presence of the iguanid.

      “What kind of steed is this!” another of the men said. He pointed a sword at Bounder. “It’s a monster!”

      Bounder snapped at the sword, and Malem gave the iguanid a mental command to stop. Meanwhile, the man’s steed neighed and stepped back in fear—even a trained war horse had its limits.

      “No, I’ve seen mounts like this before,” another said, coming forward beside the leader, who had a red plume dangling from his helmet, unlike the white of the others. “It’s an iguanid. The Tempests ride them.”

      The red-plumed leader nodded, and looked Malem in the eye. “What’s a Tempest doing here?”

      “I’m not a Tempest,” he said. “I’m just a wanderer who befriended an iguanid mount in my travels.”

      Felipe, who had retreated behind his back, peered out from behind his neck. If the soldiers thought that was odd, they didn’t say anything.

      Another man came forward. “I recognize the gobling,” he said, pointing at Gwen.

      “I’m not a gobling,” Gwen growled, her fingers twitching toward her bow.

      “She lives in the next village over.”

      “Is that true?” the leader asked.

      “It is,” Gwen said. She lowered her eyes. “Oraks have destroyed it. Killed everyone. Like here.”

      “We received a report from two refugees who escaped the ravages,” the leader said. “It’s why we’re here.”

      Gwen’s eyes brightened. “They were from Durnwald?”

      “No, from here,” the leader said. “I’m sorry.”

      Gwen nodded sadly.

      “All right, well, move along,” the leader said. “We have to secure this village. Make sure you head northwest, to Redbridge. All passage through the forest south of Redbridge, including trade, has been halted until the orak threat is dealt with. If you’re caught in the southern regions after Sun’s Handsbreadth, you’ll be arrested on the road.”

      Sun’s Handsbreadth referred to that time of late evening when the sun was located above the horizon by roughly a hand’s breadth, as measured by a fist held at arm’s length from the body. That particular time could vary at different places around the world, depending on the terrain. For example if the sun set behind a mountain, Sun’s Handsbreadth came earlier than if it set on a plain.

      “Understood,” Malem said. “Thanks for the warning.”

      He directed Bounder toward the main road.

      “Why aren’t we heading back into the forest?” Gwen asked softly.

      “We will,” Malem said. “I want him to think we’re obeying his orders.”

      “I don’t think it matters,” Abigail said. “Besides, they’re just ordinary men. What can they do to the likes of me?”

      “Or me?” Gwen said.

      Malem ignored them, and followed the main road until the village, and the soldiers with it, were out of view. Then he promptly guided the party into the trees to begin shadowing the route once more.

      The party passed several burned out farms that bordered the village, until only the wilderness remained.

      They hurried to the west, remaining watchful of the forest around them. Malem sensed the usual array of forest creatures, and was relieved that so far, it seemed no orak war parties were waiting along this particular route.

      After about two hours, farmsteads began to appear once more. These ones were occupied, and surrounded by tall stone fences. Mercenaries guarded the perimeters, giving Malem and the others dirty looks.

      “Stick to the road!” one of the mercenaries shouted. “You’re lucky I didn’t unleash my crossbow. I thought you were bandits! In fact, I’m still not sure if you aren’t!”

      “We were chasing a hare, got sidetracked,” Malem lied.

      “So you say,” the mercenary told him.

      Malem turned toward the road after that particular encounter. “Well, we’re close enough to Redbridge now that it doesn’t really make much sense to hide in the woods. It’s doubtful oraks will attack in the open here, not this close to the city.”

      They returned to the main road, and encountered no other travelers, thanks to the travel ban. They did, however, soon meet a patrol of guards, who promptly ordered them to continue on to Redbridge as fast as they were able, under threat of arrest.

      “The roads are not safe!” one of the men said. “Get that ugly beast of yours and your green woman to the city!”

      Malem was glad at least that the patrol didn’t detain them. Though Gwen didn’t take too kindly to being called a “green woman,” judging from the glare she leveled at the patrol the whole time they were in view.

      In another half hour the trail forked to the right. A signpost indicated that the city of Craternia, on the western edge of the Midweald, would eventually be reached if one continued along the path ahead. The distance was given in terms of travel time: three days, by horse.

      To the right awaited Redbridge. No travel time was mentioned.

      Malem took the right path and the trees shortly opened up.

      The dirt road ceded to cobble as they approached a large bridge. True to its name, the bridge was red, and it arched over a wide river toward a populated island beyond.

      There was a gatehouse at the front of the bridge, manned by two guards armored like the other soldiers they had encountered, with burnished plate mail covering their bodies, and white plumes running down the backs of their helmets.

      One of the gate guards stepped forward and looked at Gwen in mock surprise.

      “What are you?” the gate guard told Gwen. From his taunting tone, it was obvious he’d encountered other half-goblings before. But before she could answer, the obnoxious man turned his attention to Bounder. “And what the hell are you?”

      The second guard turned toward the west, where the setting sun was located a short ways above the tree line. He held a gauntleted hand in front of him, toward the sun, and squinted.

      “You’re lucky,” the second guard said, lowering his arm to gaze at them. He blinked a few times as if trying to clear away the sun’s afterimage from his vision. “Just before Sun’s Handbreadth. Otherwise we’d have to arrest you for violating the travel ban.”

      “Looking at the sun like that can’t be good for ya,” the first guard said.

      “Shut up.” The second guard hit the back of his helmet with his gauntlet, causing a loud clang. He turned back to Malem. “Bridge crossing fee is five drachmae.”

      “Last time I was here there was no fee,” Malem said.

      The man shrugged. “Inflation.”

      “That, or corrupt guards,” Malem spat.

      Again the man seemed unfazed. “You got me. Now pay up. Or you can’t cross. And I arrest you for violating the travel ban.”

      Malem grudgingly held out a hand toward Abigail, and waited for her to deposit the necessary coins in his palm.

      But she didn’t.

      Confused, he was about to look back at her, when suddenly the two guards stepped back, touching their hilts with their gauntlets.

      “What are you doing now, Woman?” Malem grumbled. He spun around to look at her, but realized she too had twisted in the saddle, and was craning her neck to look back down the path they had come.

      He saw three dire wolfs standing there, plain as day.

      Malem hadn’t noticed their presence: he had been distracted by the men. That, and the myriad of shore birds that crowded the river’s edge below.

      “Go!” the guards said.

      Malem and the others hurried onto the bridge. He looked back, but the dire wolves were already gone. He reached out, and sensed the three retreating into the forest. They were running at breakneck speed, maybe to report the sighting to their master—if they hadn’t already.

      “I’ve never seen wolves that big before...” Gwen said.

      “We’re hunted,” Abigail told her. “One of the Black Swords seeks us.”

      “The Black Swords?” Gwen said. “What would they want with you?”

      “Never mind,” Abigail told her.

      “Is that why the oraks attacked?” Gwen said. “They were looking for you?”

      Abigail didn’t answer.

      Gwen’s lip curled back, revealing her pearly white teeth. She promptly turned away.

      That was all the more reason for her to hate Abigail, Malem supposed.

      “You can leave at any time,” Malem told her.

      “You promised me I’d get to kill oraks,” Gwen said. “I’m not going anywhere until you fulfill that promise. Besides, I have nowhere to go. My family, Durnwald village, is no more.” Saying that brought fresh tears to her eyes, and she looked away.

      “We can’t keep her with us,” Abigail said. “We stand out way too much. If the Black Sword has spies looking for us inside, they’ll pick us out right away.”

      “We don’t stick out much more than we do with Bounder here as our mount already,” Malem said.

      “Then get rid of the mount, too!” Abigail said.

      “Can’t,” Malem said. “Bounder is more than a mount. He’s my friend. I thought you would have figured that out by now. Anyway, while we might be somewhat conspicuous in the island city, we definitely won’t stand out in Northern Redbridge. If you’ve been there, you know exactly what I’m talking about.”

      Neeme was even more comfortable with Bounder by then, and was able to march up the bridge directly at the iguanid’s side. The sight of those dire wolves was probably another incentive for the horse to stay close—he would have felt safer by keeping next to a bigger animal like Bounder.

      The party trotted up the arching bridge, which continued to be floored with the cobble the party had encountered near the gate. Neeme’s hooves clip-clopped on the surface, while Bounder’s nailless feet thudded with close to their usual volume, the footfalls sounding perhaps a little more hollow.

      The bridge was big enough to fit five people abreast. Rails coated in white alabaster bordered either side, the banisters bearing designs of different fish, most carved to appear as if they were leaping from the river below.

      There continued to be no other traffic on the bridge, thanks to the travel ban; Malem and the others had it all to themselves. Not trusting his beast sense, which often failed him when it came to monsters, he kept looking back, past Abigail seated behind him. But the bridge remained empty.

      “Those big wolves, could they have taken the gate guards?” Gwen asked.

      “Without question,” Malem replied.

      “Then why didn’t they attack?” Gwen pressed.

      “That would be because of me,” Abigail said.

      Gwen gave her an amused look. “You? Please. It was the size of my bow that frightened them.”

      Malem glanced at Gwen. “Abigail here is definitely a force to be reckoned with. But that’s not why the wolves held back.” He remembered quite well how her fireball had failed to stop the previous dire wolf.

      “Then what?” Gwen said. “Why didn’t they attack?”

      “My best guess?” Malem said. “They’re weaker during the day. Their master, whoever that is, was worried I’d Break them, as I did his last wolf.”

      “You?” Gwen said in disbelief. “Wolves like that are essentially monsters, aren’t they? A Breaker who can tame monsters is unheard of.” She glanced at his mount. “Though I suppose that thing isn’t far off.”

      “Let me rephrase that,” Malem said. “He was afraid I’d intervene. I didn’t actually Break the previous wolf, but I did stop it in its tracks long enough to plunge my blade into its eye. It helped that Abigail had already weakened it.”

      Gwen pressed her lips together thoughtfully, and then looked away. “Brave man,” she commented.

      The view from the apex allowed him to see the island that sprawled within the river below, set directly amid the flowing waters. The island was covered in expensive-looking buildings faced in white travertine, and they crowded out all of the available space. There wasn’t any real estate left anywhere down there as far as Malem could tell.

      Beyond the island, two more arching red bridges led to the far shore, toward Northern Redbridge, where more buildings were carved out of the jungle. The structures lining the riverfront were relatively extravagant, but beyond them the quality quickly deteriorated. Marble gave way to alabaster, which in turn ceded to wood. The houses also became smaller and more crowded the further north his eye went, until finally, beyond the city limits, the ramshackle huts of the slums could be seen, clinging to the perimeter wall and fending off the forest beyond.

      “Redbridge,” Abigail said. “A city torn between two worlds. It could never decide whether it was a city of the river or a city of the forest, and so it became both.”

      “Yup,” Malem said. “But the question is are we staying here for the night, or passing through?”

      Abigail hesitated. “I told you before that I was of a mind to continue straight through, but I’ve since changed my thinking on that.”

      “Seeing those dire wolves would change anyone’s mind,” he commented, glancing over his shoulders once more.

      “Yes. I’d rather rest here in the city than in the woods,” Abigail said. “We can rise early and press on, and hopefully make Fallow Gate before nightfall tomorrow.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Malem said.

      The party proceeded down the bridge and he quickly lost the view of the city the apex granted. He kept glancing over his shoulder, watching for the wolves, until he reached the bottom, where another gatehouse blocked access to Redbridge Island.

      The guards here let them pass without a word. The two men seemed mildly piqued by Malem’s mount, but otherwise their attention was mostly on the women who accompanied him.

      Gwen took Neeme through first, and the armored men stared at her as she went by, giving her lascivious looks. One of them even licked his lips. When they noticed Malem’s scowl, the guards quickly pretended to be interested in their plate-covered navels.

      As Malem passed, Abigail muttered, loud enough for the guards to hear: “At least the pigs didn’t try to extract a fee this time.”

      Malem cringed, and expected the two men to flag them down, but they didn’t. When he looked back, it was his turn to receive scowls.

      “You’re just jealous they weren’t eying you the same way they were me,” Gwen told her.

      “Hmph!” Abigail said. “Maybe if I dressed like a whore as well, they would!”

      Gwen gave her a cross look. “I’m not dressed like a whore. I’m dressed like an orak hunter.”

      He heard Abigail’s soft snickering behind him. “If you say so.”

      “When you’re splattered in the blood of the oraks I slay, you’ll understand why I don’t want clothes,” Gwen said.

      “Oh, really?” Abigail said, all too sweetly. “I love the confidence. But you already admitted you’ve never faced oraks before.”

      “Yes,” Gwen said. “But I also told you I hunted often with the village trappers. We didn’t always pursue animals...”

      And she left it at that.
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      Malem led Bounder into the wide avenue beyond. Tall stone walls dominated either side. The entrances were protected by gates of iron bars, which allowed him to see into the private estates beyond, where mansions sat in the middle of supporting outbuildings. Malem thought the big estates next to the shoreline must have been fisheries and trade ports at one point—sometimes he could see the docks and warehouses behind some of the mansions, looking a little out of place, but still maintained, perhaps for entertainment purposes. He suspected most of the original businesses had moved to the northern shore, choosing to sell their existing plots of land to the rich to cash in on what must have been lucrative prices. Eventually some enterprising individual would figure out that there were vast, untapped plots of land available on the river’s southern shore just waiting to be harvested, and they’d market them to the noble elite of Redbridge and make a fortune.

      Malem smiled. Maybe that individual would be me.

      Too bad he’d need a fortune to purchase the riverside plots in the first place.

      Occasionally thrusting up from beyond the stone fences were defense towers placed at strategic spots among the riverside estates. He could see soldiers clad in burnished plate with white-plumed helmets, ready to defend against attack by river. They stood next to trebuchets, and carried crossbows instead of swords.

      As he moved away from the shore, two-story, travertine-faced houses replaced the fenced off estates to border the cobblestone road on either side; most of the homes had columned porticos, grand facades that Malem would have normally associated with government buildings. They were placed side by side, literally abutting one another, so that any backyards and private courtyards beyond were hidden from the road. That was one of the benefits of wealth: privacy.

      On the streets, horse-drawn carriages intermingled with citizens who traveled on foot. The latter were dressed in simple tunics and breeches, as it was in fashion among men and women alike to pretend they weren’t rich. They browsed among the kiosks of various hawkers who had paid a license to set up shop on the island streets.

      A few of the more beautiful women, walking with servants, went against the current fashion grain and dressed in rather extravagant gowns with expensive jewelry bedecking necks, wrists and fingers. These latter women, well aware of the power over the opposite sex they wielded, gave Malem interested looks when he passed, only proving Abigail right about the party standing out, unfortunately.

      No one seemed afraid of his mount, he noted. Though why would they be? Because of the city’s status as a central trade port, Tempest merchants visited at least a few times a year, maybe even bringing iguanids with them to sell. So, the average citizen of this place would have seen an iguanid at least a few times in his or her life. Besides, it wasn’t fashionable among this lot to show fear toward something as simple as a mount, not in front of the watchful, gossip-prone eyes of their peers. Still, he was careful to keep his distance from any horses he spotted. It wouldn’t do to be sued by a rich noble for causing his mount to rear and upend him.

      Near the center of the island, land had been set aside for the cultural artifacts of the city: the gladiatorial arena, the chariot circuit, the political forum and other government buildings, the illustrious temples. There were also travertine palaces where the wealthy members of the senate lived with their wives and concubines. Malem often wondered if it would be worth it to strive for such a position of power, if only for the women. It was too bad that politics bored the life out of him.

      “Here’s an inn,” Malem said, nodding at a broad structure that looked little different from the other porticoed homes, except for the sign in front, which read: The Stately Queen Inn.

      “Ha,” Abigail said. “Are you kidding me? The cost to room there for a single night is more than I’m paying you for the journey. All the inns are like that. No, we board in Northern Redbridge.”

      “We could stop by a bank...” Malem said. “Borrow some money from your patron.” He didn’t want to mention King Goldenthall by name in front of Gwen, because he figured Abigail should be the one to reveal that: it wasn’t his place to discuss the mission, especially considering Gwen had essentially invited herself along.

      “My patron wouldn’t approve,” Abigail said.

      “And here I thought I’d be living in the lap of luxury when I took up with you,” Malem bemoaned sarcastically.

      The tightly packed houses soon gave way to the stone fences of riverside estates once more as the party neared the north side of the island. They followed the signs until they reached one of the two crossings to Northern Redbridge.

      They passed two guards, and once more found themselves on a wide, arcing bridge, though this one had less of a slope than the previous. There was actual traffic on the bridge, too, mostly men and women from Northern Redbridge, judging from the brightly colored garments that were so at odds to most of the clothing he had seen on the island. The majority of the passersby traveled alone, he noted, without servants of any kind, and were on foot.

      Hawkers had set up shop along the inner edges of the bridge, next to the rails. They usually focused on one particular retail item, such as shoes, purses or baubles, which were laid out on carpets they’d stretched over the cobblestone. Some of the hawkers sold more touristy items and services, such as small statues of the island’s government buildings, or offering to carve one’s name on a grain of rice. There were also food items for sale, like coconut halves doused in water, and burned corn cooked in a steel tin underneath the sun.

      There wasn’t room among the bridge traffic to travel in anything other than single file, so Malem let Gwen take the lead. Neeme acted as a shield of sorts for Bounder so that most people didn’t see the iguanid until Malem was passing by; he noted that the majority still seemed merely curious about the animal, rather than afraid, which was good.

      Neeme had to travel at the pace of the person on foot in front of her, until said person moved to the side to let her pass or to browse a vendor’s wares. Neeme would then advance quickly for a few paces, until becoming stuck behind the next unmounted person.

      It was while crossing that rather crowded bridge that Malem began to notice the smell. A mixture of sweat and feces. The smell only got worse as they stepped off the bridge and into the milling mass of people that awaited in the first square of Northern Redbridge just beyond.

      There was enough room for Malem to pull alongside her.

      Gwen wrinkled her nose. “You’d think, given the fact their city is located on a river, that they’d have enough water to take a bath at least once in a while.”

      “Welcome to the unwashed masses who live in most cities,” Abigail said. “Oh and, those baths you’re talking about? The upriver water is strictly off limits for bathing, as it’s used for the city’s main supply. And downstream, well, you wouldn’t want to bathe there, unless you’re particularly fond of sewage.”

      “Uh, no thanks,” Gwen said. She paused as if considering something. “I’ve stayed at a few inns in Northern Redbridge before. They have bathwater.”

      “Yes,” Abigail said. “But you’re paying for that water. It’s included in the price of your room.”

      Gwen shook her head. “Water should be free.”

      “The only thing free in this world is my smile,” Abigail said. “But even I sometimes charge for that.”

      That first square was a hubbub of activity. It was essentially a mirror image of the traffic and commerce taking place on the bridge, though magnified tenfold. Jugglers, musicians, fire eaters and sword swallowers competed with hawkers for the attention of the passersby. The latter had actual carts to showcase their specialty wares, rather than carpets, and there was such a diversity of merchandise available that Malem knew if he was looking for something in particular, he could find it here, or in a shop nearby.

      In fact, there was an item, or rather items, he was seeking at the moment. Though he planned to buy them in the next square, assuming the shop was still around. The store was far enough removed from the river to have a better chance at longevity than those in this area: because of the lofty rents charged for riverside storefronts, shopkeepers here had a harder time making a profit, and their stores had a higher turnover rate. They also charged more to make up for those costs, so it was cheaper to shop elsewhere in the city.

      Because of the competition, many of the hawkers at their cart kiosks dressed in strange outfits, and some even painted their faces to exaggerate their features in an attempt to attract as much attention as possible.

      “You’re wrong, we still stand out,” Abigail muttered. “Though I admit it’s better here, given the crowds.”

      “I’ll remedy that in the next square,” he told her.

      Malem continued to give a wide berth to any animals he spotted, which his mount spooked all too easily. While humans might not show fear, the different steeds and pack mules that traveled the square, or the animals up for sale in cages were a different matter.

      Speaking of the latter… he often released Felipe as he passed so that the monkey could move surreptitiously among the cages and secretly open the locking latches; by the time Felipe returned to his shoulder, animals usually roamed the streets behind Malem, causing a chaotic ruckus.

      “Do you always let him do that?” Abigail asked.

      “I don’t let him,” Malem answered. “I command him to.”

      Gwen giggled, and shouted behind her. “Be free my animal friends!” She glanced at him and gave him a sheepish look. “Sorry, couldn’t help it.”

      “No, that was cute,” Malem said.

      Her cheeks became a darker shade of green as she blushed.

      Malem reached the far side of the plaza and rather than taking the main road to the next square, he took a detour down a side alley, just in case somebody was following them from the island.

      Constantly glancing over his shoulder, he raced to its far end. He didn’t spot anyone, and was confident they hadn’t been followed as they emerged into the crowded square beyond.

      “Dismount,” he told Gwen.

      He commanded Bounder to kneel, and then dismounted with Abigail. Gwen did the same. She gave him a questioning look.

      “So that we don’t poke out above the crowd,” Malem explained.

      He found the shop he was looking for, and sent Abigail inside to purchase robes for all three of them. They moved into a small alcove next to the shop, away from the prying eyes of the street, and then slid the garments over their bodies and lowered the hoods. Gwen’s hood was particularly expansive, and she wore it low, completely hiding her green face. She donned a pair of spare riding gloves Malem had to hide her hands.

      Abigail also bought two large blankets, which Malem carefully laid over Bounder, slipping them underneath the saddle to hold them in place, and together the blankets covered the iguanid completely. With his dagger, he trimmed the edges so that the blankets hovered above the ground, and then cut out holes for the eyes, so that it looked like Malem was potentially riding some malformed horse covered in sheets rather than any sort of lizard. He even had the iguanid tuck in its tail, sliding it along the length of its underbelly, to complete the illusion. He put another blanket over Neeme, for the sake of completeness, but left the horse’s head entirely exposed.

      “There,” Malem said. “Now we look like a band of traveling monks.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s an improvement...” Abigail said.

      “It’s better than our original identities,” Malem said.

      “Unless the spies of the Black Sword watched us change,” Abigail told him, peering into the street beyond.

      “I don’t think so,” Malem said. “But if anyone saw us, I’ll have my animals keep watch at our destination.”

      “I’m sure you will,” Abigail commented. “But if I see that monkey of yours peering into my window, I’m going to fry it.” She glanced at Gwen. “Ever tried fried monkey? It’s delicious.”

      Gwen wrinkled her nose in disgust.

      Felipe had been sitting on Bounder’s saddle, but at Abigail’s words the monkey promptly leaped onto her arm and scrambled to her shoulder, where he began screeching into her ear.

      “Damn it,” Abigail said. “Get this monkey off me!” She raised a flat palm threateningly toward the monkey.

      Malem quickly snatched the shrieking animal off her shoulder and issued a calming mental command. The animal leaped back onto Bounder and crouched low in the seat, blending in with the saddlebags. Felipe gave Abigail one last glower before looking away.

      “You made him jump on me,” Abigail said. “There’s no way that thing understood my words.”

      “Actually, I didn’t,” Malem said with a smile. He placed a hand on Bounder’s flank, above the blanket, and gave the mental command for the animal to begin walking.

      Gwen meanwhile led Neeme beside Malem, guiding the horse by grabbing a handful of its mane just above the withers. Malem knew how sensitive the mane area could be, but she was gentle.

      Thus they left the alcove, remaining on foot so as to be less conspicuous, and continued into the street. In a short time, they left behind the second square and entered a new part of town.

      The houses in this neighborhood were coated in gypsum, and lacked the elaborate porticos of the island homes. Most were rather squat affairs, though like on the island, they abutted against one another, mostly hiding the backyards. There were larger, apartment-style buildings that obviously housed multiple tenants, but those were few and far between. Some of the bigger structures were inns.

      “Do you have a place in mind?” Malem asked.

      “Actually I do,” Abigail replied, taking the lead.

      As the party moved further north, the gypsum buildings gave way to those made of wood hewn from the surrounding Midweald. These ones had actual yards, though fences prevented Malem from seeing inside most of them.

      He also noticed a slight change in the clothing people wore. Sandals seemed more worn in general, and the bright fabrics usually had multiple sections that were faded, and close to threadbare. There were also more than a few beggars in these parts, easily recognizable by the tin cans they held in their arms. Some of them lay passed out next to the road, smelling of liquor, their locks and beards disheveled.

      “Nice neighborhood,” Gwen said. “And you say her patron is wealthy?”

      Malem shrugged.

      Abigail led them onto a seedier street, and Malem had to suddenly contend with scantily clad harlots shouting at him every several steps.

      “Hey young man, let me help you reverse your vow of celibacy!”

      “I hear monks are the best in bed!”

      “When you’ve grown sick of those two, perhaps you’d like to try me? I do everything!”

      Most of the harlots were middle aged, with the premature wrinkles that seemed to come with their line of work, though they made up for that by painting their faces with enough makeup to suit a clown. That said, there were a few younger hotties among them.

      A few years ago, the Darkness had left him alone for six months, so long that Malem thought he had finally broken free of it. During that time, he had found welcome relief from his troubles here. It had been a pleasant diversion for him, seeing which of the beauties he could bed without paying. He even fell in love with one of them and tried to “save” her from the industry. It hadn’t worked out.

      Some of the women attempted to grab his crotch, a behavior that was new; they must have learned that from the ladies from the east. Come to think of it, there were more easterners among them than he remembered, their olive colored skin easily standing out among the others. Anyway, after the first painful occurrence, he quickly learned to keep his groin area guarded.

      One woman, an easterner by her looks, simply gestured with her hands and mouth, forcing her tongue in and out of the inside of her cheek as she slid her fist up and down in front of her mouth. Then she lifted three fingers on the same hand to indicate the price. She repeated the act three times as he passed.

      Soon it became obvious that Malem and the others weren’t customers, and the harlots let up.

      “You like it here?” Abigail asked Gwen after things calmed down a bit.

      “Why would I like it?” Gwen replied warily.

      “Because you fit right in!” Abigail retorted gleefully.

      Gwen scowled at her. “I’m wearing a robe now.”

      “Abigail,” Malem said. “Can you ease off on her? She just lost her whole village. Show some pity.”

      “Sorry,” Abigail said. Her voice sounded suddenly remorseful. She glanced at Gwen. “I’m a crude ass sometimes, despite my upbringing. I hope you’ll forgive me. You’re very exotic, very beautiful. I’m just... I guess I’m jealous of that.”

      Gwen seemed to regard her in a new light. As did Malem: it took quite the woman to admit when she was wrong, especially when it came to something as innate to a woman’s nature as jealousy. Not that men couldn’t experience something similar.

      “Thank you,” Gwen said. “Though I’m not sure why you’d feel jealous. You have no reason to. Not in the least. I feel so very ugly beside you. I wish I had your blonde hair, and your pale skin, and your sparkling eyes.”

      Abigail smiled brightly, and reached out to grab Gwen reassuringly on her robed arm.

      That particular tension diffused, at least for the moment, the party continued.

      They arrived at a ramshackle looking inn shortly. It seemed little bigger than the bawdy houses nearby. And in fact, at first Malem thought it was one of them, until he saw the name. The Rutting Cat Inn And Diner. Beneath the name there was, appropriately, an image of a tomcat mounted atop a molly.

      “The rutting cat, lovely,” Malem said.

      “I’ve stayed here before,” Abigail said. “They have good prices.”

      Malem frowned. “It’s next to a bar.”

      “Exactly why the price is so good,” Abigail said. “You can book by the hour.”

      Malem suspected she had other reasons to book a room here, namely that she had her own network of spies, or at least King Goldenthall did, and the owner of this particular establishment was one of them.

      “Wait here.” Abigail went inside and returned several minutes later.

      “So, I got a room,” she said.

      “Just one?” Malem said.

      “Gwen rooms with me,” Abigail said. “As promised, you get to stay in the stable with your animals.”

      He crossed his arms. “I was hoping you were joking about that.”

      Abigail smiled sweetly, and shrugged. “I thought you’d prefer it. You want to be close to your animals, after all, right? Come on Gwen.”

      Malem headed toward the back of the inn. He instructed Bounder to walk ahead of him, and once Gwen transferred her hold on the horse’s mane to him, he gently led the animal forward. He didn’t feel like Breaking the animal, and while it continued to obey him, he wouldn’t bother.

      Abigail tossed him a small ring containing two keys. “You’ll need that to open the outside entrance. Neeme gets his own stall, your animals and yourself another. I’ll send Gwen down to fetch you once we’ve cleaned up.”
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      Malem led the animals inside the stable. He left Bounder covered up so as not to spook the horses in the other stalls. Still, a few of them were jittery and bobbed their heads, neighing loudly when they saw Malem leading the large form—no doubt they didn’t like the iguanid’s unfamiliar smell.

      He boarded Bounder in a stall well-removed from the other horses, and put Neeme in the next. He ordered Felipe, meanwhile, to proceed to the top of the inn and keep watch.

      Some of the other horses were still spooked, so he moved between their stalls in turn and issued soothing words while relaying calming vibes with his mind. That got the horses settled.

      After locking the gates, he approached the inn-side exit to the stable. He had no intention of waiting for Gwen to come “fetch” him.

      He paused at the opening to transfer his dagger from his ankle sheath to the back of his robe, where he tucked the weapon in blade first inside the tying cord that belted the robe. Then he left the stable and stepped into the common room of The Rutting Cat.

      The room served as a tavern, like most inns in this part of the country. It was empty. Most of the patrons would be upstairs, taking advantage of the hourly rooms.

      Malem lowered the hood of his robe to reveal his face and approached the barkeep who stood behind the main counter, a man who couldn’t be more than thirty, but whose hair was already thinning and going gray. Running a business in this part of town certainly had to be stressful. Malem was about to ratchet up those stress levels a couple of notches.

      The man gave him a fake smile as he approached. “Hello, I’m Hank. The proprietor of this here fine establishment. What can I do for you?”

      “I’m with the two girls who just came in,” Malem said. Presumably Abigail had checked them in under fake names. Too bad he didn’t know what those names were.

      Hank frowned. “She did say there was three of you. But I heard you was sleeping in the stable.”

      “Change of plans,” Malem said. “What room number?”

      Hank shook his head. “She only paid for double occupancy.”

      “I won’t be sleeping overnight,” he said.

      Hank frowned. “You do know this is an hourly inn, right? Doesn’t matter if you’re not sleeping overnight, you pay by the hour.”

      “Fine, add it to our bill,” Malem said. “Now which room?”

      Hank stepped back slightly, as if preparing to reach under the counter for some weapon. “Sorry. I can’t give out the room number until I’m sure you actually know her. How do I know you didn’t follow her in from the street? You spied a girl you fancied, and here you are?”

      Hank’s reluctance to help him out was a good sign, but Malem wondered how far the man would go to protect his clientele.

      Malem casually scratched his side for a moment, pretending he had a sudden terrible itch; Hank glanced suspiciously at the movement. When the man’s eyes returned to his face, Malem shot his arm behind his back and wrapped his fingers around the hilt of the dagger he’d shoved inside the tie belt before coming inside.

      He brought the dagger forward as the man produced a crossbow from behind the counter, but Malem held the blade to Hank’s chin before the proprietor could raise the weapon.

      “Put it back,” Malem said. “That’s right.”

      Hank lowered the weapon, and then raised both hands in surrender.

      “You’re one of her spies?” Malem asked. He still didn’t want to use Abigail’s real name, just in case she kept that from the man. Then again, maybe the name she had told Malem wasn’t the real one, either.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Hank said.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Malem said. “I want the room number. Now.” He pressed the dagger slightly, not enough to draw blood, but enough to make his point.

      “Twenty-three,” Hank said.

      “Second floor?” Malem asked.

      Hank nodded. “That’s right.”

      Malem offered his own fake smile. “Thank you. Back up. Go on.”

      The man stepped away from the counter and Malem reached around to the other side and grabbed the crossbow.

      “I’ll be taking this for now,” he told Hank. Malem stuffed the dagger into the back of his breeches and retreated toward the far side of the tavern. He kept the crossbow pointed at Hank the whole way.

      When he reached the stairs, Malem turned around and took them two at a time. At the top, he bounded out of view of the common room entirely.

      He found room twenty-three, held the crossbow behind his back, and knocked.

      “Open up, it’s me,” Malem said.

      He knocked again. He kept an eye on the stairs as he waited.

      The door finally opened. Wasn’t Abigail, but an elderly man dressed in partially open button-up pajamas. Behind him, lying on the bed, was quite the vixen.

      The owner hadn’t betrayed her room. Another good sign.

      “Sorry, wrong room,” Malem said.

      The man slammed the door.

      A pair of strongmen came rushing up the stairs.

      “That was quick,” Malem muttered.

      He recognized the pair from the bawdy house across the street, where they had been standing guard out front. Apparently Hank had a security agreement with them.

      Malem turned the crossbow on the pair. “All right, that’s close enough, boys.”

      One of the doors on the other side of the hall, beyond the strongmen, opened and Abigail peaked out. “What the hell are you doing? I told you to wait!” She had removed her robe to reveal her form-fitting red dress.

      “Do you know him, ma’am?” one of the strongmen asked.

      “Yes,” Abigail replied. “He went to the wrong room.”

      “That’s right,” Malem said. He ambled forward, and squeezed past the men. “Excuse me, gents.” He paused. “Oh, could you give this to Hank for me?” He shoved the crossbow toward the closest strongman, who accepted it in confusion. “Thanks!”

      When he reached Abigail, she hissed: “I told you to wait!”

      “Just testing the security of the place,” Malem said, and forced himself past her.

      Gwen stood inside a washtub in the center of the room, holding a towel in front of her naked body. Soapy water trailed down the parts of her skin she had not managed to cover. What she didn’t realize was that a mirror on the nightstand behind her gave him a fine view of the goods. Her body had a perfect hourglass shape, and her green back was so silky smooth, from the two scrumptiously round buttocks to the nape of her neck where her damp hair wound down in a thick, silky mass. Her wet skin glistened under the dim light that seeped past the curtained window, nicely highlighting her curves, including the pleasant humps of her breasts protruding from either side of her chest as her raised arms held the towel in front of her.

      Gwen suddenly realized that he was gazing at something past her, and when she glanced over her shoulder and spotted the mirror, she shrieked and frantically struggled to readjust the towel.

      Feeling like a kid caught with his hand in the honey jar, Malem reddened and quickly turned around. “These rooms don’t have proper wash areas?”

      “No,” Abigail said. “It’s a budget inn.”

      “Usually there’s at least a curtain hanging from the ceiling,” he muttered sheepishly as he brushed past. “Guess I’ll be waiting in the stable after all.”

      The door slammed behind him.

      He thought of those fine buttocks all the way down the stairs. He could only imagine what it would be like to have them riding him.

      Why am I turned on by a monster girl?

      He smiled.

      Half monster, he corrected himself.

      He reached the common room, where the strongmen were conversing with the proprietor.

      Hank gave Malem a scowl as he walked past. “You’re lucky she’s a good friend of mine. Otherwise, I’d be involving the city guard.” Hank flicked the crossbow dangerously. At least he wasn’t pointing it at him.

      Malem considered making his way to one of the finer gambling establishments in the area to win some coin with Felipe’s help, like he usually would do, but he was worried about leaving the two women unattended. What if the Black Sword had tracked them down and decided to attack after all?

      Well, said Black Sword was more likely to attack during the night anyway. But even so, Malem felt reluctant to leave them.

      So he went to Bounder’s stall and fed the animal a bale of straw, which Bounder gulped down in a few bites—the creature was omnivorous, like most iguanids. Then he seated himself against the door. As Bounder slept, Malem released his hold to seize control of a bird in the area, and had it replace Felipe on the rooftop. Then he ordered the monkey to steal him a snack, and the monkey delivered the order a few minutes later: salted beef jerky.

      The animal had sated himself on several pieces of the meat before arriving, judging from the smell of his breath and the burp that followed shortly after his arrival.

      “Good job,” Malem said, and ordered Felipe back to his post.

      About half an hour later Abigail finally appeared. She was wearing her robe once more.

      “Finally, you deign to fetch me,” Malem said. “I thought you were sending Gwen? Or is she too shy to talk to me now that I’ve seen her naked?”

      She ignored the question. “We’re going out for dinner, want to come?”

      “I ate already,” Malem said. “But I’ll accompany you anyway. I’m your protector now, after all.”

      “Actually, I only really needed you in the forest because of your mount,” Abigail said. “Now that we’re in the city, I can take care of myself, thank you very much. If you don’t want to eat, then…”

      He got up.

      Abigail frowned. “You’re inviting yourself along anyway?”

      He smiled widely. “Yep.”

      It was late evening by then, and he sensed Felipe’s tiredness; he could have forced the monkey to stay awake, like he had done before, but it was time for the animal to have a rest. He ordered Felipe to the stable, and within moments the monkey was leaping off the roof of the stable and swinging inside the stall where Bounder slept. Felipe curled up next to the iguanid’s maw, and Bounder nuzzled him slightly in his sleep.

      “Cute,” Abigail said.

      Malem raised his hood and followed Abigail out of the stable and onto the street, where Gwen waited. She turned away as soon as she saw him. He couldn’t see much underneath her raised hood, but guessed she was blushing furiously. Then again, maybe she didn’t care. Somehow, from the way she had shrieked earlier, he doubted that.

      When he came to her side, Gwen looked at him and wrinkled her nose. “I hadn’t realized before how much you smelled, but now that I’ve taken a bath…”

      So she didn’t care that he’d seen her after all. Go figure. Either that, or she was just trying to distract his mind from what had happened and pretend nothing out of the ordinary had occurred. Probably a good idea.

      Malem released his hold on the bird he had caught in his mental vise, and freed Felipe as well. He sought out two owls to serve as night watches to make sure that a bunch of Black Sword guards didn’t decide to take up residence in the common room to ambush his team when they returned. He placed one owl on the northern overlook to the building, to watch the front approach, and the other on the southern. The east and west sides had other buildings abutting against them, and were the least likely to serve as approaches.

      He considered having one of the birds follow the party to watch for unwanted pursuers, but that was always difficult in the city. Owls were designed to remain stationary during their nighttime waking hours, and hunted mostly by sound; they could pinpoint the softest rustling to within one point five meters in both the horizontal and vertical planes, and used their night vision to home in on targets for the final leg.

      In the woods, where everything was quiet, the owls would have been perfect for spotting pursuers, but in a noisy city like Redbridge, especially in a neighborhood like this one that became even more boisterous by night, owls had to rely almost exclusively on night vision. They could detect intruders with great success while stationary, but when moving from perch to perch to follow Malem, they could very easily miss a pursuer; he was better off keeping an eye on the back streets himself. Eagles were another option, but they had their own set of problems.

      So Malem followed behind Gwen and Abigail as they made their way out of the bordello district, and into a neighboring party quarter. He kept an eye on the way they had come, but didn’t see any obvious pursuers. He reached out to the animals active in the vicinity, but most were asleep. Well, except for a few rats crawling in the gutters, but those were relatively useless when it came to spying, mostly because of the terribly low viewing angle.

      Malem paused beside a particularly lively tavern. He got good vibes from the place: he heard raucous singing and laughter. It was a place where people went to drink away their troubles. Something that he had certainly done enough of himself in the past. A sign read: The Happy Grout.

      “We stop here,” Malem said.

      “But I have a different place in mind,” Abigail said.

      “Fine, you can continue on your own,” he told her. “I’ll be here, if you want my sword arm.”

      “They won’t let you bring your sword in there,” Gwen said.

      “Then we’ll find a place to stow it,” he replied.

      Malem backtracked to a side alley and went inside. He found a bunch of weapons lying along the edge of the building where it met the road. “Seems others had the same idea.”

      He reached underneath his robe and retrieved his sword, then felt along the eave of the building’s roof, which he could just reach when he stood on tiptoe. It was empty. He stashed his sword there, still in its scabbard, along with the dagger he kept on his ankle. Gwen likewise stowed her bow and quiver.

      They returned to the tavern.

      “You know grout is weak beer, right?” Gwen asked as they approached the entrance.

      “Well that’s perfect for someone like you, who can’t hold her liquor,” Malem said.

      She flashed him an annoyed smile.

      Malem entered.
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      His senses were blasted by the odor of mead, the din of improvised music and chatter, and the sights of so many people crowded around the many tables.

      Two strongmen on either side the door got up from their stools.

      “All right, that’s far enough, monks,” one of the men said. “Raise your arms.”

      The strongmen proceeded to search them. When the man looked into Gwen’s hood, he blinked, surprised by her skin color. But he recovered quickly enough, then leaned forward and whispered something into her ear. Malem didn’t like the hungry look in the man’s eyes.

      Gwen smiled flirtatiously, and whispered something back; the man grinned widely, and let her through.

      “What did he say to you?” Malem asked afterward. He had to raise his voice and lean into her so that she could hear above the raucous banter.

      “He asked me if I wanted to be drilled by the biggest sword I’d ever seen,” Gwen said. “I replied that if such a sword ever touched me, it would be promptly separated from its hilt, broken into a thousand pieces, and fed back to its owner.”

      “Nice one.”

      All three kept their hoods low as they navigated the crowd. They did get a few strange looks from the patrons, but for the most part people didn’t really care.

      Before Malem took a seat, he called one of his owls to stand guard atop the tavern roof, near the entrance, to keep an eye on the street just below. That would leave the rear approach to their inn unwatched, so he instructed the remaining owl to occasionally reposition between the front and back sides of The Rutting Cat to minimize the risk.

      They shared a booth with two drunken travelers—a portly man with a red face and his wife, of equal girth and cheerful temperament—who welcomed the “visiting monks.”

      After seating, a scantily dressed serving woman came by, and Abigail ordered a repast of fried chicken and potatoes for the three of them. Along with two jugs of the tavern’s signature grout.

      “Are you really monks?” the serving woman asked Malem flirtatiously. He had pushed his hood back slightly after sitting at the table, enough to reveal his face anyway. Apparently, she liked what she saw.

      “Unfortunately, yes,” Malem said. “I’ve sworn a vow of celibacy.”

      “Oh, but vows are meant to be broken!” the woman said.

      “I suppose so,” Malem said. “What are you doing later?”

      She giggled. “You’re funny!”

      Under the table, Abigail kicked Malem in the shin, hard.

      As the serving woman left, a teen at the opposite table pinched her butt, and the woman screeched, giving the boy a hateful glare.

      Malem shot out his hand in a blur and snatched the teen by the wrist before he could withdraw his arm. “How would you like it if someone pinched your ass when you were trying to do your job?”

      “Oh, so you’re a white knight!” the kid hissed.

      “No,” Malem said. “But I’m the only one who’s allowed to pinch her ass around here. Think on that, before you touch her the next time.”

      “Yeah, okay,” the kid said. He tugged. “Can you let go now?”

      Malem set him free and then sat back in his seat.

      The server walked away, mouthing “thank you” his way.

      “I can’t believe she was thanking you for essentially claiming her as your property,” Abigail said.

      Malem shrugged.

      The food arrived, and they ate. The traveling couple left early, leaving the table to Malem and the two women.

      Once Abigail finished eating, she poured herself two big mugs of grout from the jugs, and knocked them back in two long gulps. After she slammed down the second mug, her head dipped sharply.

      Malem held out an arm to catch her, but she pushed him away.

      “I’m fine.” She swayed. “Whoa. The stuff seems pretty weak at first… but it packs a hard punch once you get it all down!”

      Malem smiled at Gwen. “She’s the one who can’t hold her liquor.”

      But Gwen surprised him by coming to her defense. “Maybe she just got a particularly strong batch.”

      “That’s right,” Abigail said, her voice close to slurring.

      He wasn’t sure how good of an idea it was to have a drunk fire mage in their company.

      Malem grabbed the jug Abigail had poured from, and swilled it down in its entirety. He waited a few moments, but only felt a moment of lightheadedness.

      He shrugged. “Seems fine to me. But I’m fairly sure I’m going to have to take an urgent piss soon.”

      “On that note, I have to use the lady’s room.” Abigail shoved him, and he got up so that she could rise.

      Malem offered her a hand. “Are you going to be all right?”

      She waved his hand away. “Fine.”

      She made her wobbly way through the crowd, toward the toilets. She excused herself every few steps when she knocked into someone.

      “You think she’ll be all right?” Gwen asked.

      “She can take care of herself, don’t worry,” Malem replied. But he kept a surreptitious eye on her until she reached the lady’s room.

      “She’s not so bad, when she lowers that haughty facade of hers,” Gwen said.

      She suddenly got up and sat beside him, squeezing close against him, ostensibly so she could hear him better. He was very conscious of the press of her robed thigh against his. He wished those fabrics weren’t in the way.

      She lowered her hood slightly so he could see her face better, but she kept her head angled away from the rest of the tavern so that no one else would notice her green skin.

      “So, how are you holding up?” Malem asked.

      Gwen’s face suddenly saddened, and she bowed her chin. She pulled her leg away from him.

      Way to go and ruin the mood.

      Malem wrapped an arm around her back and gave her an impromptu hug. “I’m sorry. I won’t bring it up again for the night. Let’s talk about happier things.”

      He broke free, and she wiped a tear from her eye. Then she smiled sadly. “I don’t think I’ll ever forgive myself.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Malem said.

      “No, but I could have done something more,” she said. “I should have.”

      “None of us ever live up to our high expectations of ourselves,” he said. “We try. And usually fail. But that comes with being human.”

      “You forget, I’m not entirely human,” she said.

      “None of us really are,” he told her.

      That made her smile. “Oh, really?”

      “Uh huh,” he said.

      She became serious again. “You think he’s here, in this city?”

      “Who?”

      “The Black Sword who hunts her,” she explained.

      “I don’t know,” he replied. “Maybe.”

      She closed her eyes for a moment. “The man responsible for the destruction of my village is going to pay, when I find him.”

      “Might not be a he,” Malem commented.

      “He or she, they will pay,” she promised.

      The serving woman came by again, smiling flirtatiously, but Malem dismissed her quickly, to the woman’s disappointment. And Gwen’s delight.

      “So tell me, Breaker,” Gwen said, pressing her thigh against his once more. “You could have your choice of any animals in the world for your companions, why these two?”

      “You mean Abigail and yourself?” Malem joked.

      She flashed him an irked smiled. “Funny.”

      “So Felipe and Bounder,” he said. “There are some interesting stories behind the two of them. I rescued Bounder from an animal auction, and Felipe I got from a traveling menagerie. As to why I kept them? Well, I needed a mount, and iguanids are particularly sturdy. They’re fast, and relatively quiet, and they can look quite menacing on the road, though that doesn’t always stop the highwaymen, as I’ve learned.”

      She smiled. “Go on. Why keep the monkey?”

      “Felipe is quite handy when I’m running short on cash,” he said. “Not only can he steal small foods like apples and other fruits, he’s a great companion in gambling. Specifically, card games.”

      “He signals you?” she asked.

      He poured himself another mug of the grout. “Not exactly. I just have to position him on the far side of the room, and I can see the cards through his eyes.”

      “I’ve never heard of Breakers doing something like that,” she said.

      He took a long quaff and wiped his lips. “Nor have I. Felipe also makes a great companion in the wilderness. When I camp, I can have him keep watch from the trees. Though lately he’s been too tired for that... he usually keeps later hours than me, but I’ve been keeping him up during the day with all this traveling.” He refilled his mug. “I left out the most important reason of all. The two of them are my friends. It’s as simple as that.”

      She nodded. “I can understand. The bond I have with Neeme is nothing short of friendship. So what else can you do that other Breakers can’t?”

      Normally he wasn’t one to brag about his abilities, but he couldn’t help it in this case. He wanted to impress her. Especially for a chance to see that toned body of hers without any clothes again.

      “Well, I can transfer stamina to my animals, and grant them my night vision,” he said.

      “You have night vision?” she asked. “So do I. But it’s weak, probably because I’m a half-breed. But it does make me wonder, maybe you’re a half-breed like me?”

      “It’s possible,” he said. “Though my night vision is fairly strong. And I have no idea what my other half would be. I never knew my parents. They died when I was very young.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” she said. “Though I guess that makes us both orphans. Us orphan types have to stick together.”

      “Here’s to that,” Malem said, raising his mug. She clinked her own with his and drank.

      “If I were a Breaker, I’d surround myself with animals,” she said. “I’d walk around with armies of bears, snakes, and tigers. I wouldn’t limit myself to only two.”

      “I would if I could,” he said. “Two is the most I can control at the same time. I can release Bounder and Felipe while they sleep, or even when they’re awake sometimes, since they’re fairly well trained by now. When I do that, I can temporarily control another two, but that’s about it.”

      She took another long sip of her drink and when she set down the mug she rubbed her finger along the wet rim. It was somehow sensual, that motion.

      The rest of the tavern fell away, became distant. She focused on him, and he returned her gaze, knowing that the two of them had fallen into their own isolated, romantic bubble in that moment.

      “I’ve seen a couple of Breakers before in my life,” she said. “On the road, and in this city when I visited. I seem to recall they all had at least four to seven animals under their direct control.”

      He shrugged. “And there you’ve hit upon where I’m different from other Breakers once again. It’s a fair trade off, I suppose, given the other abilities I have. Such as seducing women.”

      She raised an eyebrow and gave him an amused smile. “Oh? You really think you’re the Bright One’s gift to womanhood, don’t you?” Her dismissive words were at odds to her body, which continued to show interest. She probably wasn’t even consciously aware that she was pressing her robed thigh against his, nor that she was still swirling her finger around the rim of her mug.

      “I’m the Bright One’s gift and more,” he told her plainly, not breaking eye contact. He was imagining all the things he was going to do to her later.

      “You remember what I told the guy at the front of the bar, don’t you?” she asked sweetly.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of using mere words to seduce you, like that moron,” he said, lowering his voice, and pronouncing each word slowly, succinctly. He kept his gaze upon hers. “Ninety percent of all seduction is done by the body and tone of voice.”

      She swallowed visibly as she stared into his eyes. Her pupils suddenly dilated. “Oh really.” Her voice sounded hoarse.

      “I’ve learned that every moment is precious,” he said. “That it could be our last. So I act without any restraint when it comes to my free time. And my pleasures. I enjoy life while I can. Because tomorrow, I might not be around anymore. We have to make the most of our time here, and not let any of it go to waste.”

      Her nostrils flared and she stopped rubbing her finger along the rim of her mug. She pressed her leg even more firmly against his.

      “We all should act this way,” she murmured. She licked her lips, and slowly tilted her head toward his.

      And then some other woman sat down across from them.

      Gwen tore her gaze from him and slid away so that their legs no longer touched.

      The bubble had popped.
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      Malem turned toward the woman and was about to cuss her out when he realized she looked vaguely familiar. That, and she was cute as hell. She had a leather corset wrapped tightly around her torso, the kind women wore to enhance their physique: it squeezed her sides to emphasize the figure-eight formed by her hips and upper body, while at the same time shoving her breasts upward so that they bulged from the cleavage. It could make a woman with smaller breasts look like she had a huge bosom. He definitely approved of the outfit.

      “I thought I recognized you,” she said. “Despite the fake monk robes.”

      Malem pulled down the fringe of his hood to hide more of his face. He didn’t like the condescending tone she was using. “Who the fuck are you?”

      The intruder gave Gwen the once-over. “And hanging out with a monster girl now. Truly, your stock in the world keeps rising.”

      He gave her a fake smile. “I ask again, who— are— you?”

      She kept her eyes on Gwen. “Did he tell you about the dark demon that stalks him? That when it comes, the demon will devour everything that gets between itself and him, including you?”

      Gwen glanced at him. “What’s she talking about?”

      “The mad ravings of a lunatic,” he said. He was about to give the intruder another verbal lashing, when he suddenly placed her. “You.”

      “Ah, so the Breaker comes up for air, finally,” she commented.

      “I barely recognized you, all cleaned up,” he said.

      “You know her?” Gwen asked in amazement.

      “She’s a bandit,” he said. “She and her merry band of highwaymen waylaid me on the road.”

      “Yes, and he escaped with the help of the demon I told you about,” the woman said. “And then we had sex.” She said the latter with disdain, as if it bored her.

      Feeling his cheeks growing hot, he turned angrily on her. “What are you doing in Redbridge?”

      The bandit shrugged. “Assassination mission.”

      “You, an assassin?” He laughed. “You’re the one who’s moving up in the world.”

      “I’m not sure that’s moving up...” Gwen commented.

      “For a bandit, it is,” he told her.

      The highwaywoman swirled her hair with one finger. “I found the job thanks to you, actually. See, after you abandoned me in the forest without a ride, I hooked up with a fat merchant I seduced on the road. He hired me to erase his former business partner.”

      Malem shook his head. “I’m surprised they didn’t arrest you at the gates.”

      The woman smirked. “It’s called a bribe.”

      Gwen glanced across the tavern, toward the restroom area. “She’s certainly taking a long time. I’m going to go check on her.” She returned her attention to the table. “This has certainly been a fascinating conversation. Have fun with your friend.”

      “Gwen, wait—”

      Before he could stop her, Gwen got up and walked away, leaving him with the woman bandit.

      “Finally, alone at last.” She leaned forward, and rested a hand atop of his.

      He looked at her hand uncertainly.

      “So, want to do it?” she asked. “Let’s go to the restroom.”

      “I never did get your name,” he told her.

      “You can call me Xaxia,” she said.

      “Xaxia?”

      “Uh huh.” She squeezed his hand slightly. “So?”

      “What kind of a name is Xaxia?” he pressed.

      She slid her hand away. “You’re no fun.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe I’m kind of pissed about what you just did,” he complained.

      She frowned. “You seriously prefer that monster woman to me?” When he didn’t answer, she said: “You do, don’t you? That’s sick.”

      “Oh really,” he said. “Fine, you want to get some? Let’s go.”

      He stood up, grabbed her hand, and tried to drag her from the booth.

      She snatched her hand back. “I don’t think so.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve changed my mind.” She grabbed one of the grout jugs. “I’ll have a drink though.”

      She held it to her lips and downed the whole thing while he stood watching with his mouth agape.

      “Ah.” She wiped her lips and set the jug down. “Sure hits the spot. A bit weak for my tastes, though.” She stood up. “Nice seeing you again. Maybe next time we cross paths you’ll be more fun.”

      He shook his head in disbelief. “I’ll be more fun?”

      She winked, and turned to go. After only a few steps she paused to say over her shoulder. “Thanks for the drink.”

      She walked through the crowded aisles and in moments was gone.

      “Unbelievable,” he said.

      Two guys tried to sit at his table and he promptly shooed them away before sitting back down.

      For the next two minutes he had to keep telling party-goers the seats across from him in the booth were taken, until finally Gwen returned. She acted as a crutch for Abigail, whose arm was slung across Gwen’s neck and shoulders.

      “She drank a little bit too much,” Gwen explained when they arrived.

      “Definitely can’t hold her alcohol,” Malem commented. “Time to go.” He finished the last of the grout, emptying his jug and the one Gwen had left behind, and then stood up to help bolster Abigail’s other shoulder. Her breath smelled of vomit.

      “Potatoes don’t taste so good the second time round,” Abigail commented as the pair led her toward the door.

      “No, I’ll bet they don’t,” he agreed.

      Malem accessed the rooftop owl’s eyes and confirmed that there was no ambush waiting outside the inn.

      As he and Gwen led Abigail outside, he realized the grout was beginning to hit him, too, now. He had a slight wobble to his step.

      Damn it. If we’re attacked now, we’re screwed. No fire mage. No weapons. And only one of us not piss drunk.

      He suddenly erupted in a raucous laugh.

      But it sure would be funny!

      “Shit, you’re drunk, too?” Gwen said.

      He began to hum drunkenly, a catchy bawdy tune he’d heard in a tavern somewhere.

      “Wait, the weapons!” Gwen tugged backward.

      “Hey, you’ll split me in half!” Abigail slurred, caught in the middle between Gwen and Malem.

      “Weapons? Oh yeah.” He backtracked to the alleyway and lowered Abigail to the cobblestone to retrieve his sword and dagger from the rooftop eave. He knew the weapons hadn’t been filched, of course: the owl had the weapons in view from its perch, and he’d instructed the night bird to alert him if anyone tried to take their stash.

      He was able to secure the dagger relatively easily to his ankle sheath, but he had some difficulty with the sword scabbard. Finally Gwen helped him, and he got it done. Then he reached underneath Abigail’s shoulder and helped Gwen carry her once more.

      “Maybe I should carry her on my own,” Gwen commented when he stumbled and nearly tripped.

      “No, no,” he said. “Loose stone in the cobble. Caught me by surprise.”

      The city guard was out in full force tonight, as they often were in the party and red light districts of Northern Redbridge, especially on weekends. He drunkenly saluted one of the guards, who eyed him with disgust.

      “Stop it,” Gwen hissed. “Do you want to get charged with public drunkenness?”

      “Sorry,” he said. Then began giggling uncontrollable. “They’re going to arrest me!”

      For some reason that seemed the funniest thing in the world. He had experienced a few arrests in the past, of course, and they were far from funny.

      Malem stopped humming halfway to the inn, and he sobered up during the final leg. He hadn’t really imbibed all that much, when it came to it. A good thing, too, because the city guard presence was beginning to thin out. The soldiers concentrated on the rowdier sections of the red light district; this area was relatively quiet at night. He still spotted at least one guard every block, though, which was good. Still, he felt like he’d be able to handle himself well enough if it became necessary to fight. At least long enough for more guard reinforcements to arrive.

      He wouldn’t be able to rely on Abigail for backup, however: she remained completely hammered. He suspected fire mages just didn’t have the constitution for drinking. It doused their inner flame or something.

      He had the presence of mind to check ahead with the owl, to confirm that the roadway in front of the inn remained clear. And when he finally arrived at The Rutting Cat, he recalled the second owl from the tavern to stand guard at the inn with the first. He reached out with his mind and confirmed that Bounder and Felipe were still where he expected them to be.

      An old woman was on duty behind the main counter in the common room, and she returned Malem’s nod of greeting with a scowl.

      He escorted Abigail and Gwen up the stairs to their room. Gwen fumbled with the key in the dimly lit hallway, and once they were inside, they led Abigail to the bed, and she dropped down heavily. She closed her eyes and her breathing changed almost instantly: fast asleep.

      “She sure snores loudly,” he told Gwen. “Have fun getting some sleep tonight.”

      He left her and made his way back down to the stable, using the connecting door in the common room. When he reached the stall that housed Bounder and Felipe, he peered over the gate and saw the pair sleeping amiably, snuggled against one another.

      He didn’t have the heart to interrupt them, so he slid down on the floor, and propped his back against the gate. He lowered his hood and adjusted the collar so that he could easily withdraw the sword from the scabbard on his back.

      He noticed motion to his right, at the entrance to the stable. Someone had followed him.

      He glanced that way, ready to draw his sword, but it was only Gwen, standing at the common room entrance.

      “Well hello, little bird,” he said softly, not wanting to wake the boarding animals.

      She closed the door behind her and came inside. She paused next to the stall that housed Neeme and peered inside for a moment. She smiled fleetingly, then sat beside him in the dim light, and leaned against the gate.

      “I won’t be able to sleep, not with that racket.” She spoke in a hushed voice, like him.

      He gave her an appraising look. “I thought I smelled and needed a bath?”

      She grinned. “You get used to the stench. Besides, this is the stable. The horses are doing a pretty good job of masking your smell.”

      He chuckled quietly. “Gee, thanks.”

      He turned away and stared at the gate of the stall across from him. He could hear the horse beyond, breathing in and out. He could sense its mind, this energetic bundle of dormant thoughts and emotions, as well as the minds of the other horses, and his own animals.

      He listened to the night air. He could hear the crickets, and the occasional raucous cry from somewhere out in the street. Insects, and humans, two beings he could not sense. Not that he wanted to. Having the ability to perceive bugs and people would ruin his ability to sense animals entirely: there were just so many of them out there.

      He considered seducing Gwen, but decided he wasn’t in the mood. He just didn’t feel like putting in the effort tonight. She was ready to go in the bar, and then that damned bandit had to show up. He’d already forgotten her name. What was it? Xanax or something?

      He closed his eyes and rested his head back against the gate behind him.

      And then he felt a hand on his knee, on top of the fabric of his robe. He looked down and saw Gwen’s palm; she had removed her glove. While he didn’t quite feel like seducing her, if she was going to offer herself to him flat out, he wasn’t about to say no…

      He looked at her face. Her eyes were wet with tears.

      “Help me forget,” she told him. “I want to forget.”

      And so he helped her.

      He took off his robe, and opened up his pants, then he grabbed her bare hand in his, and guided it between his legs.

      “This should help you forget,” he said.

      She shoved her hand violently inside, and he flinched when she gripped him.

      He leaned forward, but before his lips could touch hers, she was pressing her mouth against his. So hungry. He returned her kiss with equal passion, matching her mouth movements with his own. She released him a moment to wet her fingers, and then once more her hand went down.

      He moaned.

      “You stink so bad,” she said between kisses. “But I don’t care.”

      “You know how to turn me the fuck on,” he said.

      She squeezed tighter.

      In only a few short moments, the two of them were naked, and they did it right there on the stable floor. They managed to keep their grunts and moans to a minimum so that only a few of the closest horses stirred.

      He was about thirty seconds away from climaxing when he felt Gwen again with his mind. At first he didn’t know what was happening... his urgent need for release blocked out everything.

      But then he felt the growing sexual energy emanating from her, this vibrant, pulsating bundle of pleasure outside of himself, writhing with barely constrained passion, nearly overwhelming his own. It was the strangest feeling. And hot as hell.

      He slowed his physical pace as he explored that bundle of thoughts and emotions with his mind. He couldn’t help but wrap the fingers of his will around it. He wanted to grab that pleasure, add it to his own, make it a part of himself. When he squeezed, he expected her mind to slip away from his, as it had done the last time. He expected his tenuous connection with her to boomerang in his face.

      But incredibly, this time his grip remained firm. Her mind didn’t break free.

      Instead, it surrendered to him.

      She moaned.

      He began thrusting harder than ever, and he couldn’t stop himself from reaching entirely inside that bundle, intertwining his mind with hers, joining their two pleasure centers into one single cohesive unit. His eyes involuntarily rolled toward the back of his skull, and he found his release at the same time as hers; because their minds were linked, the effect was magnified tenfold. It was like a feedback loop. Her pleasure fed his, and his fed hers, and back and forth it went. He could do nothing as convulsions wracked his body. Underneath him, she fared little better.

      Finally he collapsed on top of her, panting, feeling utterly spent.

      “What the hell was that?” she whispered between gasps.

      He didn’t answer.

      Instead, he was taking stock of himself in confusion. Something had changed deep inside. He was linked to Gwen, yet he still remained connected to the two owls on the rooftop, which wasn’t possible. He had a limit of two animals at once.

      She’s not an animal, he reminded himself. Half monster. She was half monster.

      His connection to her also felt different than the other two. More permanent, like the strand connecting him to her could never break. As the moments passed and he recovered, he began to feel strangely invigorated, as if her innate strength and endurance had been added to his own.

      There was something else in addition to that link. When he operated at capacity, and used the two mental slots reserved for animals, it often felt as if his mind was squeezing against some invisible barrier. But that barrier had lifted, or at least increased in size, because though he held the owls, and now Gwen, he didn’t sense the barrier anymore, not at all. His mind must have expanded, that was the only explanation.

      Can I control more than two animals now?

      Without releasing the owls, or Gwen, he reached out experimentally and wrapped his will around all seven horses that were in the stable, including Neeme.

      It was only a halfhearted test, because he didn’t expect it to work. Calming an animal of that size was one thing, but taking direct and total control? Normally, he had to physically subdue a horse beforehand because of the stronger wills those animals possessed. And to attempt seven at once was pure lunacy, but this new feeling of power inside of him was intoxicating. By flexing his mental muscles so, at least he would quickly learn what his limits were.

      As he wrapped his will around all seven horses at once, those among them that were slumbering awakened. All of the animals began to dance nervously in their stalls, and some neighed loudly.

      Gwen glanced around, worried. Probably about Neeme.

      To his surprise, Malem was able to tighten his will around four of the seven horses with ease. The mental bundles didn’t slip away, and his grip remained firm, unremitting. It did drain him, however, when he tied the mental knots of his will in place, and he slumped slightly against Gwen. Even with his newfound stamina he felt the fatigue. Gwen also seemed suddenly tired, because her head bobbed, and she had trouble keeping her eyes open.

      The horses had the same ephemeral-seeming connections as the owls, not the solid link that joined him to the woman at his side.

      He was knocking against his mental limit once more… he could sense the barrier, pressing down just above him, constraining him once more. He tried to press past it and seize the three remaining horses, but he couldn’t break through. So he had six beast slots in total, then, versus his two original. Or seven, if counting the half-gobling woman.

      How?

      But he already knew.

      I should have seduced a monster woman years ago.

      He released the horses and his stamina bounced back, his mind free of the mental exertions necessary to keep so many animals in check. He knew the mental tax would lessen as he practiced, just as it had when he accustomed himself to controlling two animals at once all those years ago. Of course, assuming he kept all of these new slots when he released Gwen from his will.

      And he would release her, he told himself. Very soon.

      Maybe I can convince her to allow our minds to remain entwined like this?

      He chuckled inside. Unlikely.

      Gwen, whose physical and mental fortitude seemed linked to his own now, opened her eyes widely now that he had released the horses. She gave him a confused look.

      He couldn’t help the excited smile that formed.

      “You’re not going to believe this,” he told her.
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      Now that Malem had released them, the animals fidgeted nervously in their stalls once again, and he sent out a calming vibe. It usually didn’t work on so many at once, especially when not under his direct control, but to his pleasant surprise, all of the horses settled.

      “Believe what?” Gwen said angrily.

      He began to feel rage himself, no doubt as a consequence of their tight bond. He glanced at her and sent the same tranquil vibe through their mental link.

      It worked, to a degree.

      That made him wonder...

      Could he actually control Gwen?

      He focused on the bundle of energy that represented her in his mind. It was easy, because hers was the strongest of the three currently within his will.

      She stiffened suddenly.

      “What did you do?” she hissed.

      Scratch your cheek with your right index finger, he commanded.

      “No!” she shrieked. The anger flared up again.

      He flexed his will. It was like trying to bend a glowing hot piece of iron with his bare hands: it burned his fingers, but the bar slowly bent.

      He heard her voice in his head then, clear as day: Piss off!

      She reached up and scratched her cheek. With her right index finger.

      Interesting.

      “What did you do?” she repeated, gulping for air. She physically wrenched her body away from him, and her naked breasts flopped about distractedly.

      He quickly averted his eyes. “I don’t know. We’re... mentally linked. I, uh, broke you. Accidentally, of course.”

      “Accidentally?” she said. “How can you Break someone accidentally? I felt you in my head during sex. It felt good though, so I didn’t try to stop you. I thought you were just trying to enhance my pleasure. You weren’t supposed to do this.”

      She paused, squeezing her eyes shut. “I can’t push you out. No matter how hard I try.” She looked at him and demanded: “Let me go.”

      “Okay, okay,” he said.

      “Do it, or I’m going to get as far away from you as I can!” she said.

      “But our link lets me control more animals,” he said. “It—”

      “That’s it.” She was fumbling through his clothing on the stable floor. Probably looking for his dagger, since she had neglected to bring any weapons herself.

      So much for convincing her to let him keep their connection.

      “Okay, I’m releasing you now,” he said.

      She ignored him and continued to search through his clothes.

      “You might want to stop that,” he said. “I can’t concentrate with you fidgeting about. And if you’re looking for the dagger, here you go.” He reached down beside him, where he had stowed his two weapons, and tossed the sheathed dagger her way.

      She caught it, and then scowled at him.

      He homed in on her bundle inside of his head and tried to unwrap his will from her psyche, as he would have done to an ordinary animal, but he couldn’t release her, though he strove with all his mental effort. It was like trying to slough a thick glob of mud from one’s hands by flicking the palm alone. He couldn’t extricate his will from hers: their minds were inexorably tangled.

      He was, however, able to distance their emotions from one another, so he no longer felt the full extent of her anger. But that was it.

      “I… I can’t do it,” he said.

      “What do you mean, you can’t do it?” she said.

      “I’ve never formed a bond like this before,” he said. “I don’t know how to let you go. I don’t think I even can. It’s like… our minds are permanently entwined, somehow. During sex, the mind downgrades to a more primitive state. Mental barriers are relaxed: you lowered your guard. I couldn’t help myself from latching on to the pleasure I felt. It was like you were spreading your legs before me, inviting me inside. I accepted the invitation.”

      “I—” she began angrily. Then she lowered her gaze. “I did invite you inside. When the pleasure began, I didn’t stop you. I wanted more of it.”

      He nodded. “It’s similar to when I physically subdue a stronger willed animal. Eventually, they just stop fighting, and I can take control. The difference is, I can always release them. You, I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      “I suppose, if the sex is mind-blowing like that, it’s something I can endure,” she said. “But keep your will where it is right now… distant. And no controlling. I’m going to fight you every step of the way otherwise.”

      “I promise I won’t control you,” he said. “You’re a person, not an animal to bend to my will. Of course, if you ever step out of line...”

      She glared at him.

      He raised his hands. “Just kidding! Seriously, it’s a struggle with you fighting me every step of the way. If I tried to do anything more than make you scratch your face, I’d probably burn myself out.”

      He wasn’t entirely sure about that, but he wasn’t about to test his theory.

      At least not now.

      He sensed motion above him and looking up saw Felipe there, standing on the top of the gate, spying on him. The capuchin wasn’t under his direct control, since Malem still had his will wrapped around the owls on the rooftop; the monkey promptly thrust its hips rapidly back and forth in mock imitation of what it had seen earlier.

      Malem grabbed his shirt and threw it at the animal. “Get back in your stall!”

      Felipe leaped down, cackling loudly. Malem was ready to transfer his will from one of the owls to the monkey if Felipe didn’t obey, but the animal remained in the stall.

      When Felipe finally stopped laughing, Gwen spoke into the silence.

      “What was that you were saying about controlling more animals?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he said. “Because of you, I can control six animals at once, instead of two. I have extra slots in my mind.”

      “That’s what you were doing with the horses.” She pursed her lips. “So I’ve upgraded you. Sort of.”

      “That’s exactly what you’ve done,” he said.

      “Six slots,” she said. “And I’m the seventh. Except I count as a permanent slot.”

      “Yes. Now I just have to find other willing monster girls like yourself to get more upgrades.”

      “Ha,” she said.

      “It might not be your monster nature, either,” he said. “It could be magic users, too. I sensed Abigail, for example, before she shut me out. She’s the only other human beside you who I’ve ever detected with my beast sense like that.”

      “So basically you’re saying you want to sleep with her, too…”

      “Solely for the purposes of research, of course,” he said wryly.

      She laughed and punched him in the upper arm. “Research, my ass. Well, don’t expect me to help you with that. If you want to sleep with her, go ahead, but I’m staying out of it.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” he said.

      “Six slots now, because of me…” She exhaled, as if she wasn’t quite sure what to think about that. “Why are you so different from other Breakers?”

      He sighed. “It probably has something to do with the Darkness that hunts me.”

      “The Darkness?” she said.

      He nodded. “It’s what I call the night, when it comes for me.”

      “When the bandit woman spoke of a dark demon stalking you, she wasn’t a raving lunatic after all, then…”

      “No.”

      She was quiet for a moment. “So if I’m linked to you…”

      “You’re safe from it,” he said quickly. “As long as you’re not around when it comes for me. The Darkness has never touched my animals, unless they got in the way.”

      “Is that all I am to you, just another one of your animals?”

      “I was speaking generally,” he said.

      “And how long do we have until this Darkness comes again?”

      “At least a week, I’d say,” he told her. “Give or take a few days.”

      “A week,” she said. “So this happens to you four times a month?”

      “It varies,” he said. “Sometimes less. It’s my curse. I’ve been running from it my entire life.”

      “Maybe you should face it, instead of running,” she said. “We all have to face our demons, someday.”

      He smiled sadly. “Unfortunately, it doesn’t work like that. You can’t face this thing. You can only run. It destroys everything in its path. Gold. Armor. Flesh. When it touches you, it rips everything that is living away from you, and sucks you down into the abyss.”

      “I wish you’d told me all this before I hooked up with you.”

      “Would it have changed anything?”

      She paused. “Well, I probably wouldn’t have slept with you, at the very least. Then again, my choice in men has never really been what you’d call ideal.”

      He held out a hand. “Can I have my dagger back?”

      “Sure.” She handed the small sheath to him, and he tied it around his ankle.

      She began to dress.

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “Back to the room.” She slid on her panties, her breasts dangling enticingly in front of her.

      “I thought you couldn’t sleep with all that racket?”

      “Ah, eventually I’ll go under,” she said. “I’d rather sleep up there, than here. Your little story about the Darkness has me spooked.”

      “It won’t be coming tonight…” he said.

      “Even so, I think I’d rather have a soft bed underneath me, than a hard floor. Sorry, Breaker.”

      She slipped on the robe, pulled the hood low, and left through the common room exit.

      He donned his clothes as well, but he was too excited to sleep. He experimented, reaching out into the darkness and taking over different night rodents nearby. Controlling the smaller animals was less draining that the horses, he noted, but he still had a cap of six, including the owls. He sent a pack of four rats into the common room from the street beyond, and had them silently climb the counter. The old woman on night duty shrieked loudly, and then produced a broom; he had the rats scatter at that point, but he couldn’t wipe the smile off his face.

      He released the smaller animals, leaving the two owls in place.

      He could sense Gwen in the room above him, tossing restlessly. He didn’t have to worry about his hold on her loosening—the vise of his will stayed firm around her without any effort. The only time that vise fought him was when he tried to seize control.

      He didn’t think he would be doing that very often, if at all. Like he had told her, she was a person, not an animal. There had to be some limits.

      He did have one thought. Now that Gwen had upgraded him, could he also control monsters, too? Or was he still limited to animals?

      He knew he’d have to try when the first opportunity presented itself.

      Where are a few attacking oraks when you need them?

      He reached out with his mind, searching, but there were only animals in the city, of course.

      With a sigh, he finally tried to sleep. It took a while but eventually he found a fitful rest.

      He dreamed of a battle where oraks and dragons fought at his side. He conquered the field, and retreated to sit on a throne made of dire wolf bones. Scantily-clad monster women served him wine from gold chalices.

      He awoke with a beaming smile.
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      Malem waited outside The Rutting Cat with Bounder, Felipe and Neeme. The blankets continued to conceal the iguanid from passersby, while the monkey hung casually from the exposed saddlebags. Malem wore his robe with the hood low.

      Gwen and Abigail joined him, also wearing their robes, and the party made its way toward the northern side of the city on foot. He had released his hold on the owls, returning it to Bounder and Felipe after awakening. But he experimented with binding various urban birds while keeping the other two animals under his will.

      As usual, he allowed Felipe to roam on its own at times so that the little monkey could free caged animals behind him along the way.

      “Stop here,” Abigail said next to a corral.

      Malem glanced at her. “Buying a horse?”

      “That’s right,” she said. “I have a deed from the king.”

      “Save it,” Malem said.

      “What?” she said. “Why?”

      “Trust me. I’ll get you one.” He spotted Felipe in place atop a nearby roof, ready to climb down and open the entrance gate.

      “I don’t want to steal,” she said.

      “It’s not stealing when you’re setting the animal free,” he said.

      She acquiesced, and they continued. Felipe returned a moment later, giving Malem a sly grin before pulling itself into the saddle.

      Ahead, the city gates were unlocked and thrown back, the northern road beyond still open to travelers and commerce. The party passed through without issue and into the throng of travelers that trafficked the Midweald road on the other side. He did notice the beefed up military presence, with several soldiers standing guard at different points along the route. Probably a good thing, with oraks afoot. But the fact that the road remained opened told Malem that no oraks had yet been spotted on this side of the river.

      The forest had been cut away immediately outside the Northern Redbridge limits, making way for the lean-tos of the slums. Most were erected against the city walls, though there were several freestanding huts next to them.

      “If war comes here, those homes will be the first to fall,” Abigail commented.

      “Like in any war, the poor are the first to suffer,” Gwen said.

      The slums faded as the trees reigned supreme once more, and the party continued on its way.

      The traffic thinned out, with most of the caravans and people on horseback trotting ahead, leaving only those few on foot. Soldiers continued to trot past on horseback in both directions; they paid the party little heed.

      “Well, where’s my horse?” Abigail asked.

      “It’s coming,” he replied.

      There was no reason to remain on foot themselves; the party was readily visible to any eyes in the forest now that the traffic had diminished, and they might need the speed their beasts provided.

      So Malem, keeping his robes, mounted Bounder with Abigail, while Gwen rode Neeme. The press of Abigail behind him was no longer as enticing as it once had been, and he couldn’t help the furtive glances he sent Gwen’s way, nor the dirty thoughts that formed in his head whenever he saw her. He sent some of those thoughts along to her, and although she didn’t look at him, he felt her blush.

      He was distracted by the tugging at his jacket and robe combination as Felipe assumed his customary position on Malem’s shoulder.

      “There you are,” a familiar voice said from behind and to his left. The voice startled him slightly, and brought his distracted mind back to the present.

      A horse and rider came alongside him.

      Xaxia in her leather corset. She was wearing leggings that looked more like slip-on stockings than anything else, with a garter belt to boot.

      He chuckled softly. “I’ll never be rid of you, will I?”

      “Nope.”

      “Who’s this?” Abigail asked. He could hear the condescension in her voice.

      “No one of any concern to you,” Xaxia said, rather haughtily.

      “Hmph!” Abigail said. She shifted in the saddle behind him, and Malem knew she was looking away.

      “I like your outfit,” he commented.

      He felt a weak punch in his side, and had to suppress a smile. Ah, Abigail.

      “Thank you,” Xaxia said. “I use it to entice males of certain proclivities. As well as some females. When they see me alone, traveling through the woods, they see an easy target.” She caressed the hilt of the sword at her waist. “But it’s only after they attack that they learn I’m far from easy.” She smiled brightly. “I usually end each day with fifty extra drachmae in my pocket. And I’m already accounting for the drachmae I have to spend to clean the blood from my outfit.”

      “Good for you.” He looked at her and smiled from underneath his hood. “So, how went the assassination mission?”

      She shrugged. “Good.”

      “Do I want to know what happened to the fat merchant you were working for?”

      “Depends.” She smiled widely. “I completed the job, and when he paid me, I robbed him of everything he had while he slept.”

      He chuckled. “Whoever coined the term moral turpitude had you in mind.”

      Xaxia smiled widely. “Thank you.”

      A rider less horse came trotting up alongside the party. It wore a saddle.

      “How strange,” Xaxia said. “Then again, maybe not so strange around you, Breaker.”

      “Right on cue.” Malem commanded Bounder to halt and then kneel.

      Abigail dismounted, but before she could pull herself into the saddle of her new horse, Gwen pulled up to the animal and gave it an appraising look. She leaned forward, examining its back, and riding around to the front to study the head.

      “A well-balanced horse,” Gwen said. “The neck, shoulder and back are equal length, and the topline is shorter than the underline. Hip and wither height are the same. The eyes are a third of the distance from the poll to the nostrils. Great conformation. A very fine specimen of horseflesh! I’m almost tempted to give up Neeme. You can’t fool a farmer with a foal.”

      “What?” Abigail asked.

      “A rustic expression. It means we know our horses.”

      Abigail mounted her new horse.

      Xaxia lingered the whole time, watching with amusement.

      “So, are you coming with us or what?” Malem said to the bandit.

      “I thought you’d never ask,” Xaxia told him.

      “What?” Abigail said from her new mount. “You’re not actually inviting her along, are you?”

      “We could use the extra sword arm,” he told her. “Besides, I like how she riles you up.”

      “I’m not paying her a single drachma!” Abigail said.

      “You can use the money he saved on your mount to pay me,” Xaxia commented.

      Abigail merely scowled at her.

      Xaxia laughed. “Oh, I think getting under your skin will be payment enough.”

      “You’re really coming?” he asked her.

      She gave him an amused look. “Honestly, with the demon of the night I witnessed hunting you? No thanks. Though I have to admit, I’m impressed that you convinced these two to let you tag along.”

      “The Darkness won’t come for a while,” he told her. “You’ll be safe.”

      “How long is a while?” Xaxia pressed.

      “A few days,” he said.

      “A few days!” she scoffed.

      “Yes,” he said, ignoring her tone.

      “Wait, demon of the night?” Abigail turned toward him. “What’s she talking about?”

      “Oh, he hasn’t told you?” Xaxia said. She glanced at Gwen. “And how about you?”

      “He’s spoken of it, in cryptic terms,” Gwen admitted.

      Abigail frowned and spun on him. “Why have you never brought this up with me? If a demon hunts you, don’t you think it would be important to let me know?”

      Malem shrugged helplessly. “It’s just a small thing. It visits very rarely. Once a week or so.”

      “Once a week!” Abigail said. “I’d hardly call that rare.”

      “Sometimes two weeks,” he said sheepishly. “Or longer.”

      Abigail shook her head. “Perhaps I was wrong to hire you as my protector.”

      He straightened his back. “As I told the bandit, you’ll be safe. I wouldn’t lead you into danger. If the Darkness comes, I won’t let it touch any of you.”

      Xaxia gave him a sly look, then smiled maliciously as she spun on Abigail. “This Darkness of his is a terror of the underworld unlike any you will ever behold. Relentless. Unstoppable. Hungry. The very night comes alive, tears through trees, rips up the Earth, and destroys everything in its path in its tireless pursuit of the one object it desires more than anything in the world. Him.”

      Abigail was silent for several moments. Then: “Why does it want you?”

      He sighed, hesitating. Finally: “Revenge.”

      “Revenge?” she asked.

      He shook his head, glancing at his sandals. “Not now. I’m not in the mood to recall that fateful day.”

      “Then why should I let you ride with me?” Abigail asked.

      He looked the fire mage firmly in the eye. “I promise you no harm will come to you while you travel with me. I can sense when the Darkness is coming so I can make sure I’m well away from you before it arrives.” That wasn’t true all the time, but he decided it was best not to mention that for now. He was confident the women would come to no harm if the Darkness arrived early and without warning, because he would sacrifice himself so they could get away, if need be. “In fact, when we reach our destination, I plan to part ways immediately. I’ll return to the woods alone and wait for it to come for me. You’ll never see me again.”

      Gwen gave him a look that read: “What about me?”

      He ignored that look. There was time enough to decide what he’d do about Gwen later.

      Abigail nodded slowly. It was her way of telling him she trusted him. At least that was how he interpreted the nod.

      “Where do you ride?” Xaxia asked.

      Malem glanced at Abigail, who shook her head.

      Xaxia shrugged. “I’m going the same way. I suppose I could accompany you for a little while. It should be... entertaining.”

      Abigail rounded on Malem. “I won’t have the likes of her accompanying us! She’s an assassin! An admitted murderer and bandit! This is not the companion you want at your side on the road. She could lead us into a den of highwaymen! I’m surprised you’d ever associate with such a trollop!”

      Xaxia’s eyes glinted with amusement as she told her: “Speaking of which, did he mention we slept together?”

      Abigail gaped at her, and then she shot a glare Malem’s way. “You sleep with anything that moves! Disgusting!” She spurred her new horse to a gallop, leaving him in the dust.

      “I suppose it’s settled then,” Malem told Xaxia. “You’re in. Come on then, we can’t let her believe she’s the one in charge.”

      Xaxia laughed, while Gwen merely shook her head.
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      Malem spurred Bounder forward, leaving the pair behind. Though Abigail was whipping her horse for all it was worth, he soon pulled up beside her. He waited until she looked his way and then waved, wearing a purposely goofy smile on his face.

      Apparently that smile was a little more mocking than he intended, because it made Abigail only angrier, and she spurred her horse harder.

      He sighed, shaking his head, and increased Bounder’s pace. The lizard’s more muscular frame, combined with its longer legs, allowed Bounder to easily gain ground on the horse, and Malem smiled as he pulled in front of Abigail and took the lead.

      The high speeds didn’t last, of course. Within a few minutes they were back to their ordinary trot. Abigail’s new mount was panting severely, while Bounder fared little better, its breathing ragged even with its iguanid endurance. Xaxia and Gwen took their time catching up, not pushing their horses as hard to spare the animals from hardship.

      “It’s okay, Ember,” Abigail told her mount.

      “That’s right, console the steed after needlessly forcing it to run at its maximum speed,” Xaxia said. “Tiring it out for no purpose. And by the way, Ember is a girl’s name. I don’t know if you checked the genitals, but your horse is a male...”

      “I was putting it through its paces,” Abigail declared haughtily. “I need to know what kind of speeds I can expect from the animal when danger strikes. Also, I’ll have you know, Ember is a unisex name.”

      Malem laughed, shaking his head.

      Abigail gave him a scathing look. “What are you laughing at?”

      He ignored her. When it came to women, he had learned that when they verbally sparred with one another, it was best to hold one’s tongue. The laugh had been a mistake, but he would have only dug himself deeper by opening his mouth.

      He searched ahead with his mind, sensing the different forest creatures. There were no imminent dangers, as far as he could tell.

      As the others followed behind him, he focused his mind closer at hand, on the tempting bundle of animal energies that represented the three horses. He still had four free animal slots, after Bounder and Felipe, and wondered if these three would Break as easily as the horses in the stable.

      He wrapped his will around all three at once. The animals struggled, but before they could break free, he squeezed, hard, and just like that they were his. He gave them freewill, for the time being.

      Abigail came alongside.  “I said, what are you laughing at?”

      He instructed all three horses to rear.

      Abigail was unceremoniously dumped onto the dirt trail, along with Gwen and Xaxia.

      “What are the chances of three horses rearing all at the same time?” Gwen asked from the ground.

      “Essentially zero,” Abigail answered coldly as she got up. Her eyes burned into him. He was half expecting her forearms to ignite with flame at any moment.

      Xaxia laughed and hauled herself into the saddle.

      Abigail mounted Ember slightly off balance, and the horse got too close to Neeme; the latter animal snapped at him, nearly biting Ember in the nose. Though a bigger horse in general, Ember promptly swerved away, ceding to the smaller, more dominant animal.

      Malem was getting better at controlling more than two animals, but it still wearied him so that, with his little experiment now concluded, he released the horses and kept only Bounder and Felipe slotted.

      He did however master a nearby hawk, and had it fly ahead to scout the forest from above. Not that it could really see through the thick trees, but at least he’d be able to spot any potential snafus or trouble on the road itself.

      He tapped into its vision and smiled. The view was amazing, the details so crisp, the colors breathtaking. He saw so many different shades, far more than his human vision provided him with.

      Observing the world from that height and with such detail never got old, and the smaller animal wasn’t as draining as a horse. It helped that his orders were more free form, and didn’t require constant attention. He essentially told the animal to keep the party in sight at all times, but otherwise to roam as it would.

      At one point, Gwen narrowed her eyes and gazed up at the dot representing the hawk overhead. “That yours?”

      “Uh huh,” he said. “I can see the world through its eyes.”

      “How’s that supposed to work?”

      “It’s difficult to explain,” he said.

      “Can you still see what’s in front of you?”

      “I still have my own vision, yes, but it’s like I have a third eye overlaying the view from the hawk in my mind.”

      “Weird,” Gwen said. “I thought you could sense all beasts, including monsters.”

      “Not always,” he told her. “Sometimes upper level monsters elude me. The hawk will see what the mind misses.”

      Gwen and Abigail broke their fast on the rations Abigail had purchased that morning. Malem ate his own rations, collected with Felipe’s help in an early-morning skullduggery session.

      “I still don’t agree with how you get your food,” Abigail said. “Nor your animals. Thievery is hardly a worthy profession. You should consider an honest living sometime.”

      “I’ve had my whole life stolen from me,” Malem said. “So thievery is an honest profession as far as I’m concerned.”

      Xaxia was downing what looked like slivers of raw meat taken from a butcher’s shop.

      “You stole that too, I assume,” Abigail told her.

      “In fact, I bought this.” Xaxia tore into the meat and chewed for a moment before swallowing. Then she added: “Using money I stole.” She grinned, flashing her pearly whites.

      “Well, at least you don’t have the usual bandit teeth,” Abigail said.

      “I’m a carnivore,” Xaxia said. “I eat meat only. You can’t have rotten teeth without sugar, or the starches that contain them.”

      “Liar, no one can live on meat alone,” Abigail said.

      Xaxia merely shrugged and took another bite.

      “Ever think about cooking it?” Abigail pressed.

      “Blasphemy,” Xaxia said. “Cooking ruins the meat.”

      “Raw meat’s actually pretty good,” Gwen agreed.

      “You’re half gobling, I’d expect that from you,” Abigail told Gwen. “Her, not so much.”

      “Racial stereotyping now, are you?” Gwen said, pretending to be offended.

      They continued prattling on like that but Malem tuned them out. It was relatively easy for him, what with the hawk’s vision feeding his mind, along with his roaming beast sense. He was one with the forest, quite literally.

      The party still passed the occasional soldiers on patrol, which was somewhat reassuring. That said, if there were an attack, it would probably take place when the road was empty around them, while the soldiers were well away.

      The party paused at a rest area at noon, and Abigail purchased more small snacks from the vendors. Malem had Felipe sneak a few kabobs from the unsuspecting meat merchant, while Bounder headed out into the forest to scout for bog spiders and other favorite foods.

      Before they set out again, Malem suggested that they travel in the woods to avoid any potential ambushes. “We could mirror the road, like before.”

      Abigail shook her head. “We can make better time on the road. For the sake of expediency, we’ll remain on the trail. At least until we reach the less trafficked road to Fallow Gate. If the enemy attacks, it will be along that route.”

      Throughout the day, the soldier patrols became less frequent. From their varying armor, Malem realized that different garrisons from the surrounding cities were pitching in.

      As evening neared, the party stopped at one of the more elaborate rest areas, which was essentially a fortified camping ground, and joined other merchants and travelers for the night. There were at least thirty soldiers on guard upon its walls, in addition to at least ten hired swords.

      He took one of the alcoves provided by the fortification for himself. Gwen and Abigail shared another nearby, while Xaxia took one on the opposite side of the rest area.

      “I don’t want to be anywhere near you when darkness falls in the forest,” the bandit woman told him.

      Malem allowed Felipe and Bounder to sleep that night, as well as his new hawk, Spirit. He bound two owls to him, and had the animals keep watch on opposite sides of the camp ground. He set them to wake him if they spotted any nighttime intruders. While the animals were small, he was definitely getting more accustomed to controlling multiple creatures, because the effort required to maintain all five slots was minimal, at least compared to that first night. He was surprised at how fast he was adapting, even if these were only birds. He suspected his link with Gwen had something to do with it.

      Speaking of Gwen, as he lay in the dark, he was well aware of her presence in the alcove she shared with Abigail. He sensed her as she sneaked into his area, and welcomed her with open arms.

      The sex was just as good as the previous night, maybe even more mind blowing, now that he was becoming more familiar with the link between their minds. After it was over, she lay in his arms, snuggling against his body for a few minutes before standing.

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “I don’t want the others to know,” she whispered back. “I don’t want them to be jealous.”

      He decided not to argue with her.

      After she was gone, Malem hoped either Xaxia or Abigail would warm his bed as well, but no such luck. He wondered if he should try to seduce Abigail, if only to increase the number of animals he could slot. He decided against it. The pursuit of pleasure was one thing, but sex for the sake of expanding one’s power was an entirely different matter altogether. Some had no qualms with it, but he did.

      The night passed without incident, and they set off with dawn the next day. The traffic was even sparser than the day before, as were the soldier patrols.

      By noon they reached a fork in the road. A signpost on the leftmost branch read: North, Fallow Gate, 2 Days. The rightmost: Northeast, Bright Creek, 1 Day.

      From the way the trees had grown into the leftmost route, shrinking the breadth of the road, it was obvious traffic passed that way far less.

      “The road less traveled,” Xaxia murmured.

      “Why doesn’t anyone go north?” Gwen said.

      “Fallow Gate is a town built around a military outpost,” Abigail said. “Its only trade is in whoring, or foodstuffs. Victualers occasionally pass this way to sell to the soldiers, but they prefer the Bright Creek route, which allows them to travel outside the forest. After the one day to Bright Creek, the forest ends, and the next three days to Fallow Gate can be spent in the open.”

      “There must be a lot of bandits this way, or something,” Gwen said. “If everyone would rather travel outside the forest to reach Fallow Gate.”

      “Not really,” Abigail replied. “But this route will take us slightly closer to monster territory, I admit.”

      “Great,” Gwen said.

      Abigail shrugged. “You’re the one who wants to kill monsters.”

      “Not monsters, oraks,” Gwen clarified.

      “And yet she’s a monster herself,” Xaxia commented. To preempt the scowl from Gwen she must have known was coming, she quickly added: “Just kidding!”

      Abigail pulled ahead to take the lead, as if to ensure no deviation from her planned route to Fallow Gate.

      “Wait,” Malem said. He paused at the entrance to the leftmost branch and reached out with his mind. He sensed something peculiar, and sent Spirit to confirm. “There’s a hill giant roaming about a mile away to the south. We should be safe as long as we don’t tarry long on the road.”

      Gwen gave Abigail an accusing look. “Slightly closer to monster territory, huh?”

      Felipe crawled into his collar at the news and poked its little head out. That was a side effect of the link between him and the monkey—it wasn’t so much that Felipe understood his words, but could sense the emotions behind them. In this case, fear.

      Xaxia studied him. “That’s a handy ability. I didn’t know Breaker’s could detect monsters.”

      “They can’t,” Abigail said, spurring Ember forward onto the Fallow Gate route.

      Malem decided that was the best possible answer, and he followed after her.

      As he came alongside, he said: “After we’ve passed the hill giant, we should head into the woods. I’m not entirely comfortable, exposed on this road.”

      Abigail frowned. “But that defeats the purpose of traveling this way. We may as well head to Bright Creek and follow along the forest eaves, for all the extra time it will take. The oraks used the road last time. You’ll spot them with your hawk. Or your beast sense.”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” he said. But he didn’t argue the point further.

      The party proceeded at a faster pace until the hill giant was well behind them, and then they slowed to their regular trot.

      The forest was quiet around them. He reached out, and realized most of the birds and other rodents had gone into hiding.

      “Something’s wrong,” he said.

      And then he sensed them. Oraks, fast closing in from the north.

      Motion drew his gaze to the right. A black-robed orak had emerged from where it had been hiding. Bone necklaces hung underneath a red beard streaked with gray. A mage. Somehow it had avoided his beast sense.

      And then, just like that, he couldn’t move. Nor could any other member of the party. Beside him, Abigail’s forearms were aflame with her magic, but apparently she couldn’t actually do anything with those flames while paralyzed.

      The orak mage merely stared at him, its features contorted in what seemed intense concentration.

      Malem commanded Bounder to pounce, but the animal was frozen, too. Felipe was stuck inside his collar as well.

      The remaining oraks arrived shortly, streaming in from the forest on either flank—which would explain why Spirit hadn’t spotted them on the road. In addition to their bronze pikes they carried nets, ready to wrap them around the party members and pull them off their mounts.

      So the trap is finally sprung.
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      Malem could sense the mage now, and he tried to wrap his will around the monster’s bundle of energy, but the creature kept slipping way. Next he focused on the bronze-mailed oraks that were rushing him with their nets. He concentrated all of his efforts on one of them, and enveloped its mind with his own.

      No good.

      That was a little disappointing. He’d hoped that by Breaking Gwen, he’d have access to some true monsters now, but apparently that wasn’t the case.

      “We’re going to feed upon your entrails!” one of the oraks said gleefully as it threw the net on him and dragged him from his mount. He hit the ground hard enough to knock the wind out of his lungs.

      He recalled Spirit, and reached out desperately, searching for any animals nearby that could help. There, in the forest, running away… something large. Something… hungry.

      He slammed his will around the beast’s energy and squeezed hard, like a vise. This was an animal he would have had to physically subdue, before his upgrade. Not anymore.

      He turned the angry beast around and sent it careening through the undergrowth, toward its new target: the orak mage.

      He watched from the bear’s viewpoint as the animal crashed through the forest, ignored the as yet oblivious oraks around it to head directly for the mage. The bear slammed into the black robed orak from behind and bit its head off before the two hit the ground.

      Just like that, Malem was free.

      Bounder immediately roared into action. It flung its head, partially swinging away the blanket that covered it, and slammed the side of its long neck into the orak that was on top of Malem, sending the creature crashing into another orak nearby. The iguanid stomped on other oraks around it and proceeded to tear into them with its big maw.

      Meanwhile, Felipe had crawled out from where it had been hiding underneath his collar, and retrieved Malem’s dagger from his ankle sheath. As soon as he received it, Malem cut his binds away.

      He scrambled up on one arm and turned to toss the dagger to Abigail, but she had already turned the net around her to ash—her entire body was on fire now that she didn’t have to worry about burning Ember. She’d burned away the monk robes in addition to the net, but the red dress remained intact underneath, impervious to the flames. She lobbed fireballs mercilessly at the oraks around her, igniting them, and their screams filled the road.

      Malem tossed the dagger to Gwen instead, who used it to cut through her own net, and then he reached underneath his hood to withdraw the sword.

      The horses tried to flee, but Malem slammed his will around them, and instructed them to ignore their fear and to fight back. Soon they were kicking and biting like well-trained warhorses.

      Most of the nearby oraks had swarmed the bear, hacking at it with pikes, swords and axes. The bear was covered in gaping wounds, having fought admirably, but it fell only a moment later.

      Malem rushed those distracted oraks and promptly chopped off the head of the one that had killed his bear.

      Spirit came in range, and Malem instructed the hawk to dive-bomb the oraks and aim its claws at their eyes.

      Malem took down a sword-wielding orak, cutting off its wrist where it emerged from bronze mail, and then caught the dagger Gwen tossed his way, slamming the point underneath the unarmed oraks chin.

      Two more turned their pikes on him. He had to defend against the greater reach of those weapons, using the dagger in his left hand and the sword in his right to parry. When Spirit landed on the face of one of them, he closed with it and thrust his sword home, aiming for the space between the front and back pieces of the armor. His blade passed into the ribcage and emerged from the throat.

      He ripped the sword free, ready to engage the next attacker, but Xaxia was there. She’d broken free of her netting and swung her sword like a master, dancing through sword forms he had never seen. She moved in a blur, and judging from the glow on her blade, the weapon was magical in some way—that would explain why she was able to cut through the orak armor, when he had to aim for the gaps.

      Gwen was behind him a moment later, fighting with her back to his, and she unleashed the arrows from her quarrel in rapid succession, downing any oraks that tried to reach them from that side. She targeted the exposed faces and necks of her targets.

      Felipe had returned inside his collar, where the monkey remained in hiding… Bounder had waded too far into the enemy ranks, and the monsters would soon enclose the iguanid entirely so Malem recalled the creature. Bounder returned, his retreat covered by Gwen and Abigail.

      The fatigue of controlling all those animals while engaged in swordplay was catching up to him; Abigail seemed to be tiring as well. Her body was no longer on fire, and the fireballs she threw had half their former intensity. Some of the oraks had shields, and used them to turn aside her reduced attacks; one orak deflected a fireball directly into the monster beside it, setting it aflame.

      “Get out of the way, you moro—” the orak said. An arrow from Gwen penetrated its open mouth before the monster could finish the sentence.

      “There are too many of them!” Malem said. “We have to cut through to the other side, and flee! Remount!”

      Tucking his dagger away behind his belt, he leaped onto Bounder’s back and the animal stood up. He ordered the other horses closer to their respective owners, except for Neeme, who was separated by a row of monsters.

      Gwen was out of arrows, so she slid her bow over one shoulder, using the drawstring like a strap, and scooped up a sword from a fallen beast to hack off the head of the first orak in her path. She continued forward, hewing down the oraks between herself and Neeme. Malem joined in at her side, guarding her flank with Bounder and his sword as she waded deep within the fray. Her sword forms were crude but the strength behind each blow was impressive, and very effective. She cut right through that bronze armor, digging deep into orak chests. Sometimes she cut an arm clean away. Or another head.

      What Malem would have given for strength like that. And yet, a part of his mind reminded him as he fought that he was already borrowing some of that strength courtesy of their link.

      Because of their connection, he also knew it wasn’t sheer strength alone driving her, but the seething rage of vengeance: she fought to avenge the friends—the family—she had lost in her village.

      Like a force of nature she plowed forward, leaving bodies in her wake until finally, just like that, she was through. Neeme stood before her, seeming almost demonic in nature with those eyes red with bloodlust, and its beautiful hide marred by the cuts and gashes of battle. Gwen promptly mounted the steed, almost slipping because of the layer of orak blood that coated the surface of her robe.

      Malem steered Bounder away, leading Gwen back to Abigail and Xaxia, who were also mounted. The four of them spurred forward, hacking through the oraks in their paths—or in Abigail’s case, throwing fire—trying to break through to the far side.

      Spirit had grown tired, and rested on a nearby branch.

      Malem released the horses now that they were mounted. He was ready to dispatch calming vibes among the animals, but it proved unnecessary: though they stopped biting and kicking, the horses still obeyed their masters. No doubt some of the bloodlust and fearlessness remained inside of them, spurring them on.

      Abigail struck an orak with a glancing blow of fire. The creature was about to retaliate, and hack at her while she sat on her mount, but Malem intercepted its blade. He twisted the sword back on the creature, and sliced off its ear. The screaming orak stepped back into the ranks of its comrades, some of whom shoved him forward again.

      Malem could sense the pain, terror, and disbelief running through the monster’s energy bundle. It was similar to the sensations he had experienced while subduing stronger-willed animals in the past, right before he broke them.

      I wonder…

      He wrapped his will around the energy and squeezed. The monster broke free.

      Before he could try again a blur of motion drew his gaze to the left; one of the oraks had thrown its sword at him.

      He tried to swivel his body away, and parry with his own blade, but he already knew he was going to take the hit. And given how poorly armored he was, it was going to hurt.

      Beside him, Xaxia used her superior speed to lean forward in the saddle and bat the weapon away before it struck him. Her weapon glowed brightly upon impact. As the deflected blade flew away, she gave him a wink.

      “I don’t remember you having a sword like that!” he said.

      She shrugged. “The merchant might have given it to me.”

      She turned in time to deflect another blow.

      Malem returned his attention to the weakened orak, which had retreated beyond the incoming vanguard. He wrapped his will around the energy bundle, and this time was ready when the orak tried to escape. He held fast as the beast’s mind thrashed about, and at last, it surrendered.

      He had broken the monster.

      “They have another mage!” Gwen shouted. Her robes were drenched in the blood of her opponents.

      He couldn’t see the mage from his current vantage, so he used Spirit’s eyes. There, just inside the eaves of the forest next to the trail, was the orak mage. It rode a pale horse whose body was marred with black veins that formed spiderweb patterns. The mage wore a blue robe rather than the black of the previous.

      Malem ordered his orak to target the magic user from behind.

      The mage unleashed a stream of ice at Abigail and she was forced to form a thin disk of fire to protect herself. The nearby oraks used the distraction to leap over the flaming bodies of their comrades and rush her.

      “Protect her!” he said. “If she falls, we’ll soon follow!”

      Bounder leaped in front of Ember and began tearing into the attackers. Meanwhile, Malem hacked down with his sword.

      Gwen and Xaxia protected Abigail’s other exposed flanks.

      The mage continued its assault, unleashing another stream, targeting Gwen. She leaped off her horse and slew an orak underneath her, adding its blood to the existing spatters on her robes, and physically lifting it in front of her as the ice stream pivoted downward, following her. She used the body as a shield, and the back of the creature froze solid. Nearby foliage also became covered in ice.

      Malem’s orak approached the ice mage from behind. There were two big pike-wielding guards with it, both on foot. He decided to take direct control of the animal.

      He squeezed his thighs around the saddle and tightened his grip on the pommel, and then his viewpoint snapped inside that of the orak. He could still see with his own eyes atop Bounder, but he could no longer control his body, which sat motionless atop the iguanid while the animal tore into the oraks around it. The thigh and hand muscles of his body would continue to apply the same amount of pressure as before he transferred his viewpoint, ensuring he physically stayed in the saddle.

      He stabbed his sword into the back of the first guard’s neck, and before it dropped, he was already withdrawing his weapon. The second guard spun toward him, only to meet the tip of his orak blade.

      The ice mage, whose back was to him, raised its arms, and shards of ice began to drop from the sky above the combatants.

      Malem leaped his orak body into the air and plunged the sword into the mage’s back. The blade easily penetrated the weakly armored foe, and the mage slumped in its saddle as Malem landed and withdrew the sword.

      “What have you done!” a nearby orak shouted.

      Before Malem could react, a pike stabbed into his orak’s side.

      He slumped in Bounder’s saddle as the connection severed, boomeranging in the usual mental slap.

      But it wasn’t just the blow from the disrupted link that had him slumping: that last bit had truly exhausted him.

      Maybe it hadn’t been the best idea to take direct control.

      But he had wanted to see if he could.

      A shard of ice struck him in the leg and he screamed as it dug deep. He realized sharp chunks were still falling from the sky, even though the mage had been killed. Abigail had been doing her best to melt them before they arrived, but several were starting to get through her airborne fire shield as she continued to weaken.

      “Breaker!” Xaxia shouted.

      He grabbed the shield the bandit woman tossed his way. She’d collected a few, he noted—spoils of war, strapped in behind her saddle.

      He lifted the shield skyward, and deflected the shards that reached him; he was careful to bat away any that were destined for his mount, too.

      Speaking of which, Bounder was beginning to slow down. The iguanid had taken several wounds on the front areas, and was starting to look as bad as the bear before it had fallen. Well, maybe not that bad, but still, Malem doubted Bounder would be able to hold up too much more of this.

      Some of the shards struck oraks, too, and the blows injured and stunned them. He used the opportunity to reach out with his mind, and he found two whose mental energies seemed the most desperate. He promptly broke the first orak and converted it to his side, but he had difficulty with the second; it felt like he was hitting up against his mental limit once again, even though he still had two slots free.

      Unless, each orak counted for two slots.

      He released his hold on Spirit, and then tried again. This time, he had just enough room to snap his will around the second. He definitely felt like he was hitting against his limit.

      Monsters take two slots. Or at least these ones do.

      He supposed higher level monsters would take up even more.

      He turned the two against their companions, which caused confusion among their ranks, and a definite loss in morale, as some on the outskirts began to flee.

      “They’re turning on each other!” Gwen said.

      “That’s me,” Malem said. “Don’t harm those two!”

      With the two oraks leading the charge, the party finally broke through the disorganized ranks, and they continued north at a gallop. Malem’s oraks were hewn down, which was just as well. He took the mental impacts and then found Spirit once more with his mind, and restored his grip on the bird. He sent the hawk scouting ahead along the trail.

      He discarded the shield, which had been damaged to near uselessness, and focused on the escape.

      The mounts were already tired from the fighting, and some were injured, too. Because of that, their all-out gallop soon dropped to a medium canter.

      Abigail was lying on Ember’s mane, all of her flames extinguished, so that for a moment he thought she was injured. But then she pushed herself up and rode hunched. Clearly exhausted.

      Like myself.

      “It’s clear ahead, at least for the next few miles,” he said over the thundering hooves. As the oraks behind dropped out of his sense range, he had Spirit double back. “Some of the oraks are following. They won’t catch us, at least if we can keep this pace.”

      “We won’t,” Gwen shouted. “At least not Neeme.”

      “Mine won’t, either,” Xaxia said.

      Abigail didn’t say anything, which was disturbing.

      He heard a deep, shallow note over the rumbling of the hooves, as of a war horn blowing behind them.

      An answering horn sounded somewhere ahead.

      “Shit,” Xaxia said. “They’ve got us cut off.”

      He sent Spirit forward once more, and saw the oraks pouring onto the tight road about two miles ahead. That was well beyond his sense distance.

      He didn’t really want to reach out with his mind, because of his weariness, but he forced himself, searching the forest closer at hand, specifically the left and right flanks.

      “Got more coming in on the east, through the trees,” he said. “The other side, too.”

      “They’ve got us surrounded,” Gwen said.

      He felt along the western perimeter, searching those energy bundles. “No wait. There’s a gap. In the trees to the left, they’re coming in from the northwest, and southwest. Due west is clear, for now. We head there!”

      He swerved to the left, and Abigail, too tired to resist, followed without a word. The others also came just behind him.

      He crashed through the trees and retrieved a scarf from his saddlebags to shield his face from the scratching branches of the undergrowth. He kept his hood lowered, and wrapped the fabric around the lower half of his face.

      Ahead, he could sense the two opposing groups of oraks to the northwest and southwest, closing the gap to meet them as the party rushed forward. It was like an ever tightening vise.

      “Faster!” Malem said.

      “We’re going to be caught between the anvil and the hammer!” Gwen said.

      “Not if I can help it....” he spurred Bounder on faster.

      The undergrowth thickened, as did the surrounding trees. The going was rough. He waved his sword in front of him to cut at the low-lying branches, and ducked those that were too thick. Bounder leaped over fallen logs and depressions, and swerved between the thicker boles of the pines.

      Spirit followed above, but her keen hawk eyes were unable to penetrate the canopy of pines, save for fleeting glimpses of bronze and pikes.

      The trees began to thin out somewhat, and the party had a break from the relentless claws of the trees.

      He steered the party directly between the closing groups of oraks, using his beast sense to choose the route directly down the middle.

      “We’re almost there!” he called over his shoulder.

      They were going to make it.

      He was certain of it.

      That was when he spotted the lone orak mage standing on a log ahead, directly in front of him. The mage wore a black robe, like the first. Once more Malem had failed to detect the creature.

      “It was a trap!” Gwen said. “They were purposely herding us that way!”

      When the black mists shot out from that mage toward him, Malem knew she was right.
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      Malem found himself transfixed by those swirling, incoming fingers of black mist.

      They reminded him of the Darkness.

      My doom.

      Something struck him from the side, and tore him off the saddle a moment before the spinning mass hit.

      The branches of a shrub broke his fall, but he still hit the ground fairly hard. He was surprised to see Abigail on top of him. She collapsed on the dirt beside him. For a moment he thought the darkness had hit her, but he saw no signs of any injury. She was still breathing, at least. Even so, it was obvious she was out of the fight.

      Felipe squeaked from inside his collar, evidently having liked the fall about as much as Malem. At least the little guy was still all right.

      The bundle of energy representing Bounder was still intact, thankfully—the dark magic had missed the mount, too. Malem ordered the iguanid to take cover nearby. Gwen and Xaxia similarly scattered. He momentarily took control of Ember, and ordered the animal to stay next to Bounder.

      He released the horse, knowing that Bounder would ensure Ember didn’t stray too far. Then he peered past the edge of a nearby tree.

      The mage stepped down from its impromptu dais imperiously and raised a hand as the two groups of oraks converged on its position. The ranks halted.

      Malem could sense the creature now that it was in view, and he attempted to seize control of it, but the orak mage was too high level—the tendrils of his will evaporated from the energy sphere that represented the monster like water thrown onto hot metal. Perhaps if the creature was beaten and subdued first, Malem might have a chance. It didn’t help that he was weakened from Breaking the previous oraks.

      He spotted Xaxia. She had dismounted her horse, and pulled the animal low, behind a nearby tree. He noticed the pike she had secured to the saddlebags. A useful spoil of war...

      He concentrated on the bundle of energy that represented Gwen inside his skull.

      Gwen, are you there?

      Yes, she replied. I’ve dismounted... Neeme and I are hiding behind a boulder, not far from you.

      Can you throw a spear? he sent.

      Of course!

      What about an orak pike?

      She didn’t reply immediately. It will be weighted differently. But I’ve thrown enough spears of different weights. I think I can wing it.

      Good. Can you see Xaxia? She has a pike on her mount.

      I see it!

      He smiled grimly. I want you to fetch that spear, and throw it at the mage when I give the order.

      Gwen crept forward. She had secured Neeme behind the boulder.

      Meanwhile, across from Malem, a group of six oraks fanned out in front of the black mage. The latter creature had its eyes wide open, and as it scanned the trees, its expression was one of concentration. That it hadn’t paralyzed the party of humans like the first mage told Malem that there was a range limitation on the magic. Either that, or this mage didn’t specialize in that particular work of the arcane.

      Gwen reached Xaxia and whispered something in her ear, then she retrieved the pike from the cache at the back of Xaxia’s horse. Then she looked at Malem expectantly.

      Two of the incoming oraks were halfway to their position.

      Malem had positioned Spirit on a branch just above, and he ordered the hawk to swoop into the face of the black mage and cause as much damage as it could. It was potentially a suicide mission, depending on how quickly the mage reacted.

      But the orak was taken completely off guard,

      Spirit made contact and Malem saw a splash of red gore as the hawk ripped away—the bird of prey had successfully captured one of the orak mage’s eyes.

      A little disgusting, but it did the job. The mage shrieked in agony.

      Now!

      Gwen threw the pike but her aim was off; it hit the distracted mage in the thigh, embedding deep. The orak’s screams only heightened.

      Malem cursed silently, but then realized that maybe sparing the mage wasn’t such a bad thing.

      He reached out experimentally, and found the bundle of pain that represented the injured creature. He flexed the fingers of his will and tightened them around the slippery mass. At least his mind energy didn’t evaporate upon contact this time. That was a good start.

      The screaming cut off, and the mage began concentrating anew.

      Malem couldn’t get a hold on that bundle of energy. It was too slippery, too evasive. Their wills clashed: every time he thought he had a grip, the mage escaped him. Though the mage might have been weakened, he was in no way out of the game, not yet.

      Malem was starting to think maybe another thrown pike was in order...

      He kept trying. He was close. He knew he was. He could sense the mage weakening by the second as it bled out from its wounds.

      There!

      He seized the bundle and squeezed tightly. It was like trying to hang onto a squirming trout that one had fished directly out of the river. It whacked this way and that, and he knew he had to enforce his will quickly, or he’d lose it.

      And yet he found himself hitting at his mental limit once again. It didn’t make sense, he still had three slots three.

      Maybe I need another slot?

      He released Spirit, and then tried again. The black mage surrendered, and Malem seized control. His mind was right up against the mental barriers.

      So an orak takes two slots. And an orak mage, four.

      “Are you alright, Exalted B’aranth?” one of the oraks beside the mage asked.

      Malem wasn’t sure how to use its magic, so he decided not to take direct control. Instead, he commanded the black mage to begin slaying the oraks. With everything it had.

      The orak extended its robed arms, and darkness erupted in waves from its body. The streams of blackness wound through the trees, targeting the bronze-clad oraks between them. The mist penetrated the targets through the chests, and the stricken creatures straightened horribly, flinging out their arms, and freezing in place. Black veins crept across their exposed flesh, traveling outward from their cores, where the mists had pierced. Their skin turned completely black, and then began to rot, revealing the skulls underneath, which too began to disintegrate. Malem sensed confusion and disbelief among the remaining beasts: they didn’t know why their Exalted was angry with them.

      Go! Malem sent.

      Gwen raced back to Neeme, while Xaxia mounted.

      Malem helped Abigail to her feet, and led her behind the tree where Ember waited with Bounder. He was about to give her a hand onto the steed, but she waved him off.

      “I’m good now.” She scooted into the saddle, and then her arms ignited. The flame was weak, but definitely viable.

      Malem mounted Bounder, and loosened his collar to give Felipe some breathing room. Then he steered the iguanid through a path between the screaming oraks as the mage killed them with its dark magic.

      One of the oraks chose to stand its ground rather than flee, and threw its sword, scoring a lucky hit on the mage. When the connection severed violently, Malem knew he had lost his most valuable monster yet.

      Damn it. I wanted to keep that mage.

      Xaxia hewed down the responsible orak a moment later. The other beasts, meanwhile, continued to run. They didn’t know the mage was down.

      Malem could barely keep straight in the saddle... controlling the mage had drained him severely. It was even difficult to hold his eyes open. But he couldn’t close them. Not yet.

      Gwen seemed just as tired on her mount beside him. No doubt because of their link.

      Abigail launched two weak fireballs before she had to shut down her flames once again. She did hit a pair of oraks, however, which raced from the scene on fire.

      Though exhausted, Malem reached out experimentally, searching for a mind to Break, but those he tried were too strong for him. Maybe if he wasn’t in such a weakened state, he would have been able to do it, but as he was now, he doubted he could Break more than a bird. Even so, he tried the two oraks that were on fire, but in moments he couldn’t sense their minds at all—they had succumbed to the flames.

      It didn’t matter. He and the others were going to get away.

      He spurred onward, and soon the orak energies were well behind him.

      He hadn’t noticed before, but he realized he could feel Abigail beside him with his beast sense, no doubt because of her weakened state. Hers was a bundle of faint energy, barely detectable, but present nonetheless. He was too far gone to do anything about it, however. Besides, it seemed kind of rude to enter her mind at the moment, considering she had saved his life moments before. He wasn’t going to repay her selfless act by Breaking her merely for the sake of expanding his own power. Though if he had more strength, it would have been tempting, he admitted.

      He reconnected with Spirit before he was out of range; usually re-Breaking an animal he had broken previously was easier, but in this case Malem almost failed. His weakened mental state, along with the range, were both contributing factors. He tried again, and finally had Spirit in his control; he ordered the hawk back into the skies. It mirrored their path above the pines.

      “I don’t know about the rest of you, but that felt really good,” Gwen said. “Cleansing, in fact.” She had recovered her strength well, as compared to a few moments ago. No doubt thanks to the monster half of her. That was probably why Malem was feeling better, too.

      “Cleansing?” Xaxia said. “Your robes are drenched in blood.”

      Gwen smiled, baring her teeth. “I know.”

      “How did you do that?” Abigail interrupted from her mount. “No Breaker can do what you did.”

      Malem exchanged a glance with Gwen, but remained silent.

      “Tell me!” Abigail insisted, her voice weak. “You controlled those oraks. And then one of their mages. How?”

      “We already said that I wasn’t an ordinary Breaker…” he told her.

      Abigail shook her head in frustration and looked away.

      More horns sounded from behind, and were answered by others some distance away.

      “Was the answering horn in front of us, or behind?” Gwen said.

      “I can’t tell,” Xaxia said. “That’s the problem with the forest: the echo from the trees.”

      “It was behind, I think,” Malem said.

      “You can sense if more are coming in front, right?” Xaxia asked.

      He shook his head. “Too weak. I have Spirit scouting from above, and that’s it.”

      Xaxia seemed confused. “A spirit?”

      “That’s the name of his hawk, I think,” Gwen said.

      “You know we’re headed directly into the heart of monster territory, right?” Abigail said.

      Malem nodded. “We have no choice. We can’t go back. We’re in no condition to fight more oraks.”

      “And yet we move forward blindly, without your scouting ability,” Abigail insisted.

      “It isn’t foolproof anyway,” he said. “I can’t detect all monsters. I missed those two black mages, for example.”

      Before he finished speaking, he heard terrible barking coming from behind. The howls of wolves.

      He glanced at Abigail.

      “Dire wolves,” she said.

      “Dire wolves, too?” Xaxia commented. “Maybe it was a bad idea to join your madcap little party!”

      “We’ll never outrun them!” Gwen said.

      “Maybe we don’t have to,” he said.
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      Malem scanned the trees above him, and spotted a branch that was just the right size for what he had in mind. He extended an arm and tore away the branch in question as he rode by. He tucked it under one arm, grabbed his jar of healing unguent, smeared a liberal portion around the tip, and returned the jar to his saddlebags.

      He scanned the forest around him and spotted what he was looking for. He reached down, and scooped up the small kindlebramble. He wrapped the dried material around the unguent-smeared tip of the branch, and then held it toward Abigail.

      “Ignite the kindlebramble for me, if you please,” he told her. “I’d use my tinderbox, but it’s difficult while riding. Surely you have the energy to—”

      And then the tip ignited.

      “Thank you,” he told her.

      A passing branch nearly clipped the flaming stick away, and Malem snatched it closer to his body. He pressed it down into the foliage as Bounder advanced, holding it on the left side of his body, away from the other steeds that ran behind him and to his right. He ignited the undergrowth behind him.

      After he had created a long line of burning plant matter, he called: “To the right! North!”

      He steered his mount in that direction, keeping the women on his right, and burning the plants to his left. He raced for at least a quarter of a mile, and then ordered them to turn west again.

      He continued to lead them in a zigzag pattern like that, proceeding for a quarter of a mile each time, igniting the forest behind him as he went. The smell would drown out their scent, and the flames would spook the wolves. At least, that was the hope.

      The howls of the dire wolves grew to a loud fever pitch behind the party, but then abruptly began to diminish: the flames were having the desired effect.

      Soon the din of barking wolves faded behind them, until he heard only the trample of galloping hooves and flat feet.

      Another crisis averted.

      Barely.

      He wondered how close those dire wolves had really come behind him. Perhaps it was for the best that his beast sense was so severely reduced at the moment: he didn’t really want to know.

      Malem tossed the flaming branch and the party continued at its fast pace for several minutes.

      The horses were flagging by then, their sides slathered in perspiration. Bounder was growing tired as well.

      So when the undergrowth thickened, he finally gave the order to slow down, and the party members did their best to advance as stealthily as possible. They steered around most of the denser underbrush, though he still had to wear his scarf to prevent too many nicks and scratches to his face. He wrapped it around his head so that only his eyes were showing.

      Now that the fighting was over, at least for the moment, the throbbing in his leg seemed to flare. Or he noticed it more in any case. The ice shard in his thigh had melted, leaving behind the gaping wound which had torn a hole right through his breeches. He was lucky, in that it seemed to have missed any major arteries. Still, it bled. He ripped a piece of already torn fabric from the blanket, and wrapped it tightly around the wound as a temporary measure. He also retrieved the jar of healing unguent from his saddlebags and smeared it into the wound. He squeezed his eyes shut at the pain.

      After he could no longer sense the oraks, he waited another fifteen minutes, and then called a halt. He tended to the injuries Bounder had attained. When that was done, he shared the unguent jar with the others so they could treat their own scrapes, and the damage to their horses. Meanwhile he cut up the blankets that had covered Bounder—they were all ripped and torn anyway, thanks to the fighting, and the flight through the clawing branches of the woods and were essentially useless as far as hiding the iguanid’s identity went.

      Xaxia returned the jar, whose contents were getting rather low. “It’s too bad your fire mage can’t heal.”

      Abigail didn’t take the bait.

      The three women used the cut up pieces of the blankets to bind their own heads and the faces of the horses, protecting them from the wayward branches. Their eyes would still be exposed, like his own, but there was nothing they could do about that except keep watch.

      Malem left Bounder’s head free of the blanket pieces; the iguanid was thick-skinned, and didn’t need any such wrappings against mere branches. Though Malem should probably invest in some good custom armor at some point to protect the animal from pikes and swords.

      They set out again but had to constantly swat shrubs and ferns from their eyes.

      “It’s almost like a jungle in here!” Gwen complained.

      Malem soon gave the order to travel in single file, with Bounder breaking a path in the lead. He used his sword to carve away eye-level branches as necessary. The women behind him kept their wrappings in place, as there were still smaller limbs he missed, ready to scratch at uncovered faces.

      “That was no random attack,” Xaxia said when they were moving at a good pace once more. “Oraks don’t prey upon travelers like bandits, especially not this far east, well outside their stomping grounds. Why are oraks hunting you?”

      “Not me.” Malem eyed Abigail over his shoulder. “You owe them an explanation.”

      “Only when you tell me how you controlled those oraks,” Abigail said.

      He frowned, cutting away a branch. “I will. At some point. But for now, you only need to know that I can do it. But these two, they fought and nearly died, for you. If you won’t tell them why, then I will.”

      Abigail sighed. She said, wearily: “I’m delivering a message for King Goldenthall of Mulhadden.”

      “Who is the recipient of this message?” Xaxia pressed. “What is your destination?”

      “The shoulder of Mount Ademan,” Abigail told her.

      “The domain of the Metal Dragons?” Xaxia said. “Either you’re insane, or you have the biggest balls I’ve ever seen.”

      “Hey, you’ve seen her fireballs,” Gwen piped in.

      Abigail’s face was obscured behind the fabric that covered it, but Malem could imagine her smiling politely at the comment.

      Abigail returned her attention to Xaxia. “We hope the message will draw the Metal Dragons into the war on our side.”

      “Oh really?” Xaxia said. “And what, pray tell, are the contents of this fabled message?”

      “I don’t know,” Abigail said. “I haven’t opened it.”

      “Maybe you should...” Xaxia told her. “Or if you don’t, maybe I will. When you’re not looking.”

      “Go ahead,” Abigail said. “In fact, I hope you try. My belongings are protected with enough flame traps to roast a small village. What will be left of you won’t be pretty, that’s for certain.”

      Xaxia snickered. “Enough to roast a small village.” She glanced nervously at Malem. “She’s joking, right?”

      He glanced at her and shook his head.

      She nodded slowly. When she looked at Abigail again, he thought he saw respect there.

      Seeing a fire mage in combat would do that.

      “I’m not coming with you to Mount Ademan,” Xaxia announced. “Fallow Gate is my limit, I think.”

      “What’s the matter, afraid of a few dragons?” Gwen taunted.

      “You should be, too,” Xaxia told the half-gobling. “If you ever met one, you’d understand. You’d be pissing in your booty banglers right now.”

      Malem glanced at Gwen past Xaxia, and saw her scrunch up her face. At least, he thought she did, given the way the fabric wrapping her features shifted. “Booty banglers?"

      “Bandit slang, never mind.”

      “Come with us as far as you’re inclined,” Malem said, cutting away another limb, this one from a big tree. “You have our thanks, for what you did back there.”

      “Which wasn’t much,” Abigail interjected. Malem could almost sense Xaxia’s offense at that remark; Abigail must have too, because she amended: “But it was appreciated.”

      Xaxia inclined her head, realizing that was about the extent of the respect she’d get from the self-important fire mage, at least for now.

      They continued traveling deeper into the Midweald in single file, the trees seeming to enclose upon them from all sides. Thankfully, no more oraks intercepted the party.

      “The heart of monster territory,” Xaxia muttered. “How’s your beast sense recovering?”

      “Still too weak to scan very far ahead,” Malem said. “Spirit remains airborne, however. She hasn’t spotted anything.”

      “I hope this message of yours is worth it,” Xaxia told Abigail.

      He struggled to stay awake for the next hour—swinging that sword at branches in his path was the only thing keeping him from sleep. The blade felt heavy, but he forced himself to wield it. He began to flag at even that task, and soon simply ducked or dodged most of the branches, hacking at only the biggest.

      The sky was readily visible thanks to the view the hawk provided him with, and he used the sun to guide him, turning north shortly after the one hour mark passed.

      After a time, the undergrowth began to clear somewhat, though the trees maintained their original density. They spread out once more, abandoning their single file formation, and Malem took the opportunity to remove the bindings from his face, as did the others. He lowered his hood: he was soaked in perspiration from cutting all those branches, his hair was matted with sweat, and his sword arm felt like it was going to fall off. He had rested his blade on the pommel of his saddle while stripping the facial wrap, and he promptly sheathed the weapon now, sliding it under his hood and into the scabbard on his back.

      “About damn time,” Gwen said. “It was getting hot in there.” She stripped off her blood-caked robe, shoving it between her legs so that she rode only in her loincloth and midriff-baring top. All that green skin for him to look at...

      The half gobling suddenly sat up straighter. “Shit.”

      “What is it?” Malem asked.

      “I just realized I lost my bow,” she replied. “I don’t know how, or where. It was hanging from my shoulders by the bowstring only a while ago.”

      “The bowstring must have snagged on something,” he said.

      “Yeah, I guess,” she said. “Damn. You know how expensive bows are?”

      He nodded. “They require a substantial investment, that’s for sure. Not just in coin, but time. If you don’t practice every day, the skill atrophies.”

      “Archery is certainly a time sink,” she agreed. She glanced around the forest. “I wonder why the undergrowth is suddenly so clear here?”

      “That would be the spiders,” he said. He was gaining a second wind now that his face was exposed and he had begun cooling off. “All kinds of variants exist here. Bog, tree, dirt, you name it. They live throughout monster territory. They like to keep the undergrowth clear, because their hooked legs get snagged too easily. When you’re hunting prey, the last thing you need is to get caught in some bush.”

      “Great,” Gwen said. “You know I hate spiders, right?”

      “Few women like them…” Malem said. “Nor men, at that.”

      He was feeling slightly livelier, perhaps because of the sight of Gwen’s exposed flesh. As the party continued its advance, he couldn’t keep his eyes from drifting often to Gwen; he felt a sense of self-satisfaction emanating from the bundle of energy in his head whenever she caught him looking at her.

      “How long until we’re out of monster territory?” Gwen asked at one point.

      “You’re a gobling, don’t you know?” Xaxia replied.

      “I’m a half gobling,” Gwen snarled.

      “Assuming we’ve traveled as far east as I think we have, by my reckoning, five hours,” Malem said. “Unfortunately, the sun sets in three. I’d advise setting camp before twilight. It’s unwise to travel through monster territory in the dark, at least in the Midweald. Even the quietest sounds will awaken them, if they are nearby.”

      “I know a little about traveling through monster territory in the Midweald,” Xaxia said. “He’s right. If we ride on, we’ll definitely bring the forest down on us. Some monsters are active in the day, but the night, the night is when they truly come out. It’s the time of prime hunting here. When dusk comes, the best course of action is to make camp, set a watch, and hope the monsters don’t scent us on the breeze.”

      “You and him are the stinkiest ones here,” Gwen commented.

      “Actually, it’s the clean ones who are a problem,” Xaxia said. “Especially if you use scented soaps, or wear perfume. Thankfully, neither of you two committed such cardinal sins.”

      “I carry perfume with me, but I haven’t worn it in what seems ages,” Abigail said.

      “Now’s definitely not the time,” Xaxia said. “The way you are, you’ll fit right in.” She returned her attention to Gwen. “Especially you, Gobling.”

      Gwen glowered at her.

      “I say that not because of your monster nature, though that helps,” Xaxia said. “But because your robe is caked in dried blood.”

      “It was a compliment,” Malem explained hastily, jumping to the bandit’s defense.

      Gwen touched the robe she had folded into a bundle and shoved between her legs. “That’s right, defend your former lover.”

      “I’m only trying to defuse the tension between you two,” he said.

      “Then tell her not to call me Gobling,” Gwen said.

      Xaxia merely smiled.

      “The way she uses it, it’s a form of affection,” he tried.

      “Uh huh,” Gwen said, sounding unconvinced.

      “Look, we have to keep our heads out here, now more than ever,” he said. “We’re hunted by Oraks. Surrounded by monsters. With night about to fall.”

      “Yeah, except it’s kind of hard to keep our heads when you put it like that,” Gwen commented. “All I can say is, I’m not going to like staying here for the night.”

      “None of us is,” Malem commented.

      “The Darkness that hunts you, you’re sure it’s not going to visit tonight?” Xaxia asked.

      “Positive,” he said with more confidence than he felt. He added, jokingly: “Then again, maybe it would actually help, given where we are.”

      “When you’re hoping for a demon to intervene, you know you’re in a very bad place,” Xaxia said.

      Three hours later, when the sun began to set, Malem called a halt and the party made camp. They were too weary to do much more than clear a few bushes and shrubs from the site—undergrowth the foraging spider’s had missed. They also didn’t want to make too much noise, and attract waking monsters.

      Malem applied more healing unguent to his leg from the jar he kept, and loosened the earlier tourniquet he’d tied. He was relieved when the wound didn’t bleed. He checked Bounder’s wounds, and decided the iguanid didn’t need another application. The horses were doing well, too, as were their riders.

      Spirit landed nearby and perched on a high branch, hopefully well away from the reach of any spiders. The hawk promptly went to sleep.

      Malem instructed Felipe to keep watch for the first few hours, as he was too tired to Break a pair of nearby owls he sensed. The little monkey promptly scaled the same tree as Spirit, and squatted on a nearby limb. Felipe threw a small pebble at the hawk, waking it, and Spirit hissed softly at the monkey. Though Malem hadn’t given the order for the animals to remain quiet, Spirit instinctively knew not to shriek loudly, or otherwise make too much noise, not here.

      Malem gave the mental order for silence a moment later. Just in case.

      “I’ll keep first watch,” Xaxia volunteered.

      “Didn’t you see Felipe climb the tree over there?” Malem said. “He’s on watch duty.”

      She planted her arms on her hips. “I’ll trust my human eyes over the eyes of your monkey any day, thank you very much.”

      “I’d rather it wasn’t you,” Abigail said. “Sorry.”

      “I’ll do it,” Gwen said. “You can take second watch,” she told the fire mage.

      Xaxia sighed. “As you wish.” It looked like she was going to add some snide comment, but then she held her tongue and led her horse to the far side of the camp.

      “Where are you going?” Gwen asked.

      “If that Darkness of his comes, I don’t want to be close to him,” Xaxia said. “Probably a good idea if you keep your distance as well.”

      They set no fires, and instead ate what little salted meat they had on their person. Felipe had taken the liberty to gather some eggs while on watch duty, and delivered them to Malem before returning to the tree.

      Malem ate a few, sharing the rest with the women. Bounder wasn’t hungry of course: the iguanid had dined heartily on oraks earlier.

      Darkness began to settle, and Gwen and Abigail listened to Xaxia’s earlier advice and chose sleeping areas well away from him.

      He nodded in approval—he wanted them to stay safe more than anyone. It was possible, after all, that the Darkness would come, even if he didn’t sense its imminent arrival. He retrieved his sword, sliding it out from the scabbard underneath his robe, and set it down beside him within easy reach. Then he lay down and stared into the quiet dark, allowing his night vision to take hold. He shared the vision with Felipe, allowing the monkey to see as if the moon were full.

      He reached out, searching for monsters, but didn’t sense any nearby. There were animals: birds and rodents, holed up in their nests and dens. A boar was out there, somewhere to the south. And that was it.

      Well, except for Gwen and Abigail, nearby. He could barely sense the latter: she was recovering her strength well. He knew that when he awakened, she would probably be gone completely. It was just as well. He couldn’t have her anyway.

      He reached out to Gwen on watch and touched her mind. How are you holding up?

      Are we going to fuck tonight? Gwen sent, getting to the point.

      He could have laughed. I love the eagerness. But I’m too tired.

      Lazy bastard. Why do you think I volunteered?

      He smiled. Tell you what, wake me in an hour, and I’ll tell you how I feel.

      I’ll hold you to that…

      He shook his head. I said I’ll tell you how I’ll feel, not that I’ll actually do anything!

      Oh yes you will.

      He grinned again. She was really starting to grow on him.

      He closed his eyes, letting rest come.

      Unfortunately, when he was roused from sleep, it wasn’t by Gwen’s sex-hungry touches.

      It was by the sounds of battle.
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      Malem opened his eyes. Bounder was growling and making gnashing sounds. Someone had lit a torch—no, it wasn’t a torch, but that small bright flame Abigail used to see by, hovering above the campsite and illuminating the area.

      He saw dark forms crawling to and fro upon the camp site. Earth spiders, judging from their brown coloration, and crouched bodies that seemed to hug the surface of the ground. Abigail and Gwen were on their feet; the former launching smaller balls of fire to conserve her energy, the latter leaping about and stabbing her sword into thoraxes and abdomens. Xaxia fought from horseback, hacking down at the creatures while her mount trampled the spiders underfoot. Ember and Neeme also stomped any spiders that got too close, while Felipe, clapping his hands inaudibly, screeched encouragement from the branches of the tree above.

      Motion drew Malem’s attention closer at hand, where a nearby spider had curled its abdomens over its thorax like the stinger of a scorpion. He ducked as the spider threw a web at him; it landed on the small shrub beside him, gumming up its branches. He scooped up his sword from the ground and slashed at the spider, cutting its head in half, killing it.

      Before he could react, another nearby earth spider spat venom from its mouth, hitting him in the eyes. The burning was so bad, it felt like someone was rubbing sandpaper over his eyeballs. The tears flowed frantically, and though he tried, he couldn’t open his eyelids worth shit.

      He’d been hit by spider venom in the eyes like that before—which was far better than an actual bite to the skin—so he knew he would be blinded for at least the next five minutes until the tears could flush the poison away.

      He was hesitant to try his beast sense to control the spider, given its proximity. While he could sense them around him, the feeling wasn’t all that strong, and he wasn’t sure he was rested enough: if he failed, he’d be standing there helplessly while the beast spat more venom.

      Spirit was perched overhead, so instead he switched to the hawk’s viewpoint and danced to the side as the spider spat again. Then he raced forward, plunging his blade into its thorax, transfixing the arachnid like some mad insect collector who’d just acquired a brand new set of pins. It was awkward fighting from third person perspective, but it wasn’t debilitating. He’d done it often enough in the past, after all—mostly in the form of drunken gambling wagers, such as: “I bet I can beat you even when blindfolded.”

      With that spider eliminated, he withdrew his blade, reached out to the closest arachnids, and attempted to wrap his will around them. Spiders were the lowest class of monster possible, and while he hadn’t been able to control them before, because of his link to Gwen they were a breeze to Break now. He wrapped his will around them and tightened, immediately taking control of two before they could slip away. That put him right at his limit.

      But then he doubled over because of the unexpectedly severe drain. Low level creatures like these shouldn’t have caused so much fatigue, but he reminded himself that he still wasn’t fully recovered. He’d have to be careful not to extend himself too far.

      Staying down on one knee to rest himself, he turned the spiders upon their surprised brethren with the general command: “kill.” The spiders webbed their opponents and then bit into them when they were down. They didn’t bother to spit their venom: he suspected the other creatures were immune to its caustic effects.

      They sometimes didn’t bother webbing their victims first, especially if their backs were turned to them, for example if they were dealing with one of the other party members. In those cases, Malem’s spiders pounced.

      The ground began to tremble in short, repetitive bursts, as if transmitting the footfalls of some fast approaching gargantuan.

      “Uh, Abigail?” Malem said. “You probably should dim the light a little bit?”

      “Why does it matter?” she said. “You said it yourself, the forest monsters will be attracted to the noise, and we’re certainly kicking up a racket! Besides, it’s too late now. We’re going to need the light to face whatever comes!”

      The trees parted and the towering form of a hill giant loomed before the party. A male. It covered its eyes to shield them from the light.

      “Too bright!” the giant boomed.

      It swung its big club down toward the glowing flame, and Malem and the other scattered. The giant failed to disperse the magic, however, and the flame merely slid around the club to maintain its current height.

      Overall, the giant’s body was about as big as a two-story house. Its thighs were the thickness of trees, its chest the size of a horse-drawn carriage, its biceps like elephants.

      Its hair was fixed into a long braid that swayed down its back. Its black beard was similarly braided, and hung to the middle of its chest.

      Around the throat the giant wore several vaguely human-like skulls, probably oraks. They looked like shrunken heads while hanging from that huge neck, until one considered the scale: they were actual size, not shrunken.

      Green lichen grew on the giant’s upper arms and back. Its forearms were covered in thick hair, like an ape’s, as were its calves and the upper parts of its feet.

      The giant wore a one-piece garment that was a sash and loincloth combination, with the sash section hanging over its right shoulder and covering half the chest as it connected to the front and back portions of the loincloth.

      Some of the spiders swarmed the giant, crawling up its leg. The huge creature lifted that leg and slid one hand down its ankle at the same time, sloughing them off. Then it stomped down on them; at the same time the giant slammed its big club into the ground, preventing more spiders from reaching him. The huge guy did so several times, crushing two or three at a time and sending reverberations through the soil with each impact so that Malem could barely keep his balance, even though he was already down on one knee.

      Without releasing any of his existing animals and monsters, Malem reached out experimentally, toward the hot energy that represented the hill giant in his mind. The fingers of his will turned to steam before that energy, and Malem knew the monster was beyond him: he couldn’t Break the hill giant, at least not in his current state.

      “Retreat while it’s occupied!” Malem shouted.

      He mounted Bounder, who was still snapping at the spiders around him; Felipe leaped down onto Malem’s shoulder and crawled into his collar.

      The three women hacked their way through the spiders toward their own steeds.

      Malem’s eyes still burned. He needed to clear the venom now. He retrieved a canteen from his saddlebags and emptied the liquid over his face, forcing himself to open his eyes. He blinked rapidly through the pain and found that he could keep his eyes open for stretches of two seconds at a time, despite the continuous burning. That was good enough.

      He dismissed Spirit’s viewpoint for his own and stashed his canteen. He saw that the three women had just finished mounting their steeds. Good.

      He staggered slightly as the connection to one of the spiders severed—the monster had died.

      The giant bashed away the latest cluster of big arachnids and turned its attention toward the human party.

      “Bright!” the giant screamed. It slammed its club downward, aiming at the floating ball of flame once again.

      Malem rushed Bounder into the trees, away from that blow. “Retreat!”

      As Abigail withdrew, the weakened fire mage threw two small fireballs at the hill giant’s eyes, and the big monster held a forearm in front of its face to deflect them. The fireballs inflicted only small scorch marks on its arms.

      “Bitch!” the giant said.

      As they retreated through the forest, Abigail’s bright globe followed, illuminating the way.

      “If I was at my full strength, I could take that monster!” Abigail said over the thumping of hooves.

      “Excuses, excuses,” Xaxia commented.

      The giant squashed the last few spiders around it and then leaped over the remainder to pursue the fleeing party at a run.

      “I think you made it mad,” Xaxia said.

      “Snuff the light!” Malem said. “I’m giving your horses night vision!”

      The flaming globe went out and absolute darkness descended.

      He activated his own night vision, and immediately released two of the spiders and bound the mounts of Abigail and Xaxia instead, granting them his vision in the process.

      He was growing weary from all the Breaking, and decided it wasn’t worth it to Break Neeme, considering he already had its rider, Gwen, in his mind. Besides, he might have a use for one of the spiders yet.

      So he gave night vision directly to Gwen instead, because she mentioned her night vision was weak: she needed to see clearly right about now.

      You’ll have to guide your own horse, he sent her. I don’t have enough slots.

      You and your slots, came the reply.

      Malem could feel the vibrations of the monster’s heavy footfalls—each step was transmitted from the ground and up into his saddle. He glanced over his shoulder and spotted the monster breaking through the trees, closing. He increased his pace. He was glad the undergrowth was less dense here so that he didn’t have those branches clawing at him and slowing him down. Plus, it spared his face and neck from scratches.

      He had put some distance between himself and their campsite, but he was still close enough to sense Spirit and the last spider under his control, even if he was still not fully recovered from the day before. The spider was idling, keeping away from the other arachnids, which would probably attack it when they realized it was covered in spider bites—a sign it hadn’t been playing nice with its brethren.

      He granted night vision to Spirit and instructed the hawk to scoop up the spider. The hawk dove from the branch, swooping downward to wrap its talons around the thorax of the target. Spirit strained its wings against the weight, flapping rapidly, and at last got the arachnid into the air, though she couldn’t lift it more than a few feet from the ground. But that was good enough. He ordered Spirit to approach his position.

      The hill giant was fast closing with Malem and his team. The monster was obviously using the sound of their passage to guide it through the dark.

      “Halt and take cover!” Malem said.

      He led Bounder behind a tree. Then he waited.

      The hill giant paused as soon as the riders stopped. The big creature stood still, listening.

      Spirit steered through the trees behind the monster, carrying the spider. The giant turned its torso slightly when it heard the flapping of those wings.

      The hawk rose as high as she could with one last burst of energy, and tossed her payload, then swerved away to land on the upper branch of a nearby tree.

      The giant batted at that particular tree and for a moment Malem thought he’d lost Spirit, but then he sensed her energy bundle moving away before perching on the upper branch of a different tree nearby.

      Meanwhile, the spider had landed unnoticed on the back portion of the giant’s loincloth. Malem commanded it to carefully scale that loincloth and the connecting sash, without touching any of the nearby skin, nor the long braid that hung down the monster’s back.

      The giant began slamming its club into the surrounding trees in the dark. “Where are you, Fire Bitch?”

      The big monster dropped the club, body-slammed one of the trees, and wrapped its arms around the thick bole in a hug and tore it, roots and all, from the dirt. With a grunt, the giant hurled the tree into other pines nearby, shattering their branches.

      The monster retrieved its club and stalked through the dark, sniffing loudly.

      “Got ya!” the hill giant boomed.

      The branches above Malem broke away as the giant reached down. He rolled away as that fist slammed into the ground behind him.

      At the same time, the spider arrived at the shoulder area of the giant’s sash. The arachnid was nearly thrown from the giant by the force of the impact.

      Malem gave the final order as the giant retracted its arm.

      The spider moved rapidly, crawling from the shoulder, onto the neck, and onto the giant’s face.

      “What—”

      Before the giant could do anything, the spider spat its venom directly into the giant’s eyes.

      What followed was a stentorian scream more terrible than anything Malem had heard in a long time. A gurgling, agonizing scream that would haunt his dreams for nights to come.

      Forgetting about Malem entirely, the giant stood to its full height and ripped the spider from its face, crumpling the arachnid in its hand before dropping the pieces to the ground. It dropped the club, holding both hands to its eyes, and continued to scream as it stumbled around in the dark, seeing nothing, consumed by its own pain. It smashed into the surrounding trees, tearing away limbs.

      “Go!” Malem shouted.
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      Malem raced away through the trees. He nudged the mounts of Abigail and Xaxia in the right direction, since their riders wouldn’t have been certain which way to go without night vision. Meanwhile Gwen followed behind them, herding them.

      Spirit took to the skies, though staying close to the treetops, for fear of the airborne night predators that stalked these territories.

      Felipe peered out from his collar and issued a tiny squeak as Malem weaved between the trees.

      “I haven’t forgotten you,” Malem told the animal.

      He felt a warm, squishy wetness along the top of his shoulder blade.

      “Ah, no,” Malem said. “Not in the shirt.”

      Felipe squeaked again.

      Yup. Taking a shit in my shirt.

      He supposed he deserved it, for scaring the living daylights out of the little guy. Malem was close to losing his shit himself, at that point.

      “Slow down,” he said, and the party slowed to a trot.

      Bounder tripped on a log, and Malem was thrown from the saddle, landing several feet away.

      “He’s down!” Gwen said.

      She pulled up short, as did Abigail and Xaxia.

      “You all right?” Xaxia said.

      “Fine,” he said, standing. His back felt slightly tweaked, but otherwise he was all right. “My mount tripped. We’re going to have to halt, I think. It’s too dark, even with night vision.”

      He could see a glow coming from the distance southeast, where the trees yet burned, thanks to Abigail’s fireballs. He wondered if the earlier flames he had set still blazed, but he didn’t remember seeing any similar glows while Spirit had been above the treetops—the forest wasn’t dry enough for the fires to continue for too long. Either way, he wasn’t about to launch the weary animal again to confirm.

      He listened for several moments. He could still hear the vague screams of the hill giant in the distance.

      “That should be enough to spook monsters for miles around,” Gwen said.

      “Maybe,” Malem said. “We’re still going to have to keep watch.”

      He went to Bounder and confirmed that the iguanid was all right, and then he stripped off his robe and jacket—causing Felipe to leap onto a tree. The monkey climbed it and took up a position next to Spirit. Felipe had kept a glob of fecal matter hoarded in its arms, and the monkey promptly threw it at the hawk, prompting a retaliatory hiss.

      Malem removed his shirt next and cleared off the feces.

      Abigail was the closest to him, and she scrunched up her nose in the darkness.

      “You smell like monkey shit,” she said. “Either that, or you shat your pants.”

      “Probably a little of both,” he said.

      He helped Abigail and Xaxia dismount in the darkness, and then he released his hold on their horses. The party camped once more.

      “I’ll finish first watch,” Gwen said.

      “Really?” Xaxia said. “You didn’t do that great of a job last time.”

      “The spiders snuck right up to me,” Gwen said. “Sorry about that. Won’t happen again.”

      “I’ll take second watch,” Abigail said.

      Malem was relieved, since he needed a full night’s rest to recover his strength. Abigail could have probably used one, too, but that would mean she would have had to trust Xaxia to stand guard. Malem actually had no problem with the bandit keeping watch, because he intended to have Bounder, Felipe, and Spirit alternate as well.

      But he didn’t say anything.

      He was happy to let them decide amongst themselves.

      Instead, he dressed and retreated to the far side of the camp, where he lay down to close eyes that still burned slightly from the venom.

      He slept a full eight hours, and awakened with the dawn to find Abigail seated with her back popped against a tree nearby. Her head was bowed, and her eyes were closed.

      Nice watch standing.

      Well, at least the night had passed without any further encounters.

      Now that he was fully rested, he cast out with his mind, searching for nearby monsters. There were none that he could detect. Only animals. Some were dangerous, true, such as the bear on the peripheries of his senses, and the cougar prowling just beyond sight of the camp, but that was the extent of it.

      He was always amazed to find animals of any sort in the territories monsters ruled, animals not just surviving, but thriving: life always found a way. The beasts adapted by changing roles: predators became scavengers, hiding through the night, and then picking the meat from the carcasses left behind by monsters. Some might look at that as demeaning, with once noble animals such as cougars and bears being forced to rely on the leavings of others, but animals didn’t suffer from human pride.

      He didn’t want Abigail to catch any flak from the other two women for falling asleep on the job—even if it was probably deserved in this case—mostly because he wanted harmony among the party. If the group encountered more enemies, they needed to be at peace with one another, and fully trusting in their abilities, rather than constantly bickering and distrusting one another.

      So he decided to wake her up before anyone else woke. It would have to be done surreptitiously.

      Spirit was awake and on watch as ordered, so he had the hawk land next to Abigail and issue a soft squawk, waking her.

      Abigail’s head shot up. “Wha—” Her forearms lit up as she scanned her surroundings in confusion. When she noticed the hawk, she said: “Oh.”

      She glanced worriedly at the other women to see if she’d been caught snoozing on watch, but they were fast asleep. She cast a final glance in Malem’s direction, but he pretended to be under as well.

      She slumped in relief and he barely suppressed a smile.

      He ordered Spirit to land beside him and squawk louder, so he could pretend to wake up.

      He stretched and opened his eyes. “Morning, Spirit.” He held out his forearm, and the hawk landed on his bare skin. “Fetch me some rabbit.”

      Spirit took to the skies a bit too eagerly, its talons accidentally ripping a small wound into his arm. He applied healing unguent sparingly to the gash.

      Spirit returned ten minutes later with a freshly killed hare.

      Malem chopped off both legs for the hawk to eat, then cleaned the hare and threw it into a cook pot he pulled from his saddlebags. Gwen and Xaxia awoke to the smell of boiled meat, and the party members broke their fast on rabbit.

      Meanwhile Felipe scored a few eggs from a bird’s nest and kept them all to himself. Bounder didn’t eat—the iguanid was still sated from the spiders and oraks it had devoured the night before.

      “You know, I kind of feel sorry for the little guy,” Abigail said as she worried the meat from a rabbit bone.

      “I don’t,” Gwen said.

      “Neither do I,” Xaxia said. “Animals were put here on this planet to feed us.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.” Malem tore into a piece of meat. “We’re not entitled to anything nature provides us with, neither animals nor plants. Which is why we have to take only what we need to survive. It’s always been my motto. Life in all forms is precious.”

      “That’s why you’re so poor, Breaker,” Xaxia said. “Taking more than what you need is a much better philosophy.”

      “And look at how well it’s served you,” he told her.

      “True enough,” she said. “Though my problem is I throw in my lot with the underdog far too often. And that’s why I end up trapped in the middle of monster territory, chased by oraks and their wolves, with only a bunch of misfits at my side. Talented misfits, admittedly, but misfits all the same.”

      “You just wish you could do what I do,” Abigail taunted.

      Xaxia pursed her lips. “And if you knew what I could do in bed, you’d want to be me, too. Just ask him.”

      Abigail’s face darkened and for a moment he thought she was going to burst into flames. Either that, or Xaxia would.

      Come on, peace and harmony, he willed toward Abigail, though he couldn’t sense her at all this morning—her mental guard was up fully.

      Thankfully, she kept the flames, and any venomous words, to herself.

      “What about monster life?” Gwen said abruptly.

      Malem glanced at the half gobling. He was glad she wasn’t wearing the robe. All that exposed green skin was really easy on the eyes. “What was that?”

      “You said life in all forms was precious,” Gwen explained. “So, what about monster life?”

      He considered for a moment. “Monster life, too, I suppose. Live and let live, that’s another one of my mottos.” He paused, then held up a hand. “Although... that only applies to a point. When the monsters are invading your land, threatening to overwhelm it and change your way of life, or to kill you outright, you can’t stand idly back. You have to take up the sword.”

      “If you truly believe that,” Abigail interrupted. “Why don’t you fight? The Alliance could use you.”

      “We’ve been over this before,” he told her. “I don’t fight in the wars of men.”

      “You say that like you’re not a man yourself,” Xaxia commented.

      He chuckled softly. “Ever one to go for the jugular, huh bandit?”

      She shrugged, giving him an innocent, all-too-sweet smile.

      “You’ve seen my Darkness,” he told her. “You know why I can’t fight.”

      “The Darkness,” Abigail mused. “That’s what you meant when you said many men would die if you went to the front lines.”

      “Yes,” Malem said.

      “But you promised us we would be safe, traveling with you,” Abigail pressed.

      “That’s because I know the Darkness won’t come,” Malem said.

      “What if it does?” Abigail said. “And you’re wrong?”

      “Then I’ll do something for you I wouldn’t do for those men on the front lines,” Malem said.

      “Oh?” Abigail said, rather haughtily. “And what’s that?”

      “I’ll sacrifice myself for you,” he told her.

      She didn’t know what to say to that.

      He felt a wave of concern from Gwen’s energy, and he sensed that she wanted to engage in a mental dialog with him to discuss this, but he dismissed it. There would be no discussion. If the Darkness came, and the only way to save them was to throw himself in its path, he would do it. He knew that now.

      Why do these three mean so much to me?

      But he already knew why. They had bonded while on the road. Fighting side-by-side for their lives against hordes of monsters would do that to anyone. It helped that he was intricately linked to one of them: Gwen. Who must not die no matter what happened.

      Though he had to wonder: if he died, because of the nature of their bond, would she succumb, too? Would she be dragged down to the underworld with him?

      No. He refused to believe that. Refused.

      Beside him, Bounder moaned in worry, sensing the black mood he suddenly found himself in. Malem patted the seated animal on the flanks consolingly. “It’s all right, boy.”

      The party members finished their breakfast in silence.

      Malem salted the spare rabbit meat and added it to his stores.

      Shortly thereafter they were back on their mounts, heading through the Midweald once more, making their way toward the northern eaves under the light of the morning sun.

      He relished in that light, knowing the dark would return, all too soon.
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      Malem continued to keep his beast senses searching at full tilt throughout the remainder of their journey through the Midweald. He detected another hill giant at one point—maybe the same one from last night—and they slowed their pace, giving it a wide berth and making as little noise as possible.

      When the hill giant was well behind them, they increased their pace once more.

      They reached a stream and refilled their canteens. They also washed their blood-encrusted robes. Well, those that still had them: Abigail had burned hers away, leaving only the red dress underneath.

      “I see now why you chose that as the color,” Xaxia said, nodding at Abigail.

      Abigail shrugged. “If you’re trying to imply that the blood blends in, you’d only be partially correct. The fact is, blood rarely touches me.”

      “That’s right, you burn your enemies,” Xaxia said. “That makes you somehow superior, does it?”

      Abigail sniffed, and returned to watching the surrounding woods with Felipe.

      They continued onward for the next hour. Malem had Spirit fly ahead, and he reported seeing the edge of the forest.

      “It should take about an hour, right on schedule,” he said.

      The undergrowth thickened once more, forcing them to wrap their faces and mounts in the protective blanket pieces they had saved. Gwen donned her freshly cleaned robes, which were still damp, but that was apparently preferable to the constant scratching of the branches. Probably cooling, too. He was a little disappointed to see her covered, as he rather enjoyed the previous view, but he supposed it was less distracting.

      There were some grumbles about that thick, nettling undergrowth, especially from Abigail, who complained it was slowing them down.

      “We’re officially out of monster territory,” Malem said to cheer them up. “Or at least, beyond where the spiders roam.”

      “Good!” Gwen said. “If I never see another spider again, I’ll be happy.”

      “Hey honey,” Xaxia said, riding alongside. She dangled a daddy-long legs pinched between thumb and forefingers.

      Gwen screamed, and spurred her horse forward through a series of brambles while Xaxia cackled.

      “You’re evil,” Abigail told her.

      Xaxia shrugged.

      The undergrowth soon became thick enough that they traveled in single file once again, with Bounder in the lead, and Malem chopping away with his sword. He worked up a good sweat, and chopped with far more enthusiasm then he had yesterday after the mentally draining orak battle.

      An hour later the party emerged from the eaves of the Midweald. Rolling hills covered in grassland filled the view to the north and northeast, with the forest edge meandering alongside the hillocks to the northwest.

      The party members promptly stripped off their protective wraps and lowered their hoods, and also removed the fabrics they’d folded around the heads of the horses. Gwen didn’t remove her robe this time. Too bad.

      When that was done, the party struck northeast through the tall grassland.

      “Are we heading toward the road?” Abigail asked.

      “For now,” Malem said.

      “Is that wise?” she pressed.

      “I need to orient myself,” he told her. “I can’t do that until we find the road. I don’t plan to do more than approach it from a distance.”

      “Good,” she said.

      They reached the road region shortly. As promised, Malem kept well away, letting Spirit scout the area.

      “Is the road usually this empty?” Gwen commented. She was standing on the back of Neeme and shielding her eyes from the sun with one hand as she surveyed the distant route.

      “Get down!” Xaxia hissed before Malem could say the same words. “You’ll give away our position!”

      “Sorry,” Gwen said. She quickly lowered herself back onto her horse’s flanks.

      “For a so-called hunter, you seem to know little about actual hunting,” Xaxia said.

      “I’m just not used to being the prey,” Gwen said. She glanced at Abigail. “I never did get an answer about the road. Is it always so empty?”

      Abigail nodded. “As I said before we took this route, there is very little direct trade between the Midweald and Fallow Gate, so traffic is expected to be low.”

      Malem led, keeping well away from the road, planning to mirror its course from two miles away with Spirit’s help. He rode between the hollows formed by the hills, his mount wading through the tall grass.

      Gwen rode in silence alongside Malem for a few moments. Then she blinked away sudden tears, and told him: “You know, I thought killing those oraks would make me feel good. And it did, for a little while. But the pain has returned, stronger than ever. I realize… no matter how many oraks I kill, it won’t bring back the villagers. My family. I still see their faces. Stricken, lying dead on the ground. Charred.”

      She swallowed before continuing. “The night before the attack, I was planning a trip with Farrier James and his family. We were going to go fishing, and maybe hunt some boar. Now they’re gone. I’m never going to see his daughter’s sweet little face again.” She shut her eyes in pain. Malem could feel the sheer rawness of it seeping through their link. “I don’t know what to do. No one knows they ever existed, except me. Their memories are forgotten to the world. No one… no one knows how important they were to me. How much pain their loss has caused. And I find myself asking, what’s the point of continuing to fight? What’s the point of… living?”

      “There is no point,” Malem said.

      “Some encourager you are!” Xaxia quipped from his other side. “If I’m ever down, remind me never to look to you for a spirit boost.”

      “You didn’t let me finish.” He returned his attention to Gwen. “There is no point to living. There never was. Which is why we have to make our own purposes. Master our own fates. We can’t abandon our lives to the whims of doom. If the world sends oraks or other beasts against us, killing those we love most in this life, we can’t give up. We have to live on, and honor their memories, because no one else will do it. Like you said, their memories are forgotten to the world. But not us. Never us. This is why we live, to honor them. We live our lives as best we can, and we never forget them. Not ever.”

      Gwen merely stared at him, her chin trembling with emotion; finally she couldn’t take it anymore and looked away.

      Abigail reached out, and held her hand. Gwen accepted it.

      Malem tried sending a soothing vibe through his link to her, and it seemed to help, somewhat. She was letting him get through to her today, then. That was a good sign. Everyone should accept healing when someone else offered it, no matter the form it took. Yet human pride and arrogance often prevented that acceptance.

      He had Spirit following a circular observation pattern far overhead, ranging forward a mile and then behind a similar amount. Because of that, he was the first to spot dark stains emerging from the eaves of the Midweald several miles behind, right where the road met the trees. The stains moved fast, as if at a gallop.

      “We have dire wolves on our tail, I think,” Malem said. “They’re not close enough to pick up with my beast sense, but Spirit has spotted them.”

      Felipe promptly crawled into his collar and hid inside.

      “And you sense nothing ahead?” Abigail asked urgently.

      “No,” he said. He surveyed the hilly grassland on either side, which was covered by the occasional copses.

      “Those hills could hide a black mage,” Xaxia said. “Waiting in ambush.”

      “That, or orak war bands,” Malem said. “My beast sense only extends so far. By the time I detect them, they could be all around us. We’re going to have to move farther away from the road, I’m afraid. We head due west.”

      “Traps upon traps,” Abigail said. “This was supposed to be a simple message delivery. Not a fight for our lives.”

      “Funny how quickly events can spiral out of control,” Malem said. “Like most of life’s unexpected turns.” He glanced at Gwen. “Are you going to be all right?”

      She sniffled loudly, and wiped her eyes. Then she straightened in the saddle. When she looked at him, her face was all fire and fury. “What the fuck are you waiting for? Let’s ride.”

      Malem turned west, spurring Bounder that way. The horses followed, continuing to wade through the tall grass.

      “It’s her fault,” Xaxia said from the saddle, rounding on Gwen.

      “I don’t think so,” he said. “The wolves would have appeared immediately if they spotted her when she stood up. There must be oraks, or other monsters, hidden on a hilltop nearby. They signaled their brethren in the forest, instructing them to release the wolves.”

      “But I heard no horns,” Xaxia said.

      “There are other ways to signal a war band,” Abigail said. “A mirror, glinting in the sun. That’s probably how we were spotted, in fact. All these shiny pieces of burnished metal on our bridles are great at reflecting sunlight.”

      “Why not shoot us with bows, then?” Xaxia asked. “Or magic?”

      “Range,” Abigail said. “Just because they can see the glimmer of light from our bridles, doesn’t mean they can actually hit us with anything.”

      “Good thing we stayed well away from the road,” Gwen muttered.

      Malem began to sense the lead wolves traveling on the outskirts of the approaching pack. They were still silent, he noticed, taking care not to announce their approach.

      “They’re closing,” Malem said. “Stealthily.”

      “Can she take them?” Xaxia shouted, nodding at the fire mage.

      “How many are there in the pack?” Abigail asked.

      “I count at least twenty,” Malem replied.

      “And you’re sure they’re dire wolves?”  Abigail pressed.

      His first instinct was to order Spirit to scoot lower for a better look, but he was reluctant to do that: if hidden oraks were watching the sky, they might realize Spirit was his scout and shoot her down with an arrow. She was completely exposed up there, unlike the party below.

      So instead he tilted the animal’s head, taking advantage of a peculiarity in hawk vision—which eagles also possessed—in that objects directly in their line of sight appeared magnified. It was what allowed the birds of prey to be such great hunters; that and the inconceivable array of colors their eyes could differentiate, casting everything in brilliant shades.

      “They’re big animals,” Malem confirmed. “Definitely dire wolves.”

      Abigail shook her head. “Normal wolves I can take easily. Most dire wolves are fairly fire resistant, unfortunately. And while they’re weaker in the day, at full strength I could still probably take down only two or three in the first minute, if I concentrated my attacks. At the same time I could use weaker flames as a diversion to distract at least another five, but that still leaves twelve for you guys.”

      Malem nodded. “Bounder can hold his own against one dire wolf, day or night, but the horses are no match. It’s not exactly a balanced fight, is it?”

      He continued fleeing westward, and switched to single file when he realized the horses were quickly tiring; Bounder took the lead, trampling the greenery for the following horses.

      Via Spirit’s eyes, he realized the wolves had fanned out, forming a long front that traveled through the greenery toward them. The tall grass slowed them slightly, giving the party a slight advantage.

      Malem glanced at Abigail, whose horse was directly behind him; she was staring at the grass as if contemplating setting it aflame.

      “Unlike the undergrowth in the forest,” he said. “This grass isn’t too dry—there are no trees to suck up all the moisture. Fires will still burn, just not spread.”

      “The grass definitely isn’t dry,” Abigail agreed. “In fact, it’s downright damp. The early morning dew is still trapped inside. Which explains why it’s slowing down our horses so badly. Any flames will burn out fairly quickly.”

      His beast sense picked up something odd behind him; he glanced at the view from Spirit’s perspective to confirm it. Yes, the dire wolves had clumped together into a single file line themselves, racing down the path trampled by Malem and his party.

      Via Spirit’s eyes, he noticed Xaxia standing up in her stirrups behind him and gazing over her shoulder.

      “They’re using our trail!” Xaxia said. “And gaining! Clever… but since when do dire wolves have the intelligence of higher level monsters?”

      “When they’re guided by a Black Sword,” Abigail said.

      “A Black Sword?” Xaxia said. “That’s new! And here I thought it was just oraks and dire wolves hunting us. Though I guess I should’ve figured it out by now. Any message that has the chance of bringing the Metal Dragons into the war on the side of the Alliance is going to attract the attention of Vorgon’s highest generals.”

      “Now’s your chance to run away...” Abigail told her.

      “Now?” Xaxia said. “I don’t think so. Though I’m sure the rest of you would appreciate the diversion. Too bad I value my life too much. Maybe Gwen wants to do it.”

      “Gwen’s going to stay right where she is!” Malem shouted.

      He reached out, trying to grab hold of the lead beast. While he was able to wrap his will around it, he couldn’t subdue the creature—it was too strong and eluded him. The next two in line proved just as difficult, and he was tiring himself just trying to Break them.

      He paused, and glanced at Abigail behind him. “Target the lead with a fireball. Not a killing blow, if possible. I want to weaken it.”

      She twisted her torso and leaned to the side in her saddle, aiming past Xaxia and Gwen behind her. Her forearm lit with flames, and she hurled a huge ball of fire along the ground. It cut a path through the grass, hurtling at an angle alongside the trail the party had carved, leaving behind singed tips.

      “I said not a killing blow!” Malem said.

      “Trust me, it isn’t,” Abigail said.

      The fireball burst through the grass and onto the trail just in front of the lead dire wolf, and struck it full in the face.

      The dire wolf’s momentum didn’t slow. It continued to run on as the hide surrounding its face and upper body lit up, while its hairless muzzle turned a darker shade of black. It snarled, revealing blackened teeth, and only ran faster. It began barking, and the other wolves took up the call.

      “Told you,” Abigail said.

      Malem tried to seized control of the creature as the fire died down, leaving behind singed hide, but unfortunately this was one of those creatures who only became mentally fortified when suffering physical damage. He came across them from time to time. What worked best for such beasts was a bleeding wound, because even the most mentally fortified creature would tire as its lifeblood slowly spilled out.

      He decided that the party was far enough away from the road to risk Spirit coming in low, so he instructed the hawk to approach. A moment later Spirit swooped down in front of the lead wolf and raked her claws along its muzzle in a blur.

      The dire wolf howled in outrage and leaped at the hawk, who narrowly managed to get away from those snapping jaws.

      It was bleeding now, at least. As Spirit returned to her previous altitude, he had the bird turn its magnifying gaze on the stricken monster. Unfortunately, the damage she had caused wasn’t good enough.

      “Xaxia, do you have any pikes or spears left?” Malem shouted over his shoulder.

      “That would be a no,” Xaxia said.

      “Abigail, more fireballs,” he said. “Kill it.”

      The other option was to bake that particular beast to within an inch of its life, but it would be of no use to Malem in that state. Hopefully the next monster would be better.

      Abigail released several fireballs in rapid succession, slamming them into the dire wolf. It yelped in pain, but continued running on. Its speed flagged as red, charred muscles gave way to bones, and it finally collapsed.

      The succeeding dire wolves merely leaped over the carcass of their fallen companion.

      “Weaken the next wolf in the lead,” Malem instructed her.

      Abigail leaned to the side and struck the next wolf; the fireball had the desired demoralizing effect. Perhaps it was because the creature had seen what had happened to the lead wolf, and expected to suffer a similar fate. Perhaps it simply had a weaker mind. Whatever the case, Malem broke it far more easily.

      Although the beast was now under his command, he let it continue its rabid pursuit for the moment. He told Abigail: “All right, I want you to hit the ground directly in front of it with a big fireball!”

      She stood up on both her stirrups. “Duck!”

      She tossed a fireball over the heads of Xaxia and Gwen, and it struck the ground before the lead wolf.

      Malem swerved the monster into the foliage immediately alongside, turning away from the burning patch of ground, and trailblazing a new path through the tall grass, one that led south at a slight angle from Malem and the others. The other dire wolves followed in singular pursuit; though Abigail’s flames were quickly dying, the fire was enough to turn the succeeding wolves onto the new path. The tall grass blocked much of their vision, and they wouldn’t realize the first wolf was leading them astray until too late.

      At least, that was the hope.

      He veered due north, in the opposite direction he was guiding the wolves.

      Abigail sent more fireballs bowling toward the wolves, close to the ground, so the creatures would think they were still in pursuit; the burning grass would also mask the scent of the party.

      The fire mage ceased launching her flames as the party moved away. The howls faded behind them, until soon Malem couldn’t hear the creatures at all. He was at the very limits of his control by then, and had to release the dire wolf. Eventually the dire wolves would realize what happened and backtrack. If necessary, he would take control of the leader and send them astray again—Breaking a previously broken beast was far easier on subsequent attempts.

      He continued onward at a speed the horses could barely match, and after five minutes, when even Bounder’s flanks were steeped in perspiration, he raised a fist.

      “Slow down,” Malem said. “And spread out.”

      The party switched to a more manageable pace, and continued advancing through the grassland, riding in the hollows between hills. Malem kept an eye on the copses he saw, worried about ambushes.

      “And so we avoid direct confrontation with those beasts yet again,” Xaxia said.

      “For now,” Abigail said. “At least we’re heading north, in the same direction as Fallow Gate and the mountains beyond. If a little offset to the west.”

      “So we stick to the grassland?” Gwen asked.

      “We have to,” Malem replied. “While the road might be slightly faster, it seems obvious by now that ambushes await all along the route. Not worth it.”

      “No,” Abigail agreed. “But there could be ambushes in the countryside, too. They know we don’t always follow the main road by now.”

      “True,” Malem said. “We’ll have to be on our guard. But first, let’s get rid of anything that might potentially broadcast our position. Because what Abigail mentioned earlier is all too correct: burnished metal and stealth don’t get along.”

      He dismounted and used the spare blanket strips to cover the metal portions of his saddle. Felipe peeked out from his collar nervously, wondering what was going on. The others followed Malem’s lead, though they had to contend with bridles as well. Except for Gwen, who still rode Neeme without a saddle or bridle.

      “We should have done this earlier,” Xaxia said.

      “I know,” Malem said. “Slipped my mind.”

      “Mine too,” she commented. She glanced at Gwen. “How do you steer your animal without a bridle?”

      Gwen gave her a condescending smile. “Magic.”

      “Fine, don’t tell me,” Xaxia commented, looking away.

      “I do it the same way our Breaker does his iguanid,” Gwen finally told her.

      “What, with your mind?” Xaxia said.

      Gwen shook her head. “No, silly. It’s all in the knees.”

      “Ah.”

      When all external pieces of metal on their mounts were properly protected from the position-revealing effects of sunlight, the party members remounted and continued northward. Felipe remained cuddled in Malem’s collar, coming out only to pee.

      The grass soon became shorter, allowing for easier passage. It also meant it would be easier for any watchers to espy them from afar, which is why Malem chose a path that wound between the hills, using them for cover.

      “What’s with the grass?” Gwen asked.

      “Foragers feed here,” Malem replied. “Emus mostly. Maybe you’ll spot some in the distance if you’re lucky.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen an emu,” Gwen said.

      “Look in the mirror?” Xaxia said, breaking into a sudden snicker. “Sorry, sorry, couldn’t help it. You’re beautiful.”

      “Yeah, that’s right, and don’t you forget it,” Gwen said.

      “Your bandit friend is like a man in a woman’s body,” Abigail said. “Easy on the eyes, but rough on the ears.”

      “Not much different than most women,” Malem quipped.

      Abigail folded her arms and gave him that “hmph" expression.

      It wasn’t long before he detected oraks ahead. He raised a fist, halting the party.

      “We have a problem,” he said.
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      “This way, quickly!” Malem said. He veered to the left, moving behind three isolated oak trees along with the rest of the party.

      “What is it?” Abigail asked from behind him.

      “Got oraks lurking on the hilltop ahead,” Malem explained to the party members. “See that copse?” He leaned past his cover and pointed out the thick cluster of pine trees that grew upon the distant hill. It was so far away that the trees looked like a small growth of green fuzz on the upper surface of the hill at this range. “They’re using it for cover.”

      Abigail peered past one of the trees and squinted. “You spotted them with your bird?”

      “Hawk,” Malem told her.

      She frowned. “What?”

      “It’s a hawk, not a bird. And no... they’ve done a good job of hiding in the copse. If I didn’t have my beast sense I’d have no idea they were there.”

      “We’re going to have to go around them,” Abigail said.

      “Obviously,” Xaxia said.

      Gwen had an eager glint in her eye. “Actually, I’d prefer it if we go through them.”

      “Um, no thanks,” Xaxia said. “What if they happen to have one of those black mages of theirs? Or more than one?”

      “Malem can take control of them,” Gwen said.

      He smiled. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, but it’s not as easy as that. If you’ve been paying attention, you know I need to physically subdue these bastards before I can control them. They’re not like horses.”

      “I know that,” Gwen said. “Obviously I meant we’d break the mage’s face first, and then you’d take him.”

      “Break the mage’s face.” Xaxia shook her head. “The way you rustics talk is so ridiculous sometimes.”

      Malem answered Gwen’s original comment. “Too risky. I know you want to kill oraks, but there’s a time for killing, and a time for running.”

      Gwen folded her arms underneath her breast. “The latter is certainly something you’re good at.”

      “We’ll all be good at it before this journey is done, if I have my way,” he commented, his voice coming off a little harsher than intended.

      “How can we be sure they haven’t spotted us already?” Abigail asked.

      “They’d be charging us already if they had,” he told her. “Even so, there’s a good chance they have spyglasses or other surveilling equipment. Maybe some kind of far-sighting magic. We’ll have to be quick when we leave these trees, and hurry to that hill over there.” He nodded toward the closest hill that would shield them from the distant copse. “Ready?”

      The three women nodded in unison.

      “Let’s go!” Spurring Bounder to a gallop, he led the way across the open ground until he had pulled behind the hill in question. Felipe rubbed nervously against his collar, its little head exposed, and he scratched the monkey consolingly between the ears.

      “So, how did we do?” Gwen asked.

      The oraks had traveled just beyond his beast sense, so he relied on Spirit’s sight to give his response. “Nothing has come out of those trees. We weren’t spotted.”

      “Maybe they’re sleeping,” Xaxia said. “They are active more at night.”

      “We can only wish,” Malem said.

      “What I can’t understand is why there are oraks out in the countryside this close to Fallow Gate,” Abigail said. “The city’s patrols should have ferreted them out by now, especially in broad daylight.”

      “Maybe they didn’t have time,” Malem said.

      “The oraks had to have been here all morning,” Abigail said. “That’s more than enough time. The patrols of Fallow Gate use tiercels and bloodhounds to scout the surrounding hills. They send them out all along the lands bordering the forest here, to hunt monsters that wander outside its limits. Their animals are specifically trained on the scents of those monsters. Not even spiders could take up residence here, not without the patrols finding out and slaying them all. And now there are oraks.”

      Gwen wore a sheepish expression. “Uh, what’s a tiercel?”

      “Male hawk,” Abigail explained.

      “Ah.”

      “Well, for whatever reason, these patrols of yours are lax this morning,” he said. “Maybe the Black Sword paid them off.”

      “Anything’s possible,” Abigail agreed.

      They proceeded in a circumvential fashion around the hill that harbored the oraks, giving it a wide berth, and used the surrounding hills for cover. A few of those shielding hillocks were further away than he would have liked, but he would rather spend an extra hour out here than risk a fight they would probably lose. Still, he was conscious that the dire wolves, and potentially other oraks, might be coming up from the south at any moment, so he didn’t necessarily have unlimited time to dally. With that in mind, he made his way north as best he could, until finally the oraks were behind them.

      “The foothills are becoming more common,” Malem announced. “I’m having Spirit fly low to search for any hidden war parties. It’s risky, and I hope to hell she isn’t spotted and shot down.” What he wasn’t telling them was that he was worried he might not detect all the monsters that might be waiting in hiding. Especially if there were more mages down there.

      But Spirit didn’t find anything, and they continued the rest of the way to Fallow Gate without issue.

      It was evening when Malem announced their arrival. “I can see the city walls in the distance, via Spirit.” He frowned.

      “Is something wrong?” Abigail said.

      When he didn’t answer, Xaxia spoke into the silence: “That was a little less than the two days the signage proclaimed. I’ve always thought someone should go and rewrite all the time calculations on the signs throughout the realm. You know, to take into account the modern horseshoe.”

      “It looks like there’s an army of some kind encamped outside the city walls,” Malem said. “I’m having Spirit fly higher, so she can get closer. If she gets too low, they’ll definitely shoot her down to help fill their cooking pots.”

      But then he saw something that terrified him.

      “I’m recalling Spirit,” he said.

      “Why, what’s wrong?” Abigail pressed.

      “The city is under siege,” he said.

      “Well, that explains why there are oraks roaming the nearby countryside,” Xaxia commented.

      “Yes,” Malem agreed.

      “That’s fine, we’ll just avoid the city,” Abigail said. “Fallow Gate sometimes involves itself in border disputes with the neighboring realms. They’ve been besieged a few times in the past. It’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Except in this case, the besiegers are not part of any human army,” he said. “The ranks brim with the bronze pikes of oraks. And there are black dragons assaulting the walls, breathing acid breath that’s melting right through the stone, and the bodies of any defenders on it.”

      Felipe squeaked, and ducked underneath his collar.

      “Black Dragons?” Gwen said, her voice sounding similar in pitch to the monkey’s. “Are they Metal?”

      “No,” Abigail said. “Metal Dragons never stray beyond the boundaries of their territory. A black is a Night Dragon. Along with the grays, they are wicked and arcane, capable of dark magic akin to the black mages, but much more powerful.”

      “Wonderful,” Gwen said.

      “They’re not restricted to dark magic, either,” Abigail continued. “Some blacks have strong affinities to other disciplines—earth and ice for example. Though they are among the minority.”

      “Reassuring,” Gwen commented.

      “Well, at least you don’t want to rush into battle against these dragons,” Xaxia told the half gobling. “There’s hope for you yet.”

      Gwen lifted her hood over her head and folded her arms, as if suddenly cold. “I’m not a big fan of dying.”

      “So these dragons could paralyze us, just like the black orak mage did?” he asked Abigail.

      “If they got close enough, yes,” Abigail said. “Their particular paralyze magic works slightly differently than that of the mages, though. For it to work, you’d have to look them directly in the eye.”

      “So don’t look at them in the eyes, you’re saying.”

      “Not when you’re close,” Abigail agreed.

      He paused a moment longer, and then announced: “We detour west immediately.”

      “Wait, what do you mean, we’re still heading to the mountains beyond?” Xaxia asked.

      “That’s right,” he said. “We’ll turn north after several miles, when the city is well behind us.”

      Xaxia turned her horse around. “I only said I was coming to Fallow Gate.”

      Malem glanced back the way they had come. “Are you sure you want to go back that way alone? With dire wolves and orak war bands still on the loose? Things could go very wrong for you if you’re caught unaware... at least I have a chance of detecting any ambushers well in advance. But you, what do you have?”

      “My wits!” Xaxia said.

      Abigail snickered, and covered her mouth. “Sorry.”

      Xaxia glowered at her before returning her attention to Malem. “Damn you. Let’s go then and be done with this! And you.” She rounded on Abigail. “I expect some sort of reward when this is through!”

      Before Abigail could deny her, Xaxia was already spurring her steed away to the west.

      Malem glanced at Abigail. “You know, she probably deserves one...”

      “I’ll think about it,” the fire mage said.

      Malem raced Bounder after Xaxia and caught up. Gwen and Abigail followed just behind.

      He recalled Spirit.

      They wound their way through the different foothills, staying in the hollows. He kept scanning in every direction with his beast sense, looking for traps. When Spirit arrived, she circled forward and backward overhead, as per her usual search pattern.

      During one of those wide circles, Spirit issued an alarm.

      “We have a black dragon approaching from the east,” Malem said.

      “Just one?” Abigail asked.

      “Only one,” he replied.

      Abigail rubbed her chin. “It must have spotted your hawk... dragons do have excellent eyesight. From the air, they can see a bird from at least a mile away. Sometimes more. If the dragon pursued discretely, following the grade and curvature of the terrain, Spirit would have had a hard time noticing.”

      “That hawk of yours will be the end of us,” Xaxia commented.

      He hardly heard. He was searching the surrounding hills, looking for somewhere, anywhere to hide. But there were no copses of any kind, just the occasional lone tree among the endless rolling hills.

      “There should be an abandoned keep somewhere in these hills,” Abigail said. “It was owned by a baron who was a paranoid eccentric in life. He built an extensive underground tunnel system beneath the estate. We might not even need to use those tunnels... the walls of the keep itself will protect us.”

      “How?” Malem said. “Stone won’t hold up long against a dragon that breathes acid...”

      “As I said, this baron was very paranoid,” the fire mage continued. “All external facing walls of the keep are coated in Duramite.”

      “Duramite?” Xaxia said. “That’s expensive as hell.”

      “Yes, well, this baron had the resources,” Abigail continued. “He didn’t like having the Metal Dragons so close to his domain and since Duramite can resist all types of dragon breath, he decided to build his keep with it. While the material cannot endure a concentrated dragon attack forever, it will give us time to regroup and come up with a counter-strategy.”

      “Until the rest of the army arrives!” Xaxia said.

      “Ever the dour one, huh Bandit?” Gwen said.

      “No, merely a realist,” Xaxia said. “How do you think I survived so long as a highwaywoman?”

      Malem had Spirit moved well ahead of the party, hoping to lead the dragon away. But the big creature didn’t fall for it and continued on its previous course, heading directly toward the mounted party.

      At the earliest opportunity Malem swerved north, between two hills, following in Spirit’s wake. Meanwhile, he instructed the hawk to look for Abigail’s fabled keep.

      He had Spirit cast backward glances toward the dragon every few moments so that Malem could remain apprised of its position, since he didn’t yet detect it with his beast sense. Maybe he never would.

      Because of Spirit’s constant monitoring, Malem knew to look east when the dragon appeared above the crest of a hill near the current horizon; four other hills squatted between the dragon and the party.

      The dragon glided forward, and Malem noticed the subtle tightening of its wings as it spotted them for the first time. It suddenly flapped faster, increasing its speed and releasing a stentorian screech that seemed loud even from Malem’s relatively distant position. No doubt the dragon was summoning some of its brethren from the city, along with any nearby orak war parties.

      “Go!” Malem spurred Bounder forward at an all-out, panicked gallop. He soon realized he was going too fast—the horses couldn’t keep up. He reduced the speed of the iguanid to match the slower animals.

      The dragon was fast approaching. It was only three foothills away now.

      Spirit finally found the keep. “The keep is this way!” Malem swerved to the northwest, climbing a tall hillock directly beside him.

      The horses followed as fast as they were able. At the top, Bounder was fairly winded, but the horses were in far worse shape: their flanks heaved, and were damp with perspiration

      “We’re not going to make the keep,” Malem shouted over the pounding hooves. “You’ll run your horses into the ground!”

      “Balius can make it,” Xaxia said.

      Vaguely, he realized she had just revealed the name of her horse for the first time. He wasn’t sure why he was noting that... the mind picked up on the most random things during times of extreme stress.

      “All of our steeds can!” Abigail said.

      “Damn it.” He glanced toward the eastern horizon. He could see the black dragon there, relentlessly heading toward them. Two hills away.

      Malem spurred Bounder on. The horses made good time racing down the further side of the hill, which was far less taxing on their fatiguing bodies. But as soon as they hit the hollow below, they began flagging once more.

      Those steeds were going to die if he did nothing. And their riders shortly thereafter.

      He reached out to the horses and rebroke them, then imparted some of his and Gwen’s stamina to the animals. He included Bounder in that transference.

      Gwen gasped, slumping in the saddle. He leaned forward as well, feeling momentarily dizzy, but recovered enough to sit straight. He released the horses from his grip, and that helped.

      As the dragon closed to one hill away, he picked it up with his beast sense.

      Malem tried to Break it. It was too powerful of course: the tendrils of his will evaporated on contact. It didn’t help matters that he had drained himself by granting stamina to the horses only moments before.

      Small gills on either side of the dragon’s neck suddenly glowed a subtle green.

      “It’s going to breathe acid!” Abigail said.
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      “Scatter!” Malem commanded.

      He swerved to the left, while the others turned in random directions. Just in time, too, because the dragon opened its mouth and unleashed a spray of acid on their former positions. The dragon tilted its head, swinging that stream of acid toward Abigail’s fleeing mount. Apparently the dragon had recognized her as a fire mage, and thus as its most capable foe. He wondered if it could sense the magic in her.

      The dragon overshot them, and circled around to make another pass. Abigail released a fireball at its tail, but the flames dissipated harmlessly against those scales.

      Abigail pressed the fingers of one hand into the rim of the tight collar that wrapped her neck as if struggling to tear it away. When it didn’t budge, she gave up; her forearms ignited and she spun in the saddle instead, unleashing another fireball at the incoming dragon. The big creature glided easily to the side.

      Malem had run Bounder partway up a hill but he returned now to the hollow, which was more a gorge formed between two foothills; the walls of the keep awaited tantalizingly ahead. He could see the doors of the outer protective wall: they were bent askew, and barely hanging onto their hinges. Almost inviting them inside.

      The other party members fell back into line beside him.

      “It’s going to try Paralyze next!” Abigail said. “Nobody look at it!”

      Malem averted his gaze and instead watched the dragon via Spirit, who was far enough away to remain unaffected by the paralyze magic. Those malevolent eyes widened, but the dragon quickly realized nobody was paying attention to it.

      Via Spirit, Malem saw the breath tell once again, those small gills on the sides of the neck becoming a faint green.

      “It breathes, disperse!” he said.

      The party members scattered again. The stream of acid struck the empty grass in their wake, and once more curved toward Abigail, who deftly maneuvered Ember out of the way, putting every ounce of the steed’s speed to use.

      Malem felt a stir at his collar as Felipe peeked out. The movement reversed itself as the monkey hid inside a moment later, evidently not liking what it saw.

      The dragon passed, and began turning its hulking form around for another flyby.

      Malem returned to the gorge and hurried Bounder toward the broken gates. He passed through a moment later, the packed dirt giving way to soiled cobblestones, and he led the way inside the ruined grounds.

      Shrubs and trees had grown between the cobblestones, and the ground was uneven in several places. He steered between the worst sections, passing the different outbuildings as he headed toward the doors of the main keep. They also sat askew on their hinges. This place had been looted a long time ago, no doubt. Hopefully nothing… untoward… had taken up residence, because those doors were big enough to fit a dragon.

      The exterior shone with a brightness that seemed at odds with the overall state of the keep. There were no rust stains of any kind, and it seemed burnished, just as if it had been polished only yesterday. That had to be the Duramite coating Abigail had alluded to, protecting it from the elements.

      Bounder took the stairs six at a time and lived up to its name, bounding inside the keep; the others followed shortly thereafter.

      They found themselves galloping through a big hall. While the furniture and other fixtures had been looted or decomposed long ago, the tiled floor was in perfect condition—it had the same bright sheen as the keep’s outer walls.

      Ahead, a stairwell led down to a basement level, fronted by a pair of double doors. Those doors had the same sheen as the floor, but were broken open.

      A quick scan of the four walls told him that the side corridors would provide no safety. They were as tall as the main entrance—big enough to fit the black dragon.

      “For a baron who reportedly didn’t like living in dragon territory, he sure left enough room to welcome their kind into his halls!” Malem exclaimed.

      The dragon burst into the main hall behind them.

      “Down!” Malem ordered.

      The team raced into the stairwell; acid ripped through the air just above them.

      Malem led Bounder into the basement opening. He was about to activate his night vision when Abigail created a flaming globe that hovered above the party. It followed Malem and the others inside, illuminating the tight stone corridor. The route was big enough to remain mounted, and ride two abreast, but not so big as to fit the dragon in its entirety.

      Behind them, the black dragon tried to shove its head into the opening, and succeeded to a degree, but was unable to open its maw in the tight confines. Malem quickly looked away before the eyes could paralyze him.

      He heard a loud scraping, and glancing back he realized the dragon had withdrawn its head, and shoved one of its forelimbs inside instead; loud scraping echoed through the corridor as its claws raked across the floor in an attempt to grab the horse on drag: Neeme. But Gwen moved just beyond reach.

      The forearm retracted and green acid assailed the opening instead. Apparently the dragon was trying to enlarge it. The floor stones inside melted away, but the bricks in the doorframe remained intact, coated as they were with Duramite. The limb thrust inside once again, scrambling about in frustration as it searched for its prey.

      The party continued forward. Ahead, the corridor banked hard to the right, and soon the dragon’s clawed forearm was lost from view.

      Spirit approached the upper parapets of the keep. Before landing on the ledge of a broken upper window, the hawk spotted two more dragons. An orak war party kept pace on the ground below: they rode pale horses whose flanks and heads were protected by light bronze mail. The oraks wore similar armor, their chest plates lacquered with the symbol of a horseshoe overlaid with a pike.

      That those steeds ran far faster than ordinary horses and were able to keep pace with the dragons told him they had to be enhanced by some dark magic.

      Malem slowed and the others matched his speed.

      “We have more dragons incoming,” he announced. “As well as a mounted orak war party. They’ll reach the keep momentarily.”

      “Tell me again why we went underground rather than escaping through a side corridor back there?” Xaxia said.

      “We had no choice,” he told her. “The side corridors, as you call them, were just as tall as the main hall. If we had stayed up there, one of us would be dead now. If not all of us.”

      “At least it would be over with,” she muttered.

      He reached out with his mind, searching for any animals or monsters, but other than the dragon, there was only a raccoon, and some rats, in the keep above. Otherwise, the place was empty.

      Now that he had somewhat more time, he examined his surroundings more closely under the light of Abigail’s floating flame. The floor, walls and ceiling were made of stones and mortar polished to a smooth surface. Well, formerly smooth. There were indentations and protrusions that had appeared over the years as the surrounding ground shifted. The material wasn’t Duramite, he noted. That was good.

      He studied the ceiling.

      “What are you looking for?” Xaxia asked.

      “The oraks will come this way in search of us…” he said. “I’m looking for a loose stone. Here!”

      He began stabbing upward into a bulging series of stones above him. A brick dropped away after his second impact, landing on Bounder’s neck. The animal moaned in annoyance.

      Felipe peeked out from inside his collar, curious as to what the racket was. When he saw what Malem was doing, he scrambled out of the jacket and robe combination entirely and took up residence on his shoulder. Malem half-expected the monkey to relieve itself, but remarkably, Felipe kept its bowels and bladder in check for once.

      Felipe lost his balance with Malem’s next thrust, and repositioned onto his saddle instead. Another stone fell from the ceiling, hitting Bounder in the head. The iguanid shook its head as if to clear away the sudden pain and dizziness.

      Felipe pointed at the iguanid and cackled with glee.

      Bounder grunted in outrage.

      “Sorry, boy.” Malem repositioned his mount so that any falling stones would miss the iguanid, and continued thrusting. The angle wasn’t as good, but he worked with it.

      Xaxia joined him, and her blade glowed with each upward strike. Loose soil began to flow free from above now.

      “All right, everyone move deeper inside,” he said. “It’s going to cave soon.”

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Gwen said, guiding Neeme deeper inside as she asked.

      “No,” he admitted.

      “You dummies are going to collapse it on yourselves,” Abigail said from beside Gwen. “Here, get behind me. I’ll finish the job.”

      Malem glanced at Xaxia, and then shrugged. He turned Bounder around and squeezed past Abigail. Xaxia joined him with Balius, her mount.

      Abigail unleashed several rapid fireballs in a row. Felipe promptly attempted to scramble underneath the saddlebags; the little monkey ran in place for a few moments, unable to get a grip on the smooth fabric because it was trying to move its legs so fast, but then a moment later it found purchase and disappeared.

      The ceiling fell inward as the loosened dirt flowed free, smashing into the floor stones below and blasting a cloud of dust into the air. Malem shielded his eyes in time but couldn’t help breathing in some of the fine particles.

      He and the others coughed; Abigail brightened her floating flame, and as the dust cleared, he saw that the dirt and debris had sealed the passageway completely.

      “Nice job,” he commented.

      Felipe peered out from the saddlebags, and a moment later the little monkey climbed out to resume its position on the saddle as if nothing had happened.

      “That should hold the oraks for a while,” Malem said.

      “What about the dragon itself?” Gwen said.

      “You saw how the basement opening was lined with stones coated in Duramite, right?” he said.

      “But even Abigail stated Duramite eventually fails...” Gwen insisted.

      “In this case, I think it will take a long time for the dragon to break through,” Abigail said. “The oraks in the war party will dig us out far sooner.”

      “How long do you think we have?” Xaxia asked her.

      “I don’t know,” Abigail replied. “An hour. Maybe two. Enough time to prepare some sort of defense.”

      “I don’t think we’ll need much preparing, other than getting a feel for the lay of the land,” Gwen said. “This passageway forms an excellent choke point. We could hold off an army here for days, if we had to.” Her eyes lit up wildly. “These corridors will flow with rivers of orak blood. Oceans of it!”

      “I’m loving the eagerness,” Xaxia said. “We’ll make an assassin of you yet!”

      “I’m afraid we won’t last for days if we stay here,” Malem said. “The Black Sword will continue to send reinforcements. An endless supply of oraks will pass through this tunnel. Meanwhile, we’ll have no respite: we’ll hold them off until we’re too weary to hold our swords. And then we’ll die.”

      “There has to be another way out of here, then,” Abigail said, leading her mount deeper into the subterranean corridor.

      Malem squeezed Bounder alongside her mount. The horses were so accustomed to the iguanid now, having fought at its side in so many battles, that they readily allowed such close quarters.

      Even Neeme and Balius got along behind him.

      Abigail reduced the flame as they proceeded deeper, as there wasn’t as much of the dust to contend with here, and the added brightness wasn’t necessary. It also probably needlessly taxed her.

      Malem still had access to Spirit’s vision at this range—it wasn’t affected by how many stone walls or layers of bedrock separated him from the animal—and he watched the horseback oraks arrive, along with the two other black dragons. They seemed to be conferring with one another.

      “The oraks and other dragons are here,” Malem said.

      One particular orak, clad in orange robes, stepped forward. Presumably a mage of some sort. The others immediately gave it room. The mage entered the main hall of the keep with a small group of eight oraks.

      “They’re coming inside,” he added. He considered sending Spirit down to keep a further eye on them, but decided he didn’t want to risk drawing attention to the hawk. The last thing he needed was a dragon chasing it away.

      They continued deeper into the subterranean passage.

      “With our luck, we’ll probably find a lich lord hiding in here,” Xaxia commented.

      “I’ve checked, I sense nothing else down here but the dragon,” Malem told her. That wasn’t entirely true now, of course: he could sense the eight ordinary oraks behind him, located roughly at the site of the cave-in. He couldn’t detect the mage, however, which wasn’t all that surprising to him by now. He could vaguely sense the other oraks farther away, but not the two new dragons he hadn’t seen yet.

      “Well, that’s good, I suppose,” Xaxia said. “But okay, let’s say we find an exit, what then? We fight our way out?”

      “We ambush the dragon, and kill it,” Gwen said.

      Xaxia giggled. “Once again, I’m loving the naive enthusiasm. It’s cute, it really is. But seriously, I doubt my sword will pierce those scales.”

      “The blade is magic, is it not?” Abigail asked.

      Malem glanced over his shoulder in time to catch Xaxia bobbing her head.

      “And coated in Duramite?” the fire mage pressed.

      “I believe so.”

      “Then there’s a chance your sword can, in fact, penetrate,” Abigail told her.

      “Not that I’m going to get close enough to try,” Xaxia said.

      “My sword certainly won’t,” Malem said.

      “How about your will?” Abigail asked.

      He sighed. “I can’t get inside its mind. I’ve certainly tried. What about your fire… will it cause damage?”

      “Not enough,” Abigail said. “At least not at my current strength. The scales of most dragons act like Duramite, and protect them from flames.”

      “But I’ve heard dragons can slay each other with their own flames!” Gwen said.

      “Only after biting a chunk out of their opponent’s scales,” Abigail said. “Exposing the tender flesh underneath.”

      “You seem to know an awful lot about dragons,” Xaxia commented.

      “I was on an errand taking me into the heart of dragon territory,” Abigail said. “Of course I was going to study them before leaving.”

      Malem sensed two of the oraks at the cave-in moving away. Via Spirit, he saw the orange-robed mage appear at the keep entrance a moment later, escorted by the two he could sense. The other six remained inside, probably digging out the rubble.

      The orak mage conferred with the dragons and then returned to the war party to shout what must have been instructions. A lone rider departed immediately and raced out of the keep, no doubt toward the army camped outside Fallow Gate. The other oraks meanwhile spread out: some entered the keep and took the basement passage, probably to help dig out the rubble. Others roamed the inner hallways and outer grounds, likely scouting for any potential passageways leading down.

      He had Spirit edge outside the window a ways, with instructions to flee to the rooftop if oraks disturbed it.

      “They’ve sent out a messenger of some kind,” he said. “No doubt calling for reinforcements. Maybe a sapper team. The other oraks are spreading out. Some are entering the basement, others roaming the keep and its grounds.”

      “Searching for another way down...” Abigail said.

      He nodded.

      Different underground rooms began to open up along the route. There were no doors on many of them, and the remainder were broken inward. They seemed to be former storerooms, with anything of value looted long ago. There were mostly empty crates and kegs, and a wealth of spider webs. At least the spiders here were of the tiny variety, not the monster kind. Then again, the latter might have proved useful at the moment.

      “If this tunnel system was supposed to serve as the baron’s bunker, these would have held non-perishable foods, mostly,” he commented.

      He sent Felipe inside to explore a few of the larger rooms as he went, but the monkey always returned empty-handed. Well, it did bring back the occasional plank torn from a crate, or the shattered piece of a mug. None of the rooms had connecting passageways.

      “What I’m wondering is, why didn’t the enemy use black dragons to hunt us from the start?” Gwen asked. “It would have been far more effective than sending dire wolves and oraks.”

      “But also far more conspicuous,” Malem told her. “Dragons would be hunted by the knights of any city they passed over. The entire host probably worked its way here, maybe ravaging cities all the way from the front lines.”

      “I don’t think so,” Abigail said. “That would slow them down, and open them up to potential flanking attacks if any aid came from the other cities. I think instead this orak host and its escorting dragons circumvented the cities, traveling through the northwestern mountain passes. That’s also the only way they could have sneaked past the front lines of the Alliance unnoticed. Traveling by night the whole way, of course.”

      “To intercept us?” he pressed.

      “The Black Sword’s spies reported our position,” Abigail said. “Probably via carrier pigeons in both Abe’s Wood and Redbridge. With my route revealed, the Black Sword knew that only Fallow Gate remained between us and the Metal Dragons. This was the only way we could pass without adding weeks to our schedule. After we escaped the ambushes of his minions outside Redbridge, the dark general decided to besiege Fallow Gate outright, and block all access to it, rather than risk losing us this close to Metal Dragon territory.”

      “That’s kind of overkill,” Gwen said.

      “You think?” Xaxia said. “They really, really don’t want the Metal Dragons involved in this war.”

      “Vorgon planned to destroy Fallow Gate anyway at some point,” Abigail said. “As he has done to all other cities in the west before it. So why not destroy it now, if it allows him to stop us?”

      “There will be other messengers after you,” Malem said. “One will get through, eventually.”

      “No,” Abigail said. “There won’t be any others.” She closed her eyes, then looked at him again. “I haven’t told you, but the front lines of the Alliance are ready to buckle. The defenders might last a few more days, if that. This is truly our last chance. If we don’t reach the Metal Dragons, no one will.”

      “Well, that doesn’t up the ante or anything,” he grumbled.

      At last they reached a dead end. The corridor just ended in a wall made of the same stone and mortar as everywhere else.

      “Now what?” Gwen asked.

      “We backtrack,” he replied. “And find a defensible position.”

      “The corridor makes a good choke point,” Xaxia said.

      “Yes, but one of the rooms makes an even better one,” he told her. “And we’re not planning on sticking around, remember?”

      He returned to a room with a door, choosing one with a decent amount of refuse. He had to dismount to fit through the doorway, as did the others. Once they were through, they shut the door, and piled empty crates and barrels against it. The horses lingered with the iguanid against the wall next to the entrance.

      “There isn’t another way out,” Malem said. “So we’ll just have to make one.” He eyed the stone ceiling in the corner, where the ground had shifted, causing a bulge in the stones and mortar.

      “You can sense the oraks, right?” Abigail said. “Are there any above?”

      “Not at the moment,” Malem said. “Though there are a few roaming nearby. Using Spirit’s eyes and my sense of her as a guide, the best I can tell, we’re underneath the southern outskirts of the keep grounds, near the main outer wall. If we tunnel through to the surface here, we should end up behind one of the outbuildings, which used to serve as a farrier, judging from what I can see with Spirit. It’s just about the perfect spot.”

      He went to the corner and began picking at the bulging stones in the ceiling with his sword. Felipe watched from Bounder’s saddle nearby.

      Gwen and Xaxia joined in, and when they had cleared away the first layer of stones, they stepped back so Abigail could use her fireballs.

      The room filled with dust as the roof finally caved. Malem coughed, Gwen sneezed.

      Abigail brightened her flaming globe as the dust cleared, allowing them to see through the thick cloud.

      The collapse wasn’t as extensive as the previous hallway cave-in, though still a substantial amount of soil and stone formed a pyramid in the corner.

      Malem stepped into the dirt pile to examine the ceiling. His sandals sank into the loose earth on the outskirts. “We’re not through yet.”

      He stepped back, and Abigail launched more fireballs.

      “Hmm, I’m hitting stone,” she said. “We’re underneath the bedrock. I’m just wasting my energy.”

      Malem mounted Bounder, and had the animal climb as high as it could onto the rubble. Then he stood up in the saddle, and rammed his sword into the tunnel they’d formed. He struck something solid, and felt the reverberations travel down into his arm.

      “Definitely bedrock,” he said.

      “Could it be the bottom of the outbuilding you mentioned?” Xaxia asked. “This farrier?”

      “I don’t think so,” Malem said. “By my reckoning, the whole room should be at least several paces from the outbuilding. As well as the wall enclosing the grounds.”

      “So we truly are trapped,” Abigail said.
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      Malem simply stared at the fire mage. He didn’t know what to tell her.

      “I can cut through that rock with Biter,” Xaxia said.

      “Biter?” Gwen asked.

      In answer, Xaxia drew her sword.

      “You’ll never dig through in time,” Abigail said.

      “Maybe, maybe not,” Xaxia said. “But I have to do something. It’s better than sitting here and waiting to die.”

      Malem dismounted, landing on the dirt pile, and helped Xaxia into the saddle. She had to sheath her sword to get into place, but promptly drew it once she was standing on the iguanid’s back. She began stabbing the blade into ceiling. The resounding thuds the weapon produced were definitely louder than anything Malem’s own sword had made. Biter glowed a bright purple as she worked.

      “This Darkness of yours isn’t going to come while we’re trapped here in this room with you, is it?” Xaxia asked between upward thrusts.

      “If it does, it will take me, not you,” he replied.

      He sat on the floor next to Abigail and Gwen to watch her work. Behind him, by the wall, Felipe had climbed onto Ember’s saddle and fallen fast asleep.

      “You think she’s going to get through?” Abigail asked softly.

      “Doubt it,” he said. “But it’s worth trying.”

      She nodded slowly.

      “So we’re going to die here after all,” Gwen said after a moment. She sighed. “Maybe it’s for the best.” Her eyes defocused. “I’ll get to see the villagers again. Farrier James. And little Beth. Maybe it’s a good thing they died before me, so they wouldn’t have to feel this grief.”

      “We’re not dead yet,” Malem said.

      “No,” Gwen said, her features hardening. “We won’t sell our lives cheaply.” She smiled, baring her teeth. “I plan to charge full price. Many oraks will join me in the afterworld when I go. I will give them to the villagers so that they can kill the monsters again and again, for all eternity.”

      He wasn’t sure what to say to that, so he glanced at Abigail, who merely raised her eyebrows in reply.

      He listened to the thudding of Xaxia’s sword against the bedrock.

      “You think they can hear that?” Abigail asked.

      “The oraks above?” he replied. “Maybe. But if they can, it’s not attracting them, not yet.” He could vaguely sense the oraks in the tunnel with them, still lingering near the blockade. The collapse must have been more extensive than the party had thought, because those oraks were sure taking a long time digging it out.

      We definitely got lucky back there.

      But then again, all that luck had done was prolong the inevitable. Like Gwen, he didn’t think they were going to get out of this one alive. Not with three dragons lurking out there. Even if he could Break one of those orak mages, it was doubtful that would be enough to swing the tide of battle in their favor.

      Abigail drew him out of his dark reverie: “You seem to be growing in power as the journey progresses. Why?”

      He merely looked at her, pretending he didn’t understand what she meant.

      “You still haven’t told me how you were able to conquer those oraks after Redbridge,” she continued. “And you took control of a mage. That’s impossible.” She glanced at Gwen. “It has something to do with her, doesn’t it? The first time I asked the question, you looked at her. What have you done?”

      Gwen watched him carefully, and he could sense the caution in her bundle of energy.

      “You deserve to know the truth about me,” he said. Raising his voice for Xaxia’s benefit, he added: “All of you.” He sighed. “I slept with her.”

      The thudding paused as Xaxia stopped, but she quickly resumed her work, the bangs sounding louder than ever. Almost angry.

      “When I did, something happened,” he said. “Gwen was at her weakest, her mind completely exposed to me. I couldn’t help intertwining my will with hers, joining our minds, and our pleasure. It was one of the most incredible experiences of my life.”

      “Mine, too,” Gwen added softly.

      “So what you’re saying is you broke her, in essence...” Abigail translated.

      He shook his head. “It was more than that. I broke her, yes. Dominated her will. But I did something else, too. Because when I tried to release her, I couldn’t. We are permanently linked. Sharing our life energies. She boosted my physical strength and endurance, but also my beast abilities as well. Originally I could only hold two animals at once, but with her joined to my mind, I can retain another four at the same time, for a total of six. Or seven, if you include my permanent link to her. I can also Break monsters.”

      He paused on that note, to let his words sink in. “Not creatures of too high a level mind you, and each monster takes more than one beast slot to retain, but that is still greater than anything I have ever managed before. All of this because I reached out to her mind in a moment of sheer bliss.”

      Abigail studied him uncertainly. “You have the power of a Balor in you,” she said at length. “I have felt Lord Vorgon, when near the front lines. His malevolent presence reaches out, searching for the minds of the weak to turn to his side. I felt the same with you when I first met you at the inn, and you tried to squeeze my mind to your will. It frightened me, but when I blocked you out easily, I assumed you were some Breaker of a high level I had never seen before, and otherwise not worthy of any more of my attention. But when you joined me and I saw the things you could do, I began to realize it was much more than that. Especially when you momentarily froze that first dire wolf. It has something to do with this Darkness that follows you, doesn’t it?”

      He stared at her, wondering how much he should reveal. He figured he had imparted this much, he might as well tell them everything. Especially considering the four of them probably weren’t going to survive this day.

      “Perhaps you’ve heard of Banvil?” he asked.

      Abigail’s inhale came as a hiss.

      “Banvil?” Gwen asked in confusion.

      “A blight upon this land like no other,” Abigail said. “A Balor, he opened the first gateway to this world, paving the way for Vorgon.” She returned her attention to Malem. “So, what about Banvil?”

      “It was he who gave me the ability to commune with beasts,” he said.

      She frowned. “So you weren’t born with it?”

      “No.”

      “Since when does one of the most powerful demons of the underworld hand out gifts?”

      “The ability came with a price,” he said. “As you have seen. And I don’t actually believe the Balor intended to grant me anything. It was part and parcel of the curse.”

      “Okay, now you’ve lost me,” Abigail said. “What curse?”

      “First, tell me if you’ve ever heard the name Nailcrom…”

      Abigail pursed her lips ever so slightly. It reminded him, distractingly, of a kiss. “The legendary ice mage who saved the city of Magenta. He defeated Banvil outside the city walls.”

      “I was there when Nailcrom banished him,” Malem said.

      “You couldn’t have been more than a child…”

      He smiled sadly. “Indeed I was. I was only one year old when Banvil marked me. You see, Nailcrom was my father.”

      Abigail stared at him in shock.

      “My father banished Banvil back to the Black Realm, dying in the process,” Malem continued. “Before Banvil fell, he promised to one day reach out from the underworld and take me, Nailcrom’s only child. And that is my curse. A Darkness that has hunted me for as long as I remember. Though it didn’t manifest until six years after that initial encounter. My uncle had taken me in during that time, and raised me in a cabin deep in the woods.

      “When I was seven, Banvil finally made good on his promise. Perhaps it had taken him all those years to recover his strength after my father’s attack. Or maybe he merely wanted to wait until I was older so that my mind was more developed, and I would suffer more. I don’t know. Whatever the case, the curse finally manifested.

      “The Darkness visited every three to six days at first. So often that I developed the ability to foretell its coming. My uncle portrayed it as some big game: like hide-and-seek, but played with the very night itself.

      “For years after his death I wondered why he didn’t tell me the truth, but I know now he did it to protect me from the terrifying reality of my situation. Still, I wish I had known, because it was no game.”

      Malem closed his eyes, shaking his head very slightly. When he opened them, he had to blink back tears before continuing. “There came a time when I told my uncle that I was weary of this game, that it simply wasn’t fun anymore. He told me it didn’t work that way. That we had to keep playing the game for the foreseeable future. I can still recall how tense his voice had been that morning. Frightened, even, with an undercurrent of desperation. But I thought it was an act. Part of the game. So when he said, ‘Young Malem, you’ll tell me when you next sense the Darkness coming, won’t you?’ I nodded and told him yes. But I had already decided, you see, that I wasn’t going to play anymore.

      “So that night when I sensed the coming Dark, I didn’t tell my uncle. We had taken up a nomadic existence by then, never staying in one place, our cabin in the woods abandoned months ago. So when the tendrils of the night came for me, we were boarding at the inn of a small village.

      “That inn had a tavern, which unfortunately was packed to the brim that night. My uncle took me down to eat, and had only just ordered our meal when the Darkness manifested right there in the crowded common room. My uncle snatched me up and threw me on his back. The black tendrils pursued. I giggled as it swallowed up screaming patrons, thinking it was part of the game, not truly understanding that they were dying.

      “But the inn was too crowded, and my uncle couldn’t squeeze past the stampeding patrons in time. Those ghostly tendrils wrapped around my arms, so cold they burned my flesh. My howls of laughter turned to screams of pain.

      It began taking me, the coldness seeping straight through into the very core of my being. I was ripped from my uncle’s back and dragged backward, toward the portal to the Black Realm. But my uncle was quick. He squeezed his fingers around my wrist and grabbed onto the bar counter with his other hand, halting my advance while I was still only partially through the portal. Those tendrils surrounded him as well, and he screamed, but he didn’t let go. He refused.”

      Malem couldn’t help the tears then. He let them flow as he continued.

      “And so for a brief moment I existed in two realms at once, partly in the underworld, where the Balors live, and partly in this one. But my uncle was strong, very strong, and Banvil was forced to lessen his devouring hold on me to concentrate on my uncle. Black tendrils loosened across my body, wrapping around my uncle instead. With the hold on me loosened, I broke free. ‘Run!’ my uncle shouted. By then his body was covered in blackness, the skin ripped from his body in several places, revealing raw muscle and bone. But still he did not let go.

      “I ran to the door and glanced back. My uncle finally released the counter then, but only because the Darkness had devoured the very sinews of his arm and he had no muscles left with which to resist. He was sucked into the portal, and it winked out a moment later. I dropped to the floor in shock and exhaustion, my skin covered in second-degree burns where the Darkness had touched.”

      He paused, collecting himself. “I always regretted that moment. The sorrow that followed was unbearable, as was the brutal life on the streets that came next, living as a street urchin stealing and begging my way through life, and always hiding from the Dark.

      “But it was also the moment that changed me, because something had happened to me while I existed partly in this world and the Black Realm. Something had changed deep inside me. Ever since my return I had the uncanny ability to commune with, and control, beasts. I had become a Breaker, where the ability was entirely lacking before. Something that should be impossible. When I discovered I could control animals, I abandoned the cities and villages and made my home in the forests.

      “My uncle had left a note for me, to be opened upon his death. In it, he explained what had happened to my father, and the curse Banvil had placed upon me. He had seen it all firsthand. I burned that note, blaming him and my father for everything that had happened to me. For the longest time I believed my father should have left Banvil well enough alone, and instead let the world suffer what fate it would beneath the Balor’s hands. And when I heard that a new, even more powerful Balor had come to take his place, I laughed, and hoped Vorgon would destroy the world.

      “Eventually I forgave my uncle, and even my father. But not the world. Sometimes, I couldn’t care less if it’s destroyed. Though meeting you three has changed my opinion somewhat, because if there are people like you still left in the world, then perhaps there’s something here worth saving after all.”

      He hadn’t noticed until then, but Biter’s thudding had stopped: Xaxia was no longer stabbing her sword into the gaping hole in the ceiling, and instead listened wholeheartedly, hanging on his every word. When he looked at her, she promptly set back to work.

      Abigail and Gwen were giving him strange looks. Pity, he thought. That made him uncomfortable: he hated it when people pitied him.

      He cleared his throat and asked Xaxia. “How’s it look?”

      She shook her head. “Not through yet. Getting there.”

      Yes. Getting there. In another week.

      “Take me,” Abigail said suddenly.

      He glanced at her, confused. “What do you mean?”

      “We need every advantage we can get,” Abigail explained. “If that means Breaking me so you can control more oraks, then you have to do it.”
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      Malem looked at Abigail uncertainly. He could feel her presence then. She had lowered her mental guard.

      “Are you sure?” he said.

      “More so than anything in this world,” she told him.

      He wondered if it had been a mistake to reveal his story to her. Doing so would have evoked emotions that perhaps she could not control. Drunk on sympathy, she was offering herself up to him on a platter.

      “I’m not sure—” he began.

      “Do it,” she intoned coldly.

      That hardened him.

      She wants to be Broken? I’ll Break her.

      He reached out angrily and violently wrapped his will around hers. He pressed tightly, but she eluded him, squeezing from his grip. It was like trying to Break an uninjured orak.

      He drew upon all the mental strength Gwen provided him with, along with Bounder and Felipe, but still it was no use. He was only succeeding in exhausting them. And himself.

      He released her, and slumped slightly. “You have to surrender yourself to me completely.”

      “I’m trying,” she claimed.

      “No, you’re not,” he said.

      He reached out again, and their wills clashed. She would allow him to enclose her completely with his will, but when the time came to Break her, she always fled beneath his powerful grip. He sensed that she sincerely wanted him to Break her, and was trying to give herself to him, but at the last moment a part of her always changed its mind, fearful of the consequences.

      He sighed. “I guess some people instinctively can’t surrender. It seems the only way I can Break you is to beat you senseless or have sex with you.”

      Her cheeks reddened slightly. “Too bad for you, neither option is on the table.”

      “All right then.”

      Abigail glanced at Gwen, and lowered her voice so that Xaxia wouldn’t hear. “Unless… unless it’s okay with Gwen.”

      “Is what okay with me?” Gwen asked loudly, drawing a glance from Xaxia. The bandit promptly returned to work.

      Abigail shifted uncomfortably, and said, barely above a whisper: “Having sex with him...”

      Gwen shook her head vociferously. “Uh, uh. No. No way.”

      Malem opened his mouth, but decided it was best not to intervene. Let the women work it out.

      “Besides, it’s not going to work for you,” Gwen continued. “I’m half monster. That’s the only reason why his powers doubled when he linked with me. That has to be the explanation. You, on the other hand... you’re completely human. So like I said, won’t work.”

      Abigail glanced at him. Before she could open her mouth, Gwen was already speaking again.

      “Don’t ask him!” Gwen said. “He’ll say anything to get in your pants at this point.”

      He gave the half gobling a patient smile. “Gwen, you know that’s not true. Whatever the two of you decide, whatever you’re comfortable with, I’ll accept. And I won’t judge you either way. We’ll find a way out of this, no matter what you decide.”

      Gwen sighed, and rubbed her eyes. Finally she looked up: “Can you really sense her?”

      He nodded. “The two of us weren’t merely acting just now. I was inside her mind. But she won’t let me take hold. She needs to be... distracted.”

      “Distracted.” Gwen chuckled sadly. “Yes.” She rested her elbow on her knee, and plopped her chin in her open palm. “Sounds much like I was, wanting to forget. More than anything.” She closed her eyes, squeezed them tight. “I have no claim to him.” Her words came softly, as if she had to drag them out one by one. “What we had was just for fun. To distract me.” It sounded more like she was saying that more for herself than anyone else. Finally she opened her eyes and glanced at Abigail. “Maybe it doesn’t matter if you’re part monster or not. Maybe it will work with magic, too.”

      Abigail rested a hand on Gwen’s knee. “If you don’t want me to…”

      Gwen exhaled in defeat. “No. If there’s a chance you can increase his power, we have to try. He’s not mine, as I said. We exchanged no promises, no vows.” She glanced at Malem, and her expression became thoughtful. Or perhaps worried was a better description of what he saw there in her eyes. “One question we haven’t asked ourselves is: just because we can increase his power, should we? What kind of monster could we be creating? Trading one evil merely for another, and in the process tying ourselves intricately to him.”

      “I’m not evil—” Malem began.

      “And then there’s the Darkness that follows him,” Gwen interrupted. “A Darkness he just explained in vivid detail. Is this the kind of man you truly want to tie yourself to? Permanently?”

      “I’d love to debate the pros and cons of it all,” Abigail said. “I really would. But unfortunately we don’t have the luxury of time, or even choice. We’re victims of circumstance. We either do this, and increase our chances of getting out of here, or we fight with what we have. It might be enough.”

      “But probably not,” Gwen murmured. She stared into space for several moments. Finally: “If I have to share him with anyone, I’d prefer it was you. Someone I know and trust. Someone who started out as my enemy and became one of my closest friends. Of course I don’t like it, but if it improves our chances of getting out of here alive even by a smidgen, then obviously we have to try. I won’t stop you.” She stood up suddenly. “But I’m not going to watch. Do what you have to do.”

      The half gobling went to Xaxia and pulled herself onto Bounder to join the bandit. The iguanid lowed softly in complaint at having to carry two people.

      Xaxia didn’t say anything as Gwen joined her in slamming her sword into the exposed bedrock above. The bandit had probably heard every word of the latest discussion, despite their lowered voices.

      “I’m worried this is going to strain our relationship,” Abigail said quietly.

      “Of course it’s going to fucking strain our relationship,” Malem said. “The stress we’re under here is enough to snap the spirit of an ordinary person. We’re half-starved. Stranded in a subterranean tunnel system. Surrounded by oraks and dragons. It’s a wonder we still have our wits about us. What you and I are about to do will only add to that stress.”

      She gave him a considering look. “But it will offer a release as well. At least to the two of us.”

      “Maybe.” He grabbed her by the shoulder. “Come on then, Fire Mage, if we’re going to do this, let’s do it.”

      Malem moved to a corner of the room on the opposite side of the door to the horses, and rearranged some of the abandoned crates, creating a screen of sorts so that Abigail and himself would have at least some privacy.

      His heart was already pounding in his chest by the time he placed the last crate; not from the exertion, but from the promise of the coming intimacy.

      Standing behind the screen of those crates, he turned toward Abigail. She was chewing something. She held out her palm, offering what looked like small pieces of dried root. He shook his head, and she returned the plants to a pouch, then stuffed it into a secret pocket in her dress.

      He approached her hesitantly, and she gazed down demurely, seeming reluctantly to go through with this. Almost ashamed. He didn’t blame her. It was the most awkward place to have sex with someone, considering he was separated only by a small screen from his other lover, along with a former bedmate, both of whom would be listening in to everything that transpired.

      He stopped when he was standing directly in front of Abigail. He stood over her by a half a head, so close he could smell some sort of perfume. It was intoxicating. She must have applied it only moments before, because she hadn’t been wearing any the entire trip. The scent of her hair clashed slightly with it, which only turned him on all the more; it was a flaw in her otherwise perfect presentation, a gaffe that made her all the more attainable, bringing her down a notch from that mighty pedestal she often placed herself upon.

      When she looked up, her eyes glinted with something he had never seen in them before. Want. But the glint vanished as she lowered her lids, sealing those fathomless pools from him so quickly that he thought he had imagined it. Yes, he must have. There was no want there, not in this woman. She fancied herself too far above him for that. Still, she kept her chin raised. That was a good sign.

      He could feel her warm breath on his cheek; it smelled of mint. So, that was what she had been chewing. A nice touch.

      “Already thinking about my needs,” he whispered. “That’s hot.”

      He pressed her against the wall, hard, and kissed her. He expected her lips to be cold, refusing his touch, but she returned his kiss passionately. Eagerly.

      He suddenly realized she wanted him as badly as he desired her. He had misread the entire situation. She wasn’t ashamed that she had to do this to improve their chances of getting out of here, she was ashamed because she wanted to do this.

      In that moment, all thoughts of his former lovers listening in, and all self-consciousness, were forgotten.

      She hiked up her dress, revealing the panties underneath. He explored the front area with his hand before shoving a finger under the band. He slid it down until it was inside her. She was wet, moist with lust. She bit back a moan.

      He removed his hand and shoved down his breeches. They fell to his knees, constraining him.

      She glanced down, and her eyes widened when she saw him revealed before her.

      Then her eyes became mischievous. “You’re so big.”

      She licked her lips as she shoved down the band of her panties. She frantically wrapped her hands around his buttocks, pulling him in.

      They made love desperately like that, half clothed, thrusting and rubbing against each other as if it was the last time either of them would feel the touch of another human being. It probably was.

      He kept her pinned against the wall as he did the deed.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      He slid a hand under the top of her gold-laced bodice, and roughly wrapped his hand around her breast, squeezing one of the hard nipples.

      Abigail moaned.

      The moan seemed to come from both in front and behind him. The rational part of his mind, which was still barely hanging on, assumed it was some inherit echo quality of the room. Either that, or caused by his heightened sense of her in this moment.

      And then, as he was nearing climax, her mental barriers weakened, and he felt the sexual energy begin to pulsate in waves from her mind. As each wave hit him, he staggered in place slightly, a spasm of pleasure passing up and down his body. Her primitive mind had taken over, and in its search for raw pleasure, it was reaching out to him, inviting him in.

      He smiled lasciviously as he plunged inside her mind in unison with his next thrust.

      As he tangled his will with hers, and their pleasure centers combined, the feedback loop kicked in. He aroused her, which in turn aroused him, which in turn aroused her even more, and so forth. Their pleasures fed upon each other as they were passed back and forth; it was like staring at a reflection in a mirror that repeated ad infinitum.

      His eyes felt like they had rolled to the very back of his head, and the bliss that overwhelmed his mind and body seemed even more powerful than his times with Gwen. It was so strong, in fact, that he stopped his physical motions entirely, and could do nothing as his body convulsed in release of its own accord. He felt Abigail shuddering against the wall in front of him at the same time.

      When it was done, his legs gave out underneath him, and he slid to the floor. Abigail similarly collapsed beside him.

      She was panting. When she looked at him, her expression was one of awe. “Where have you been… all my life?”

      He smiled weakly. That was all he could offer at the moment. His clothes were soaked in perspiration. Sweat beaded his brow. He was spent.

      He sensed motion above him. Unsurprisingly, Felipe was perched there atop the crates, looking down at him. As soon as the monkey realized it had his attention, Felipe began to clap, screeching at the same time, in that way only the little monkey could.

      Feeling suddenly exposed, Malem hiked up his breeches. Abigail self-consciously raised her panties, too, and then lowered her dress.

      The monkey placed its little hands between its legs, and made a spurting action with its fingers.

      “Get.” Malem kicked the bottom of the crates, and the monkey lost its balance and leaped from view.

      Malem stayed there, propped against the wall, taking a moment to catch his breath.

      “So did it work?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure yet,” he said. “Too weak… to tell. You’re linked to me now, I know that much.”

      “So you broke me,” she said.

      He nodded. He could feel her there, sitting in his mind, but the post-coital exhaustion overwhelmed everything else at the moment.

      He realized he no longer heard the knocking of swords against the ceiling. Still propped up against the wall, he looked around the screen of crates to find out what was going on.

      On the other side of the room, next to Bounder, Gwen was lying on the dirt pile where she had apparently fallen off the iguanid. Xaxia was kneeling beside her in concern.

      “What happened?” Malem asked.

      “I thought she fainted,” Xaxia said. “But when I jumped down to check on her, she was panting and moaning with lust. And she wasn’t even laying a finger on her own body. And she couldn’t see the two of you, either, so I’m not sure what was going on.”

      Gwen sighed with ecstasy. “I came at the same time the two of you did. All of our animal minds participated, feeding off the pleasure of one another, and amplifying our own. Sharing you isn’t going to be so bad, if I’m going to feel this way every time.”

      So that’s why the bliss had seemed so powerful that time. In the heat of the moment, he had completely forgotten about his link with Gwen while he was joined with Abigail. There was probably a way to shield Gwen’s energy bundle and prevent it from partaking, but why would he want to? What the three of them had was far beyond anything any normal human being could ever experience. Sex was overrated, many people said. That might be true of the limited sex those ordinary people knew, but not this sex.

      The weakness was beginning to fade, replaced by a new sense of power. Something had definitely changed inside of him. He was still linked to Abigail, and of course Gwen and the other animals. Abigail’s link had that same peculiar quality as Gwen’s, in that it felt stronger, unbreakable, as compared to those of the animals. As both women recovered, they lent him their strength and stamina through that link, which explained why he was feeling so good right now.

      Also, it felt like the barrier that constrained his mind had expanded. He was sure he had new mental slots to hold beasts and monsters, he just wasn’t certain how many yet. That said, he didn’t want to waste his energy experimenting on the nearby rats he sensed. No, he would conserve his strength, and when the time came to test his new powers, oraks would serve as his research subjects.

      He glanced at Abigail. “In answer to your earlier question, I think it worked, yes. I’m definitely stronger. Though by how much remains to be seen.”

      The fire mage nodded. “Good. I feel stronger than before, too. I think.”

      “It’s part of the link,” he said. “We share mental and physical endurance, now. Though it’s skewed heavily in my favor.”

      “But you can give me more strength if I need it, right?” she asked.

      He inclined his head. “And stamina.” He glanced at Xaxia. “I take it you didn’t break through the bedrock?”

      “No,” the bandit said. “We’re not going anywhere.”

      Spirit reported the arrival of another war party. Malem watched from the hawk’s perspective as the newcomers approached the makeshift camp of the dragons and the orange-robed mage. A brown-robed orak leaped down from the saddle to confer with them.

      “Another party of oraks just arrived,” Malem said. “I think they brought an earth mage with them, judging from the robes.”

      “Brown?” Abigail said.

      He nodded.

      “That’s an earth mage all right,” Abigail said.

      “That’s bad, isn’t it?” Gwen asked.
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      Malem watched as the earth mage left the dragons and other mage and entered the keep with an escort of six oraks bearing torches. He sensed their presences join those gathered in the basement, in front of the cave-in.

      He could sense the presence of the mage for once, and was aware when it paused in front of the cave-in.

      Malem reached out with his will and experimentally wrapped it around the earth mage’s mind. He was pleasantly surprised when his mental energy didn’t evaporate upon touch, like it had with other mages in the past. Too bad he wasn’t able to get a good grip: every time he tightened his hold, the mage eluded him, tearing free.

      Malem gave up trying to take the mage, wanting to conserve his mental energy.

      A moment later the group was moving forward, past the cave-in site.

      “They’re through,” he announced.

      Abigail nodded. “The earth mage must have cleared the collapse.”

      A scout emerged from the entrance of the keep and shouted something. Oraks began gathering from across the estate grounds, racing back to the keep. They were rushing inside to join the others in the cleared subterranean tunnel. Even the dragons approached, taking up defensive positions around the entrance, ready to breathe their acid breath if Malem and his party emerged. The orange-robed mage stood at their side.

      “The war parties are all coming down here,” Malem said. “Things are going to get… interesting.”

      He sensed the oraks as they fanned out to search the different subterranean rooms. They were slowly closing with the team’s hiding place.

      He reached out once more and tried to grab an orak next. The creature squirmed beneath his will, resisting. Malem tightened his grip, but the thrashing increased, and at last the orak broke away.

      Well that was disheartening. He was hoping he wouldn’t have to physically subdue lower level monsters to Break them, now that he had added another human mind to his stable, but apparently that wasn’t the case.

      Then again, he had held onto the beast far longer than he ordinarily would have, at least without physically injuring the orak first. That made him wonder if perhaps there might be some weaker willed oraks out there that he in fact could Break without making any physical contact.

      He tried the next closest orak.

      This time when he tightened his will around the thrashing bundle of energy, the creature couldn’t tear free. He squeezed that vise until the orak was firmly bound in his will, and the beast finally ceased struggling.

      The orak was his.

      He smiled. Now that he had confirmed he could take over the weaker willed oraks among them, he simply had to move between them with his mind, testing each with a quick vise of will until he found one he could conquer.

      In that manner he discovered another three distributed in the tunnel outside so that he had a total of four in his pocket, each of them using up two mental slots, for a total of eight. That placed him at eleven slots in use when including Felipe, Bounder, and Spirit.

      The mental barrier felt close above him; he probably had at least one more slot, enough to bind an animal, but not another orak. Sure enough, when he found another weaker-minded orak, he was unable to take final control of the beast, and had to release it before exhausting himself.

      Speaking of exhaustion, holding that many creatures was very weakening. Even with the extra stamina he drew now from both Abigail and Gwen, he still felt the drain. He would have to act quickly if he didn’t want to be out of this battle before it even started.

      Wait a moment.

      He tried leeching stamina from one of the oraks in his control.

      It worked. He felt better immediately, and straightened up, standing to his full height. Meanwhile, the orak under his command didn’t fare so well—he pulled too much from the beast, and the creature collapsed. Malem quickly restored some of the stolen energy to the associated bundle in his head, and the orak clambered to its feet once more.

      “What’s wrong with you?” another nearby orak said.

      “Nothing,” Malem’s orak said. “Just lost my footing for a moment.”

      “You don’t look so good,” the orak said. “Maybe you should wait by the horses.”

      “I’ll be fine, scum,” his orak snapped.

      Abigail studied him uncertainly. “Why are you smiling?”

      “I’ve taken control of four oraks,” he said.

      Through their shared viewpoints, he watched as the oraks gathered outside the door. One orak not under his control attempted to shove the door open, but couldn’t budge it thanks to the empty crates and barrels the team had piled at the entrance.

      The others heard the sound of creaking wood, and then the resultant thud as the orak threw itself at the metal door.

      “They’re here,” Gwen said.

      “No shit.” Xaxia swiveled her blade toward the door.

      One of Malem’s oraks was unceremoniously shoved aside by something. The other nearby creatures hastily moved out of the way as a larger shape lumbered through the passage. Malem switched to the viewpoint of a different orak under his control, trying to get a better idea of what that thing was.

      “There’s some kind of humanoid out there,” he told his companions. “I can’t sense it with my beast sense, but I’m watching it with one of my oraks. It’s big, but all hunched up, barely fitting the subterranean passage. Too large to be an orak, too small to be a dragon. Its skin looks pretty dark under the torchlight, but if I had to guess, I’d say it’s made of dirt.”

      “That would be an earth elemental,” Abigail said. “No doubt the mage created it from the soil of the cave-in itself, which explains how they were able to penetrate so quickly after his arrival.”

      Malem spotted the brown-robed orak mage following closely behind the elemental.

      The oraks in front of the door stepped away, making room for the elemental. The big creature approached the door, and with one punch, tore it off its hinges, and partly slid back the pile of barrels and crates in behind.

      “Stay back!” Malem warned his companions.

      He sent one of his oraks forward and stabbed the mage in the back. The stricken creature screamed as it fell. Malem could still sense the mage’s energy—as desired, the attack wasn’t a killing blow.

      The other oraks hewed down the attacker in outrage.

      Malem felt the whiplash effect as his connection to that orak was severed, and he slumped.

      He had three slots free now. But needed four to control a mage.

      Rather than simply releasing another orak from his control, instead he drained it entirely of its stamina first. When the creature fell, he released it, freeing up another two slots, then he wrapped his will around the injured mage. He squeezed tightly, expecting a battle of wills, but was pleasantly surprised when he quickly took control.

      He commanded the mage to attack with the earth elemental, and a moment later the hunched earth creature was bashing any oraks foolish enough to get into its path.

      Malem had his other two oraks attack in the confusion, and in a few moments he had cleared out the entire war party.

      He was feeling weak from controlling so many monsters, so he leeched stamina from the two lesser oraks. Not enough to make them useless, but definitely enough to make him feel better.

      The three women were watching everything go down from the wall next to the entrance, which allowed them to peer through the gap that had formed when the door broke off its hinges.

      “It’s time to leave this room,” Malem said.

      He and the women moved enough of the crates and barrels away from the door so that they could open it wider and fit their animals through.

      Felipe climbed onto his shoulder, and promptly dove into his collar to hide.

      Malem guided Bounder, leading the way into the passage outside. The women kept their weapons drawn—or in Abigail’s case, her arm raised—ready to strike should the remaining orak betray them. Abigail kept her flaming sphere active above the party, since the oraks Malem controlled didn’t have torches, and the passage was dim outside, lit only by the glowing embers of torches the dead had dropped.

      The earth elemental filled up almost the entire corridor in front of Malem. The earth mage stood dwarfed before the summoned creature.

      The brown-robed orak abruptly staggered, leaning against the wall.

      “Gwen, see if you can bind the earth mage’s wound.” He tossed her a bandage from his saddlebags. She caught it in her free hand. “He’s useless to us if he bleeds out.”

      Gwen reluctantly sheathed her sword, and then went to the mage. She examined the wound on its back, and then started wrapping the bandage around the creature’s waist.

      “My, my, you’re a pretty one,” the earth mage told her, bearing its sharp teeth in a beastly grin.

      Gwen tightened the bandages extra hard, causing the orak to flinch.

      “And feisty, too, I like it!” the earth mage said.

      “Do you have a name, scum?” Malem asked, mimicking the speech style he had heard among the other oraks. He wanted to make sure the beast knew who was in charge. Not that the link would allow the mage to think otherwise, at least while Malem had the strength to maintain it.

      “I am Graftly, Master,” the mage said.

      “The orange-robed orak outside, what sort of mage is he?’ Malem pressed.

      “That would be a fireworker,” Graftly said.

      “I could have told you that, if you’d asked,” Abigail chimed in.

      “A fireworker?” Malem said. “I don’t think I’ve heard of them. How are they different from fire mages?”

      Abigail opened her mouth, but Graftly spoke over her: “They can’t conjure flame from nothin’, like a fire mage can, but rather can only work existing flames, much like myself in how I work with the earth. A fireworker can also summon fire elementals, if the blaze is big enough.”

      “Interesting,” Malem said. He was thinking of how he could use such a mage, if he could turn it to his side. A dragon would be preferable, of course.

      He reached out and tried to touch the bundles of energy representing the dragons in turn, but his will still evaporated upon contact. No weak willed minds among them. Distance was possibly a factor in his lack of success as well.

      He tried the fireworker next, and while he was able to touch its mind, he was unable to maintain a solid grip.

      The party backtracked through the passage, toward the stairs leading to the main hall. Felipe occasionally peeked out along the way, only to cuddle deep inside his collar once more.

      “Stay back,” he told the women on horseback. “Conserve your strength. Let the monsters work.”

      “But I feel like we should be doing something,” Gwen said.

      “You are doing something,” he said. “You’re lending me stamina.”

      “I can feel the drain, actually,” Abigail said.

      Gwen shot her a knowing glance. “It’ll get worse.”

      Malem kept his mind watching for any oraks that might be hidden in the side rooms. He had his two oraks double-check those rooms ahead of the party, in case there was a beast he had missed, but always those rooms proved empty.

      Another group of six oraks waited near where the collapse had been, and Malem lost his two oraks in the ensuing fight since he had let them wander too far ahead of the earth elemental. He took control of another two in the interim, while the earth elemental crushed the final pair. Their screams echoed throughout the tunnel.

      Malem sent the two oraks forward to scout the stairs leading to the main keep. The way seemed clear to the main hall.

      He sensed movement in the keep above.

      “More oraks are coming,” he said.

      “Tell your earth elemental to do his bashing more quietly next time,” Xaxia commented.

      Another group of six came down the stairs. Malem had the mage move the earth elemental forward; the two oraks under his control flattened themselves against the walls on either side, and allowed it to pass. When the oraks arrived, the earth elemental bashed the surprised creatures. One of them managed to get away.

      Malem waited, keeping his senses open. Via Spirit, he watched as one of the dragons dragged its hulking form toward the keep.

      “We have a dragon coming,” he announced.
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      When the black dragon entered the keep, Malem immediately instructed the earth mage to back the elemental away from the stairs, in case the dragon decided to reach its forearm down into the basement in an attempt to grab the creature.

      He sensed the dragon coming to a halt.

      “It’s waiting at the top of the stairwell in the main hall,” he announced.

      “No doubt to breathe acid down upon any members of our party that decide to show themselves,” Xaxia said.

      “Or paralyze them,” Abigail added.

      He tried touching the dragon’s mind again, now that it was closer. Still, his will evaporated away. So distance wasn’t really a factor then, at least not in this case.

      He glanced at Graftly. “Can a dragon’s magic paralyze your earth elemental?”

      “Don’t think it’s possible,” the orak mage said.

      He glanced at Abigail for confirmation. She nodded. “I don’t think so, either. That said, a dragon like that could very easily melt the elemental with its breath.”

      “So a direct frontal assault isn’t the best idea, you’re saying,” he told her.

      She smiled grimly. “Wouldn’t recommend it.”

      Spirit brought his attention back outside, where the oraks of the gathered war parties had begun to stir. They tossed their torches into a pile, soon forming a flaming pyre next to the two dragons. The fireworker approached the resultant flames and raised its hands. The dragons stepped back, their body language defensive.

      The flames wavered violently, and then from their midst stepped a fiery demon: a fire elemental. It was made entirely of naked flame: two arms of fire, a burning torso, a blazing head, but in place of legs, the waist tapered to a flickering ribbon of fire, similar to how Malem imagined a ghost’s body would end.

      The creature floated toward the keep. He couldn’t pick it up with his beast sense.

      “They’re sending in a fire elemental,” he said.

      “No doubt intending to use the summoned creature to flush us out,” Abigail said.

      Malem was unused to handling so many mental slots, and he was feeling the growing strain that came with it. Well, that was good, because he planned to switch things up a bit.

      He expired the two ordinary oraks with him, draining them of their stamina until they dropped.

      “Was that expected?” Xaxia asked.

      “Yup,” he told her distractedly.

      He felt better from the stamina boost as he reached out into the courtyard above. He tried different oraks until he found two that would submit to his will. He took control of them and had one—which he mentally named Harold—casually approach the fireworker.

      The mage’s brow was crumpled in concentration, and didn’t notice the approach, but the two guards beside it stepped forward to block Harold.

      “That’s close enough, worm,” one of the oraks said.

      Meanwhile, Malem had the second orak approach from the side. He called this one Spike because of the nasty looking pike that particular orak carried. He hoped Spike was good at throwing.

      He closed to within ten paces of the fireworker, and then instructed Spike to unleash its weapon.

      The fireworker was struck in the side.

      Malem grimaced as the mage screamed and toppled. That was a nastier hit than he was looking for. Hopefully the fireworker survived.

      Nearby oraks who had witnessed what had happened promptly closed on the defenseless Spike and hewed the poor creature down.

      The fireworker pushed itself up on one knee. Still alive. Good.

      Malem glanced at the entrance to the keep. The elemental had paused just inside as the mage’s control over it wavered.

      “Healing,” the fireworker muttered at the shocked guards.

      Malem wrapped his will around the mage and tried to take control, but the orak fought him. Even grievously injured, it was stronger than the earth mage, and he couldn’t get a good hold on its mind. His own growing exhaustion wasn’t helping matters.

      The elemental flickered in and out of existence—the orak apparently was having trouble handling the demon while fighting off Malem at the same time.

      “What the hell is it with Brethren turning on us lately?” one of the guards said. That one had gone to a nearby horse and retrieved a jar from the saddlebag—it could only contain healing unguent.

      “It’s the dragons,” the other guard said. “Get rid of the dragons and you solve the obedience problem, mark me.” The guard realized Harold was still standing nearby. “What the hell are you still doing here? Git!”

      Malem instructed Harold to depart.

      The first guard ripped the pike from the fireworker’s side, causing blood to gush forth, and the mage collapsed. Malem took advantage of its weakened state to try again, and this time successfully wrapped his will around the creature’s mind. He was forced to release Felipe from his control because he was lacking one slot to hold the new mage. But the monkey wouldn’t be going anywhere, not while fear kept it huddled inside his jacket.

      As the new mage settled in his mind, for lack of a better name, he called that one Fred.

      He promptly ordered the mage to send the elemental inside to attack the dragon from the rear.

      The fiery creature flickered back into solidity at the main entrance, and vanished inside.

      The guard smeared the healing unguent over the wound and then wrapped a tourniquet around the waist to stop the bleeding. He then gave the fireworker some sort of endurance herb so that the mage could at least sit cross-legged. He had Fred focus on the flames that yet burned from the pile of torches, and told the mage to prepare to strike on his order.

      At the same time, he had Spirit enter the room in the tower atop the keep, and the hawk flew down the tight stairwell and into a side hall.

      He heard a roar from the keep above.

      “Fool!” the dragon said in a deep, rumbling voice. “You attack me with your puny minion?”

      That was his cue to send the earth elemental upstairs to join in the fight as well. He nodded at Graftly, and the earth creature lumbered forward and up the stairs. As soon as it emerged from the tunnel, it flexed its back and stood to its full height.

      Spirit reached the main hall, and Malem had him perch on an upper rafter so he could observe the fight. He transmitted the view to Graftly and Fred, who apparently couldn’t access the vision of their own elementals, and ordinarily had to rely on line of sight.

      The fire elemental was drawing the dragon away from the stairwell. The latter’s acid breath was useless against the flaming creature, as were its claws and bite, and presumably its paralyze ability. However, the dragon launched the same magic Malem had seen the black-robed oraks use, in the form of dark, swirling mists. Whenever those struck the elemental, the flames went out, reducing the demon in size. In that manner, the dragon was slowly whittling away its opponent.

      The earth elemental was more of an annoyance: whenever the creature got too close, the dragon simply flicked its tale or swatted a paw and sent the creature flying across the room.

      “When I am done here, I’m coming outside to destroy you, mage,” the dragon thundered.

      The other two dragons perked up at that. Through Fred’s eyes, Malem watched as they turned angrily toward the fireworker. He was running out of time.

      “Abigail, in all your studies of dragons, please tell me you found some sort physical vulnerability,” he said.

      Abigail hesitated; from the emotions emanating from her bundle of energy, he thought she was torn, just as if she knew precisely what he was looking for, but didn’t want to tell him.

      Finally: “There is a spot, but you’ll never get to it. Right here, just underneath the throat.” She ran a finger underneath her chin. “The scales are weakest, there. An ordinary sword wouldn’t penetrate, but the bandit’s blade stands a good chance.”

      “Will it kill the dragon?” he asked.

      “It depends on how deep you thrust it,” she said. “And whether or not its mouth is open at the time. If closed, and you thrust deep, then yes, you might kill it. One other thing. The belly scales are also looser, and easier to pry free if you have a strong arm. And I mean elemental strong.”

      “Thank you.” Malem was watching for the right opportunity. When the dragon’s back was to the stairwell, he glanced at Xaxia.

      “Give me your sword,” Malem ordered bandit.

      “No,” she said.

      He shot her a look. “I’ll return it. I promise.”

      She hesitated.

      “Unless you want to run upstairs and prick the dragon yourself?” he asked.

      She promptly tossed him the blade and he caught it. “You better return it.”

      Malem was already spurring Bounder forward.

      Felipe squeaked in his collar, and crawled deeper into his jacket and robe combination.

      He bounded up the stairs and emerged in the main hall.

      The dragon still had its back to him. Malem had the iguanid pad forward as silently as the mount was able, and at the same time instructed Fred to send the fire elemental into the dragon’s face, in the hopes of blinding it.

      While giving the order, he caught a glimpse of Fred’s viewpoint: the two dragons outside were stalking angrily toward the fireworker. Any oraks in their path promptly cleared out of the way.

      Malem had Fred launch fireballs from the burning pyre into their eyes, in the hopes of similarly blinding them, and buying some time.

      Then he returned his attention to the task at hand. The dragon had reared its upper body into the air and scrunched up its neck so that its forelimbs could shield its face from the fire elemental. At the same time, it was unleashing streams of dark magic into the flames at a frantic pace.

      Well that’s not going to work.

      Malem used the opportunity to race Bounder forward nonetheless. By rearing its upper body like that, the dragon had momentarily exposed its belly scales. The joins between them weren’t as tight, he noticed, with the outlines of several scales readily visible. Perhaps a blade could penetrate those gaps. Or what was it that Abigail had said? “The belly scales are easier to pry free if you have a strong arm...”

      Time for Plan B.

      He slowed down, and instructed Graftly to send the earth elemental in first; it moved in front of the dragon’s two hind legs, and when it reached the main body, the elemental slid its hands between a pair of big scales on the belly and dug its fingers in deep. Then it ripped the two scales apart in one smooth motion, forming a v-shaped, gaping wound.

      The dragon screamed in pain and its tail slammed inward, swatting the earth elemental away. The force of the impact was so great that the earth elemental broke apart before its constituent pieces sprayed the nearby wall.

      Malem dashed in next while the fire elemental continued to blind the dragon, and he ducked underneath the receding tail. He stood up in the saddle until he was balanced on Bounder’s back, with his head and shoulders at roughly the same height as the belly wound the earth elemental had inflicted. The temporarily blinded dragon was starting to lower its upper body in an instinctive attempt to protect its wounded belly, but Malem was already underneath. He held the blade above and behind him with both hands, ready to strike. He checked Bounder’s momentum at the last moment, but the iguanid still slammed into the dragon hard.

      He swung the blade in a stabbing motion at the time of impact, and the magic sword glowed blindingly in anticipation of the strike; it plunged through the tough dragon sinews all the way to the hilt.

      He crashed bodily into the dragon as well, and the blow knocked the wind out of him. He was sent flying off the iguanid, and landed flat on his back on the floor.

      He heard a screeching howl of agony, and the dragon recoiled above him, sweeping its tail across the floor.

      Bounder recovered before him, snatched his breeches in its mouth, and carried him away from that tail. It caught Bounder in a glancing blow, and Malem and the iguanid were sent spinning together across the floor, sliding into a nearby wall.

      Bounder clambered to his feet, and shook off the blow.

      Malem was slower to rise. He slumped a moment later, feeling the blow as his connection with Fred severed: the fireworker had died outside. He glanced at Harold’s vision, and the orak’s perspective confirmed as much: one of the other dragons was chewing on something. It spat out a piece of an orange robe that had gotten caught on its teeth.

      Felipe stirred in his jacket, and Malem quickly re-Broke the monkey—he was worried it would try to run away, putting itself in danger.

      In front of Malem, across the expansive hall, the dragon stood on its four legs. Without the mage, the fire elemental was no more. The dragon, free of the blinding flames, smiled a wicked grin.

      “So, you are the one responsible,” the creature boomed.

      Malem was quick to avert his gaze, worried that the dragon would paralyze him, and he instructed Bounder to do the same beside him. He accessed Spirit’s eyes to view the main hall from the rafters instead. He was feeling weak. Unready. Unsure if he was up to the task.

      The dragon raced across the tiled floor with a speed Malem didn’t think a creature of that size could ever possess. Powerful muscles rippled underneath those giant scales.

      Malem could feel the throbbing coming from the base of its bundle of energy, where the magic sword was embedded in its belly like a poisoned, irritating nettle. But the dragon ignored the pain, and continued forward so that it loomed above him. It opened its mouth as it ran, the gills in its neck glowing dimly as it prepared to unleash its deadly acidic breath.

      Malem summoned all the extra stamina he could from Gwen and Abigail, and reached out. He hoped the wound was enough. It had to be.

      His will didn’t evaporate upon contact with the dragon’s energy. That was a good sign. He wrapped the tendrils of his mind around it and squeezed.

      The dragon froze, sliding across the floor for half a body length, ripping up the tiles, leaving long grooves in the floor in its wake. When it came to a halt, its head was only paces above him.

      “What—” the creature rumbled.

      He squeezed harder.

      The weakened dragon thrashed its mind beneath his grip. Its head began to sway as it struggled against his influence.

      But Malem couldn’t keep hold, and the dragon slipped free.

      “I will devour you!” the dragon said.

      It opened its mouth to make good on its promise.

      Malem wound his will around the injured bundle of energy again, and compressed the vise. Once more the dragon froze. Its head was only inches above his own. Malem switched to his own viewpoint so that he could stare the beast down—there was no chance of it using its paralyzing magic, not while he had its mind so firmly vised. Its eyes defocused as it fought his will, and a large stream of spittle oozed down onto the floor in front of Malem. The floor sizzled, and smoke rose where the spittle struck.

      The dragon’s mind continued thrashing beneath him, and Malem knew he was going to lose the creature once again. It was just too strong.

      He sought out Graftly, and promptly destroyed the mage to consume its stamina. He’d need the free slots if he wanted to take the dragon anyway. The boost helped, but it still wasn’t enough.

      He destroyed Harold in a similar manner.

      That final boost in strength gave him an edge, but he wasn’t sure it was enough. He constricted his will tighter, refusing to let the dragon free. The creature’s thrashings began to slow; the pain emanating from the bundle of energy increased, and Malem realized the sword was draining the dragon of stamina with each passing moment. Bleeding the creature’s life force.

      He contracted the vise and felt his will seeping into the dragon’s mind at last, the beast helpless to fend him off. It continued to fight him in weak spurts, but Malem was relentless in his tightening.

      As he began to take control, he felt the sheer weight of the dragon’s will as he tried to find a place for it in his mind, his own mental capacity stretching well beyond the available slots. He was so close to achieving mastery, but the dragon just wouldn’t fit.

      He had nine slots free by then. He decided he would simply have to release another. Spirit. If this succeeded, he wouldn’t need the falcon’s eyes anymore. And if it failed, they were all dead anyway.

      Before releasing the faithful bird, he ordered it to return home.

      “Fly high, Spirit,” he said. “And true.”

      Spirit took off, diving through a small hole in the ceiling past one of the rafters before vanishing.

      That did it. Malem was able to neatly fit the dragon’s will within his mind, using up a full ten slots. He could still keep Felipe and Bounder, but it was going to be wearying hanging onto them all, he knew.

      The little monkey peeked out from underneath his collar, and when it saw the dragon’s head looming there motionless above, it issued a terrified squeak and promptly vanished inside his jacket.

      “What is your name, dragon?” Malem asked.

      “I am Hastor, of the Braelok Mountains,” the dragon thundered in reply.

      Malem flinched at the noise levels. “Speak softer, when you’re so close to me!”

      “I’m sorry,” the dragon said. The voice was much softer, but still loud to Malem—that must have been considered a whisper for the creature.

      Malem had no eyes outside, so he had to rely on his beast sense to get an idea of where the other monsters were. He realized one of the dragons was approaching the entrance to the keep.

      “One of your friends is coming,” he told Hastor. “Hold it off.”

      The black dragon promptly swung toward the main entrance, and lumbered that way.

      “Hastor, are you all right?” a booming voice came from outside.

      A black head peered inside.

      Hastor promptly swatted that head back out with the taloned paw of a forelimb. “Everything is under control. Guard the grounds as you were told.”

      “The fireworker betrayed us,” the other dragon complained.

      “I don’t care,” Hastor said. He turned around and squatted at the entrance, blocking the view of the other.

      Malem sensed the second dragon retreating.

      “Well done,” he told Hastor. He mounted Bounder, and directed the iguanid back toward the stairwell. When he got there, he discovered Abigail, Gwen, and Xaxia were watching at a crouch just beyond floor level.

      “I can’t believe you just took control of a dragon,” Xaxia said.

      “It was all thanks to them.” He nodded at Abigail and Gwen, who smiled wearily. He had taken more from them then he probably should have. But he couldn’t return any of that stamina, not yet. There were two other dragons, and a small army of oraks outside.

      He spotted the three steeds secured next to the broken doors to the basement below.

      “Mount your horses,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

      He took Bounder down the stairs four at a time, and proceeded into the passageway beyond. He allowed Bounder to take a few bites from the dead earth mage, enough to satisfy the iguanid’s hunger. Felipe peered out from his jacket at the sound of Bounder eating, as if the monkey feared what it would see. It seemed relieved when it saw it was only the iguanid feasting on a dead monster.

      Malem turned around and darted back up the stairs. The horses waited at the top, with the women in their respective saddles. Abigail and Gwen sat slumped, he noticed.

      I have taken too much.

      But he couldn’t give them back any stamina right now. He was too worried about losing his hold on the dragon.

      When he reached the top, and the dragon at the entrance came in view, Felipe promptly ducked underneath his collar once more.

      “Where’s my sword?” Xaxia asked as they rode to Hastor.

      Malem gestured to the dragon’s belly, where the hilt protruded.

      “Great,” she commented sarcastically. “You expect me to get it?”

      He shrugged.

      She shot him a look of ire, then went, fuming, to the dragon. Her steed wouldn’t get close to the dragon, so she was forced to dismount and proceed the rest of the way on foot. She jumped up, reaching for the hilt, but missed. She tried again, and grabbed it; she swung her legs up and pressed them against the belly for leverage, and then ripped the sword free, drawing with it a stream of blood that sprayed her face and clothes as she landed on her back, flat on the floor.

      The dragon issued a grunt of relief. Malem felt the distress emanating from the bundle of energy lessen.

      Xaxia wiped the blood away in disgust as she stood up. “Thanks for that.”

      The dragon shifted, bringing its long neck around to peer underneath its body. Its head was almost right in front of her.

      “My, my, what big eyes you have,” it said in that deep, terrible voice.

      Xaxia quickly dashed out from underneath its belly, running back to her steed, mounting it, and then spurring the animal back to where Malem and the others waited. She squeezed in behind him, effectively hiding herself from the dragon’s view.

      “Last time I lend you my sword,” she muttered.

      He ignored her and instead asked Hastor: “Do you need healing?”

      The dragon straightened. “No.” It was taking care to control the volume of its voice, Malem noticed. Good. “Now that the sword has been removed, the wound will heal naturally. Give me an hour.”

      “Dragons have amazing regenerative powers,” Abigail commented.

      Malem nodded.

      “All right,” he told the three women. “We have only a few more enemies to evade, and then we can be on our way. Here’s what we’re going to do.”
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      Malem and the others lurked by the tall exit to the main hall as Hastor plodded outside. He accessed the dragon’s vision and shared it with Gwen and Abigail as Hastor passed the oraks with a stride that could best be considered scornful. The dragon’s vision was just as detailed as Spirit’s had been, with crisp colors and detailed shades.

      “I didn’t know you could do this,” Abigail said in awe. “Sharing the vision of a dragon like that?”

      “One of the many benefits of our link,” he said.

      “You almost make me want to link with you,” Xaxia said.

      “Too bad you can’t,” Gwen said. “You have to be a monster like me, or have magic in you.”

      Xaxia shrugged. “It’s okay. I like using my own eyes, anyway.” She peered past a crack near the doorway and into the courtyard beyond.

      Hastor left behind the oraks to approach the other two dragons, who squatted apart from the lesser monsters. These two dragons were bigger than Hastor, Malem noted. Hastor had shared their names: Dathamus and Saathar. Though Malem had no idea which was which.

      “So, what news?” one of the dragons asked in a voice so loud it carried all the way to the keep.

      Malem wondered vaguely why he hadn’t heard the other dragons conversing all this time; probably they had been keeping to themselves. Either that, or talking in the softer voice he knew they were capable.

      “I killed them all,” Hastor replied.

      “Good,” the other dragon said. He turned toward an orak soldier that was obviously a commanding officer. “Send in a team to collect the corpses as proof for the Black One.”

      The orak nodded hastily and picked out five members that made for the keep at a run.

      Hastor curled its lip in a snarl and turned toward the running oraks. “You will do no such thing!”

      The oraks stopped immediately, cowering before the mighty dragon.

      “What deceit is this?” the other dragon asked.

      “No deceit, Dathamus,” Hastor said. “There are no bodies! I dissolved them all!”

      The larger dragon, the one named Dathamus, narrowed its eyes and brought its head level with Hastor’s. “We must still send a team inside to confirm their deaths. You know this.”

      “Oh yes, I know,” Hastor said. The dragon moved in a blur, and bit down on the neck of Dathamus. At the same time, dark mists materialized around Hastor’s body, and darted toward the surrounding oraks. The smaller creatures screamed as the mist struck them, causing black veins to spread across their bodies; as the veins expanded, they left dissolved flesh in their wake. Some of the pale horses were also struck, and they suffered similar fates. Malem felt pity for the animals, but he reminded himself that they were more monster than horse at this point.

      The other dragon, Saathar, reared its head and released a stream of acid.

      Hastor pulled free, tearing a big chunk of flesh away from the neck of Dathamus, and ducked behind the bigger dragon as the acid came in. Dathamus staggered, and was only further injured when Hastor released his own acid breath into the wound he had caused. The bigger dragon toppled drunkenly and hit the ground with a resounding thud. Malem could feel the vibrations from within the keep.

      The ears on the horses pinned straight back with fright, and they chomped down on their bits, fidgeting nervously; it took an obvious effort on the part of their riders to keep the steeds from bolting or rearing. Even Bounder fidgeted underneath Malem, perturbed by the deadly dance of the two titans outside.

      Malem sent a tranquil vibe to the animals. Even though the horses weren’t under his direct control, three factors helped the vibe penetrate: he had broken these particular animals multiple times before; the vibe was soothing rather than controlling; and finally his bond with Gwen and Abigail boosted his beast powers. Thus, when the serene sensations reached them, the horses calmed completely. It was slightly draining to issue that vibe while still maintaining his hold on the dragon, but all too necessary under the current circumstances.

      Meanwhile, outside on the estate grounds, Hastor had dropped, shielding itself behind the dying form of the larger dragon. Saathar was circling the body of its fallen companion at a crouch as if to come in from the side. The oraks were staying well clear of the fight; those that had survived the dark mists had hidden among the various outbuildings and shrubs. They left their steeds standing confused in the open; some of the horses had torn free of their hitches and bolted.

      Hastor had told Malem that the acid and dark magic wouldn’t work on its fellow dragons unless their scales were torn away. Hence the need to grievously injure the creatures first. That meant the fight would soon devolve into a wrestling match.

      Sure enough, as soon as Saathar rounded the dying body of the fallen dragon, Hastor leaped upon him, and the pair rolled about in a blur of sharp talons and rending teeth. They issued terrible screams and growls as they traded blows, and sent up clouds of dust throughout the courtyard.

      Snapping and clawing at one another, the keep rumbled as they grappled across the estate grounds. The pair hit an outbuilding, and caved in its side. They struck the keep itself next, and one of the towers toppled. Part of the main hall collapsed.

      Malem was forced to mentally calm the horses once more; at the same time he reached experimentally into Saathar’s mind. The beast was definitely injured—Malem could readily wrap his will around its energy. Still, Saathar struggled in his grasp. Though Malem had no hope of fully Breaking the dragon—he didn’t have the slots for it—he strove only to distract it. He had to be careful though, lest he weaken himself so severely that he lost his grip on Hastor.

      The huge forms rolled partway into the collapsed section of the keep; it was Saathar, with Hastor on top. Saathar seemed to be fighting back less aggressively, perhaps because of Malem’s interference.

      “Which one is on top?” Abigail asked.

      “That would be Hastor,” Malem said. He knew only because of his link to the animal. Otherwise, he couldn’t quite tell which was the bigger dragon, not in their current entangled state.

      Abigail urged Ember forward a few paces—the animal obeyed, though it was obviously afraid. No doubt Malem’s calming efforts helped.

      The fire mage’s arms ignited, and she pointed both of them at the dragons at the same time. From her palms streams of flame shot forth, striking a raw wound in Saathar’s side where the scales had been cut open.

      The dragon screamed as the red muscle underneath turned a charred black. The smell of burnt flesh drifted through the hall.

      The injury allowed Malem to tighten his grip around its mind, but a moment later the dragon thrashed free.

      It turned its partially pinned head toward the party, its eyes full of hate, and snarled.

      “Don’t look!” Malem said, averting his gaze.

      The black mists of dark magic abruptly streaked from Saathar, swirling toward the party. Malem saw it, because he still had access to Hastor’s vision. As did Gwen and Abigail. But not Xaxia.

      “Flee, Xaxia!” he said.

      He, Gwen and Abigail spurred their steeds outside, but Xaxia remained motionless. He realized she hadn’t looked away in time earlier, and had been caught by the dragon’s gaze.

      He spun Bounder about, but was too late to save her. The mists hit her and her horse full on, and her body spasmed with the impacts. Some of the black streaks hit the crooked doors behind her, and the metal shriveled.

      Malem went to her, and caught her as she fell out of the saddle. Her steed was no more—Balius had taken too many of the black darts, and the animal collapsed, dead.

      He laid Xaxia across his saddle. Dark veins were spreading up her neck, toward her face.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      Malem directed Bounder down the stairs and out of the keep, wanting to get away from the dragon. He joined Abigail and Gwen at the bottom. Meanwhile he drew his dagger from his ankle sheath and cut a line across Xaxia’s chin. It was a trick he had learned from the Darkness, when its tendrils occasionally brushed innocents in its pursuit of him. He wasn’t sure it would work in this case, but thankfully the cut seemed to halt the spread, as the veins didn’t climb her face. Instead, spilling from the fresh wounds he’d carved was blood mixed with what looked like black sludge, thick and flowing.

      Below the cuts, the veins on her neck expanded slightly, and then disappeared as the dark venom mingled with the nearby tissues, causing the surrounding flesh to dissolve so that black veins became runnels of raw red. He quickly retrieved the healing unguent from his saddlebags and smeared it on the wounds. Then he applied bandages on top. Her chest still moved up and down, though her breathing was ragged.

      “How did you know to do that to stop the spread?” Abigail asked above the continuous booms of the dragon fight behind them.

      He didn’t answer.

      “She’ll be bleeding all over,” Abigail continued. “Wherever the mist struck. You’ll have to open up her corset. She’s lucky, she should be dead.”

      “Her horse took the brunt of the attack,” he said. “It saved her.”

      Abigail’s eyes teared up. “She loved that horse.”

      He nodded. “I know. Help me bind her!”

      He had Bounder kneel, and then lowered Xaxia to the dirt. Abigail and Gwen dismounted to join him.

      He lifted her robe and cut open her corset, but was shocked when he saw that not all of the dark veins had corroded. Instead, they had turned into black, festering wounds.

      Abigail shook her head. “Only a dark practitioner can heal this.”

      “We still need to bind her,” he said. “She’s bleeding badly.”

      He had only just begun to bandage her when he heard a nearby shout.

      “Kill them!” came the gravelly voice.

      He looked up. Oraks were flowing from the cover of nearby shrubs. Apparently they had finally mustered the courage to fight. Probably thought it would please their dragon masters.

      If only they knew who the real master was…

      “Damn it.” He reached underneath his lowered hood and drew his sword from the scabbard on his back. Felipe, huddling next to the scabbard inside his jacket, squeaked in fright. But Malem hardly noticed. He was already turning to face the oraks.

      His mind was blank, except for one thought.

      Have to kill them quickly if we want to live.

      “Hold them off!” Gwen shouted from behind him. “I’ll finish binding her!”

      He sent Bounder forward to begin ripping and tearing. Meanwhile, Abigail mounted her steed to launch fireballs from horseback.

      Malem waded into the fray next to Bounder, and sliced open the throat of the first incoming orak. It was somehow satisfying as the creature sprayed his robe with blood before falling.

      “Die, bastards,” he muttered.

      He parried pikes, swords, and axes, dealing return blows when he was able. As usual, he had to mostly concentrate on gaps in the bronze armor, or aim for the exposed areas like the jugulars.

      Most of his concentration was now devoted to fighting, and maintaining his control over Hastor. He couldn’t afford to expend any more energy weakening Saathar. It was in Hastor’s hands now.

      The dragons continued to wrestle around the courtyard as he fought; the pair rolled into view ahead, squashing several oraks that were making a rush from behind an outbuilding, inadvertently helping Malem and his companions.

      Three pike-wielding oraks suddenly charged him; he backed away, deflecting the blow of the first, but didn’t have time to parry the remaining two that were coming in.

      But then Gwen was there, on Neeme, plowing through the creatures back with her heavy blade. She cut off the head of the first and slit the torso of the second, her blade passing right through the armor, courtesy of her monster strength. As usual, he found himself wishing he could do that.

      With those two down, that left only the third, but when he turned to face it, a stream of fire ignited the monster and it dropped the pike to run away screaming. That the fire could burn atop that bronze armor meant Abigail had released some sort of flaming liquid, not just ordinary fire. That armor must have felt like an oven—it would be like wearing a searing grill around one’s entire body.

      Abigail appeared beside him on horseback. “Barbecue, anyone?”

      “Leave some for me,” he complained, though he was grateful. He advanced into the fray once more with her at his side.

      At first it seemed they would win, but the four of them soon began to flag, and the oraks pressed the advantage—there were simply too many of them. He and the others were forced to back away, slowly retreating toward the keep. Enemy blades began to nick him as his strength ebbed; a sword on the edge of the bicep, an ax slicing open his tunic, a pike opening a good gash on the outer side of his thigh.

      Malem could feel Hastor fighting nearby behind him, next to the keep, though the dragon was quickly weakening. He had the sense the creature was losing, and wouldn't last for much longer.

      So this is how it’s going to end.

      At that point, Abigail was too weak to do more than release a few scalding flames at any orak that attempted to get close to her or Ember, while Gwen, no longer having the strength to cut through their armor, barely defended herself and Neeme. The two women were already weary from the drain he had placed on them to control the dragon, and the combat only fatigued them further. Their mounts seemed just as tired, and only halfheartedly snapped at any oraks that got too near their vitals. They had gashes opened in their flanks. Bounder was faring poorly as well, coved in cuts and slices. Seeing the animals injured like that was heartbreaking.

      And finally there was Malem himself. His sword arm felt completely numb, and the blade, so very heavy. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep fighting, let alone remain standing.

      He realized he might have to release Bounder and Felipe, if only to Break a weak-minded orak and drain it of its stamina. But if he did that, the two would most certainly flee, and there was a chance he wouldn’t be able to rebind them, not when their minds were full of terror. There was also a chance they would die during their flight, especially Bounder, who was too close to the oraks to simply turn its back and run, not without suffering grievous injury.

      He could also release the dragon. There was a chance it would keep fighting, as it was committed, now: the enemy dragon wouldn’t believe Hastor, even if the creature said it was free.

      Xaxia was only a few paces behind him at that point. They couldn’t retreat past her, couldn’t let the oraks reach her. If they did, the cruel beasts would put her out of her misery for sure.

      Xaxia... there was something about her he thought he should remember. Something important. But for the life of him he couldn’t recall what it was. That she was bleeding out? No, Gwen had bandaged her. It had to be something else.

      A tall, angry orak was repeatedly ramming its sword down onto him, granting him no quarter. Malem deflected as best as he was able, but his sword arm was going to give out entirely any moment. He decided to release Bounder and Felipe. He had no choice.

      I’m sorry, my friends.

      But before he severed the link, he remembered precisely what it was he was trying to recall about Xaxia.

      “Hold them off!” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      Malem abandoned the severing process, keeping the animals bound to him for the time being, and retreated. He directed Bounder to cover him by dealing with the angry orak. The iguanid wearily obeyed; it snarled at the orak and forced it to back off.

      When he reached Xaxia, he drew the sword from the hilt at her waist, exchanging his own blade for the magic one.

      As soon as that sword was free, he felt vitality flowing into him from the hilt. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to wake him from the stupor of fatigue. And the weapon felt extremely light, which was a relief to his blade-weary arm.

      Malem advanced to support Gwen, Abigail and Bounder; he moved in a blur, hacking and slicing. The blade glowed a bright purple as he fought.

      The vitality the sword gave him increased with each orak he slew. As his reserves grew, he transferred some of that stamina into Gwen and Abigail, and vigor returned to all of them. Gwen began cutting through the lacquered chest pieces again, while Abigail released powerful fireballs anew that coated the enemies with flaming liquid.

      Malem continued to fight. He no longer had to target gaps in the bronze armor, but instead could cut directly through chest and shoulder plates alike, just like Gwen at her strongest.

      He felt invincible.

      But he reminded himself that the wielder of that magical weapon lay dying on the flagstones behind him.

      Don’t grow overconfident.

      The dragon was flagging badly behind him, judging from Malem’s beast sense, so he focused for a moment on the creature’s viewpoint. Hastor was pinned by the bigger enemy: Saathar had its jaws around Hastor’s neck, and was slowly crushing the life from the other dragon. Didn’t look good.

      Malem immediately gave much of the sword-granted strength and vitality to Hastor. He took a significant hit in speed in the process, but when he felt the dragon’s energy bundle flash with renewed purpose, he knew he had made the right choice.

      A sword chop brought him back to his current situation, and he parried the blow, turned his blade around to issue a deadly armor-piercing stab in repartee. The big orak’s eyes rolled up in its head, and it toppled. Before it hit the ground, Malem was already striking at the next foe. His vitality continued to replenish with each fallen foe.

      Nice sword.

      The oraks finally broke under the renewed onslaught, and fled. They reached the horse line, cut free those horses that hadn’t yet escaped, and galloped off. Some of them couldn’t mount the rearing horses, and ran away on foot.

      Gwen spurred Neeme among them, hewing down as many as she could. After taking down the closest, she turned around to give chase to those that had fled.

      “Leave them!” Malem shouted.

      But she ignored him.

      He exerted his will over the link.

      Come back!

      Gwen squirmed underneath the vice of his mental grip; there was no chance of her breaking free of the link, of course, but she was fighting his mental command with all of her strength. He was wasting mental energy trying to get her to obey, vitality that was better spent keeping the dragon in check.

      So he let her go.

      She galloped toward the retreating oraks, but pulled up short a moment later as a blast of acid tore past from above. The deadly stream caught five of the laggards, and the oraks dropped to the ground, bronze armor and the flesh underneath melting.

      From behind an outbuilding beside her Hastor appeared, limping. Fresh blood dripped from its teeth, mixed in with droplets of acid that had gotten caught by the toothy grille during the last release; more blood covered its chin and a good portion of its upper neck. Malem no longer sensed Saathar, he noted.

      The horses began rearing, especially Gwen’s—which was closest—and Malem was forced to issue a calming vibe. Bounder fidgeted, too, but came to his side. Ready to protect its master, no doubt. Such loyalty was touching. No wait: the iguanid was actually hiding behind him. So much for loyalty…

      Get back here, he told Gwen telepathically. He didn’t actually exert his will this time, not wanting to piss her off.

      We need to kill them all! she transmitted back. Her horse had calmed down, and she lifted her calves to spur the steed past the melted corpses.

      No, we don’t. He was ready to repeal the relaxing effect from her horse if she didn’t obey. There will always be more oraks. We’ve done enough here. We have to help Xaxia now. Gwen. Please.

      Her eyes still shone with anger and bloodlust, but hearing those last few pleading words in her head finally brought her back to her senses, and she resignedly trotted Neeme back to his side ahead of the dragon.

      "I thought you were going to lose," Malem told Hastor.

      The dragon ignored him. Instead, it scooped up one of the dead horses in its maw and began chewing. Armor crumpled and bones snapped. The big dragon swallowed a moment later, and then crunched down on two oraks that lay one atop the other. Their lifeless limbs flailed about in the dragon’s mouth as it munched away.

      Still chewing, Hastor limped forward—pulses of pain shot through the dragon’s energy bundle with each step.

      Malem kept Biter in hand as Hastor approached. Just in case.

      The hulking reptile swallowed the two oraks it was chomping with a big gulp, and then its lips curled back in a sated smile. “That’s better. To your comment: I thought I was going to lose as well. But when you gave me that boost of strength, I managed to reverse the chokehold Saathar had on me. Ripped out the bastard’s neck before he could counter." The dragon bobbed its head toward the keep.

      Malem followed its gaze: on the ground in front of the structure lay the body of Saathar, throat cleanly ripped out.

      “Nice handiwork,” he commented.

      “It’s not a work of art, I admit,” Hastor said. “But it gets the job done.”

      Malem retreated to Xaxia and knelt beside her. She was still alive, but her breath seemed even more strained than before. “You are a dark practitioner. Can you heal her?”

      Hastor wearily trudged to Xaxia’s body, and after a cursory perusal, said: “It’s too late for her.”

      The dragon sat down next to her and the ground thudded. It rested its four paws on the earth like a big cat.

      “You have to try,” Malem insisted.

      Hastor yawned mightily, and then rested its head on its forelegs. “She is too far gone. I waste my energy.”

      Abigail shifted uneasily beside him, and said: “We have to go. If the dragon can’t—”

      “Do it,” Malem said, ignoring her.

      Hastor gave him an annoyed look. “I just ate. I need to heal. I’m already weak, do you not sense this? I risk myself in attempting to save her.”

      “Please,” he implored.

      The dragon stared at him for a long moment, then sighed, coughing slightly in the process. Then Hastor lifted its head. “As you wish, Master.”

      Hastor stared at Xaxia with hypnotic eyes. Nothing seemed to be happened, but Malem could sense the drain on the dragon’s energy bundle. Hastor was doing something, but so far there were no physical manifestations of whatever that something was.

      Malem took the opportunity to study the dragon closely. Hastor hadn’t been kidding when it said it needed to heal: in several places the scales had been torn open or clean away, revealing the gory muscle tissue underneath. One of those wounds was grievous—either Saathar had breathed acid into it or had taken away a huge chunk with its jaws. That particular injury was located on the meaty part of Hastor’s right foreleg, and explained why the dragon walked with a limp.

      And then black swirls emerged from its head and traveled into Xaxia’s exposed chest. Except these weren’t swirls of death, but of healing. The dark corruptions disappeared from her exposed flesh, though there were still some red runnels where the earlier black veins had corroded.

      Hastor turned its head toward him. “I have done all I can for her. The rest is up to her. She must rest.” The dragon took two steps back and then collapsed. It raised its head slightly and shook it as if to slough off what must have been an overwhelming weariness.

      Malem gave the dragon more of his stamina, momentarily forgetting that he was also taking it not just from himself, but Gwen and Abigail as well. The two women sagged.

      Hastor gave him an appreciative look. “Thank you.” The dragon lowered its head and promptly went to sleep.

      Now that the massive creature was asleep, Malem felt safe enough to sheath Biter. He untied the scabbard from Xaxia’s hip and slid the sword inside. Then he secured her scabbard to his belt for safekeeping, inside his open robe.

      He retrieved his old sword from the ground beside Xaxia and sheathed it in the second scabbard on his back beneath the robe.

      “Give our strength to the dragon now, huh?” Gwen said, leaning on Neeme’s strong neck with one hand. “I see where your priorities reside.”

      “We have to go…” Abigail tried again. “The oraks will bring reinforcements. More dragons.”

      “We will,” Malem assured her.

      Xaxia’s leather corset was now useless, considering he had cut it open, so he tossed it, and applied healing unguent to the remaining red wounds in her chest. Then he quickly bandaged them and closed Xaxia’s robe to conceal her nakedness. He loaded her onto Bounder’s back in front of the saddle, securing her with spare rope.

      “I’ll carry her belongings,” Gwen said, returning from the keep. She held the saddle, along with the bags she had retrieved from Xaxia’s dead horse, and secured both to Neeme instead.

      Malem quickly moved between the animals and applied the last of the healing unguent to the most glaring cuts and scrapes the animals had obtained, and then mounted Bounder.

      He rested a hand on Xaxia’s unconscious form. “It’s going to be all right,” he told her quietly. He glanced at Abigail. “Now we can go.”

      The fire mage was gazing at the eastern horizon, down the gorge leading to the keep, which remained empty. For now. “Finally.”

      He glanced at Felipe. The little monkey was perched on a rusty iron fence that surrounded one of the outbuildings, and casually chewed an apple. Underneath the monkey were a pile of dead oraks from the battle. The monkey spat out a seed and picked its teeth.

      He directed Bounder close to the fence, meticulously steering the iguanid over the bodies. “Felipe!”

      The monkey obediently leaped down and landed on his shoulder.

      He swung about and made for the entrance, the women riding in tow. He paused to shout over his shoulder: “Hastor!”

      In reply the dragon stretched sleepily.

      Felipe promptly crawled inside Malem’s collar to hide.

      “I’m coming,” Hastor said, though the dragon remained otherwise prostrate and motionless.

      “Now!” Malem said.

      Hastor opened a peevish eye, then finally stood to its full height, looking very imposing as it did so. Gwen and Abigail continued galloping—it was easier to do that than trying to fight the renewed fear the dragon instilled in their horses.

      “You are a cruel taskmaster,” Hastor said.

      “You haven’t seen cruel yet,” Malem told it.

      The dragon unfolded its wings experimentally, revealing a big tear in the leathery skin of the right wing, on the lower part.

      “Can you still fly with that?” Malem asked worriedly.

      The dragon examined its wing. “I believe so. It doesn’t hurt, but I’ll be slower than usual until it heals. Maybe if you let me take a quick fifteen minute nap…”

      “No time,” Malem said.

      “I don’t suppose there’s a chance you can send another shot of vitality my way?” Hastor asked.

      “Maybe once we’re underway,” Malem told it. In truth, he didn’t really have any vitality left to give. He was unwilling to drain Gwen and Abigail any further, and the sword was no longer feeding him energy, either. He reached inside his robe and tentatively drew it, but the blade imparted nothing.

      Needs some killing to make it happy.

      He sheathed the blade again and spurred Bounder forward. “Let’s go!” he called over his shoulder.

      Bounder raced from the keep. Malem was relieved when he sensed the dragon pull into place in the sky above. He glanced up and saw its massive form silhouetted against the sun.

      On the move again. With a dragon at my beck and call.

      Despite its injuries, the dragon was able to fly swiftly enough to match the pace of the riders below.

      As with Spirit, Malem was able to access Hastor’s vision to survey the surrounding terrain from a bird’s eye perspective. So far, the eastern foothills remained free of incoming foes.

      He was beginning to feel hope: what had seemed an impossibility only an hour ago now felt attainable.

      We might actually deliver Abigail’s message after all.
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      Malem turned north as he exited the gorge formed by the two hills, and soon pulled alongside Gwen and Abigail.

      “The Black Sword made a mistake,” Gwen told him over the thudding of hooves. “Instead of diverting only three dragons from the siege of Fallow Gate, the Sword should have diverted all of them.”

      “More are coming, don’t you worry,” Abigail told her.

      Felipe peeked out from Malem’s collar. The monkey tensely peered in every direction, and then slumped in relief when there were no monsters to be found. But then Felipe stiffened suddenly, and slowly looked toward the sky and the dragon flying overhead.

      Malem smiled as Felipe promptly vanished back inside his robes, but his attention stayed on Hastor, who had slowed and fallen slightly behind them.

      Are you all right? he sent, worried the dragon’s injuries were catching up to it.

      In answer, Hastor decided to test Malem’s hold on him, and thrashed about in his mental grasp. The creature almost broke free.

      Malem didn’t take kindly to that.

      You’re healing well, I see, he transmitted, his previous concern gone. It’s time for you to give back some of the endurance we’ve lent you.

      And so he sapped vitality from the dragon, feeding it instead to himself and the two women. He felt stronger immediately and sat straighter in the saddle.

      Hastor’s thrashing increased, but the transfer of endurance had shifted the balance far in Malem’s favor, and he held the vise firmly in place. The dragon stopped writhing.

      That was good, because if the dragon decided to fight his will continuously, that would only drain both their stamina’s until either Malem set the great beast free or killed it. He was tempted to just give in and release the creature, if only for a respite from the strain, but he would be damned if he was giving up his most powerful monster yet.

      “Are you really going to keep that thing?” Gwen asked, glancing up at the flying beast.

      “While my will can endure it, yes,” he replied.

      “And what about our wills?” Gwen pressed.

      “Your endurance, you mean?” he said. “Going forward, if Hastor fights me, I’ll be taking vitality from him as punishment. So you don’t have to worry on that end. I will borrow your vitality as needed during combat, however, to keep the dragon fighting for us.”

      “Great,” she said sarcastically.

      “It should get easier to control Hastor as time goes on,” he told her, “as the creature grows more accustomed to my touch on its mind, and I adapt to having so many mental slots taken.”

      Through Hastor’s sight, he could see the mountains in the distance. “We’re almost at the mountain range. I can’t see any Metal Dragons, though.”

      “They’re out there,” Abigail said. “Look for Mount Ademan.”

      “I’m not sure what it looks like.” He turned his attention to the southeast suddenly, where Hastor had spotted incoming targets.

      “What is it?” Gwen asked, sensing his sudden distress through their link.

      “More black dragons,” he replied. “To the southeast. Five of them. Closing fast.”

      “Told you we should have killed all those oraks,” Gwen said.

      “Full speed!” he spurred Bounder ever faster.

      Can you carry us? Malem asked the dragon. Humans on your back, steeds in your talons?

      One or two of you, yes, Hastor said. But I’m already flying slower because of my injuries. Under load, I won’t be able to travel much faster than your horses.

      That’s too bad.

      For you, not for me, Hastor commented.

      Oh, my dragon friend, your fate is intertwined with ours now. If we fall, you do, too. Keep that in mind when it comes time to fight.

      The foothills became broader and overlapped at the bases with shallow hollows between them. One such foothill formed a long ridge, forcing the group to race uphill to surmount it. When they reached the apex, he could see the distant mountain range with his own eyes.

      The mountains are too far, the dragon sent. You’re not going to make it.

      Malem ignored the comment and continued at a gallop nonetheless. He adjusted his speed so that he didn’t pull too far ahead of Abigail and Gwen. He glanced at Xaxia.

      “I’m sorry for leading you into this,” he told the unconscious woman softly.

      Gwen pulled alongside him.

      “Now would be a good time to summon that Darkness of yours,” she shouted.

      “Doesn't work that way!” he told her. “I wish it did.”

      Behind them, the dragons closed rapidly.

      The party was going to have to fight again.

      Let me go, Hastor sent. You’re not going to win this one. Why waste my life, too?

      If I let you go now, you’ll only join them.

      I won’t, the dragon replied. I swear it.

      The day I trust a black dragon with my life is the day I can turn bread into gold.

      Well that’s today, my boy! the dragon sent.

      Malem would have laughed were the situation not so dire. I don’t think so.

      The party topped another hill.

      Abigail abruptly pulled up short. Malem halted Bounder a few paces ahead of her, while Gwen was almost at the bottom of the hill before she noticed the pair had stopped; she turned around and raced back up.

      “What is it?” he asked. “We can’t stop!”

      The fire mage ignored him, instead staring at the sky, and the incoming dragons. Hastor circled overhead.

      “Abigail!” he said.

      “We’re past the barrier,” Abigail said in wonder.

      “What barrier?” he asked.

      “We fight here,” the fire mage said. She leaped out of her saddle and dropped to the earth. When she landed, she slapped Ember before Malem could stop her, causing the horse to bolt.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he asked.

      Again Abigail didn’t answer.

      He considered releasing Felipe to Break Ember so he could command the horse to return, but he’d probably lose the monkey in the process. And while Ember might be more important at the moment, there was no guarantee he’d be able to exert his will over Abigail and force her to mount the horse, not in his current state. Unless he wanted to suck all of the stamina from the dragon, killing it in the process.

      Via Hastor, he searched the sky for signs of any incoming Metal Dragons. There were none that he could see, though the heavy cloud coverage could have been obscuring them.

      He had to conclude she’d lost it. He reached into her mind, but her energy bundle seemed normal. Well, that and determined.

      Mount Bounder with me, he commanded.

      She resisted. No.

      “Damn it.” Staying in the saddle, he drew Biter. The blade gave him no vitality.

      Hastor, get ready to fight.

      Oh, how lovely, the dragon responded. I get to die today for a human.

      Not if I can help it.

      Gaze intent on the incoming flying beasts, Abigail flung both arms downward, and they ignited with flames.

      A shockwave traveled outward from her body, throwing Malem and Bounder backward. They nearly hit Gwen, who had just crested the apex of the hill, and her steed was similarly sent reeling back by the invisible force.

      The iguanid scrambled to its feet, bringing Malem with it; in front of the saddle, Xaxia’s body flopped about lifelessly.

      When he was upright again, he found Abigail standing before him, growing. Her dress ripped away as her body stretched in all directions, leaving her naked. Only the collar at her neck remained, expanding with her body, pressing ever into her flesh. Soon she was half as tall as the hill giant had been.

      “What the hell is she?” Gwen said from beside him. Her horse was reeling.

      Malem absently issued a calming command to Neeme, and did the same for Bounder. He wished he could do the same for his own fright. From Abigail’s energy bundle, he still sensed that same outflow of determination, and that was somehow reassuring.

      He heard what sounded like breaking bones, and Abigail began to scream. She bent over and covered her face in pain, and he sensed terrible agony over their link. She continued to grow, but her body was changing shape now, too. It began to stretch hideously out of proportion as different portions transformed before the others.

      The bicep on one arm enlarged to match her thigh, while the forearm stretched, becoming pole-like. The fore and index fingers of that hand merged, as did her third and fourth digits, become two single large units that rivaled the thumb. Scythe-like talons grew from all the digits. Her other arm began a similar transformation a moment later.

      Demonic wings sprouted from her back. Horns from her head. A long pointy tail from her rear. Thick vertical plates protruded from her spine. Her jaw protruded sickeningly.

      “She’s a Balor!” Gwen shouted. “Run!”

      He raised a halting hand. “I sense no ill intent from her. At least, not directed at us.”

      As Abigail continued to transform, and her proportions began to even out, the final shape began to become apparent. Those weren’t horns on her head, for example, but ears. And that tail, it wasn’t pointy, but long and broad, ending in a smooth taper.

      “Not a Balor,” Malem said.

      Her skin ripped open all over her body as another layer pressed through from inside, this one surfaced by scales of bright silver. The ribbons of skin dropped away, leaving behind a huge reptilian body coated in those scales, iridescent beneath the sun. The scales lining her underbelly were slightly different, these ones tinged with red and gold.

      The pain abruptly ceased to emanate from the bundle, and was replaced by determined rage. The being that was once Abigail reared, and stood to her full height, towering over them in all her majesty, raising her neck and extending her wings. She issued a stentorian roar, no doubt meant as a warning to the incoming dragons. She was beautiful, yet terrible to behold.

      She lowered her forelegs to the earth once more and the ground shook.

      He had a hard time equating the majestic creature before him with the woman he had made love to against the wall of a cellar only a short time before. It was a little unsettling, in fact.

      “Fuck me,” Malem breathed in awe.

      She brought her head around to look at him with a horizontal opening eye. He stared into a black iris in the center of a golden sclera. The whole eye was about the same size as his entire head.

      “No thanks,” Abigail said. Her voice sounded its usual timbre, but with the powerful lungs of a dragon behind it.

      He could still feel the same bundle of energy coming from her. No, not the same. It was more powerful. Everything was amplified: the stamina, the intelligence, the magic.

      “You’re a dragon?” Gwen asked.

      “You always were good at putting two and two together,” Abigail replied. She returned her attention to the fore, and gazed at the incoming enemies with narrowed eyes.

      I can’t believe I slept with a dragon. A dragon in human form, true, but a dragon nonetheless.

      “Is it always that... painful?” Gwen pressed. “It looked like every bone in your body was breaking.”

      “Which it was,” Abigail told her. “The process is only drawn out like that if it’s been a while since I last transformed. Next time, the transformation will take place much quicker. It’ll still hurt like hell, though.”

      “Can you carry us the rest of the way?” Malem said.

      She shook her head. “They’re too close now. It’ll take too long to get up to speed. Besides, I want to teach these a-holes why it’s a very bad idea to enter Metal Dragon territory. I expect your friend will help me out?”

      He glanced at Hastor, who circled overhead. “He’s chomping at the bit.”

      “No I’m not!” the dragon boomed from above.

      Malem smiled. But you will help.

      If only to impress her, the dragon replied.

      Don’t get any ideas, she’s mine.

      The dragon’s bundle of energy seemed amused. We’ll see.

      “Stay behind me,” Abigail said. “Their breath won’t harm me. You, on the other hand...”

      Malem steered Bounder behind her, as did Gwen.

      “Still can’t believe she’s a dragon,” Gwen said.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I guess that explains why I was able to Break her.”

      “Maybe you should sleep with some more of these dragons before this is done,” she joked.

      “I don’t think they’re the transforming type,” he said.

      “I meant the Metals,” Gwen said.

      As the five dragons closed, Abigail abruptly took to the air. She dove toward the center of their formation. When she got within breath range, he realized she was bigger than the blacks.

      He overlaid her perspective atop Hastor’s and his own so he could get a complete picture of the coming battle.

      Her eyes glowed with sudden flames, and two fire elementals appeared, each one on the neck of a different black. They wrapped their arms around the necks and climbed toward the heads; meanwhile, the dragons flailed their necks, trying to shake them off. They dropped from formation.

      The other three swerved toward Abigail, as Hastor hung back. They didn’t bother to unleash their toxic breath or their streams of dark magic, probably because it would have no effect on her, a fellow dragon. Instead, they flew straight at her, no doubt to rip her apart.

      She homed in on one of the dragons, and when she was only a few body lengths away, she unleashed a powerful stream of liquid fire from her mouth, striking the creature in the head. She dodged underneath the dragon at the last possible moment and avoided impact. The other two swatted at her as they passed, trying to latch onto her wings, but they missed when she tucked them in, which had the added effect of accelerating her.

      She stretched her wings to their maximum extents when she was past and then began turning around to make her second flyby.

      Like the liquid fire she had unleashed on the oraks, the flames on the dragon she struck continued to blaze. The fire didn’t seem to be actually burning the beast, not with those thick scales it had, but he realized that wasn’t the intent: instead the blaze, which burned from just above the nostrils of the muzzle to the forehead, was blinding the creature. It tried to put out the flames with its forelegs, but succeeded only in spreading the liquid fire to its taloned paws.

      The two fire elementals meanwhile had climbed into the faces of their respective dragons, and were similarly blinding them. One of them was hit from above by Hastor, who had circled in from the side to dive bomb the monster. Hastor smashed into its neck and tore a big chunk away. Blood spurted from the wound in pulses, and the injured dragon soon stopped flapping its wings and plummeted the rest of the way to the ground. Malem felt the impact even from where he was standing, and knew the creature had died. The fire elemental vanished upon impact.

      That left two of the dragons blinded and flying drunkenly in random directions, and another two that remained unscathed. The latter pair finished turning around and closed to make another pass at her. Meanwhile, Hastor pursued the blinded creatures.

      The blacks released acid at Abigail as they came in, perhaps hoping to counter her liquid flames, but she didn’t bother to unleash her deadly breath this time. Instead, she dove, passing just underneath one of them. She spun her body upside down, and raked her claws across its belly. The stricken dragon screamed.

      Abigail tucked in her wings and dove backward, turning her long neck to unleash a stream of flame into the fresh wounds, and the dragon screamed anew.

      The other one was coming down on her, but Abigail rotated as she fell and brought her maw to bear, and released another spurt of flame. It lasted for half a second.

      The black covered its face with its arm, protecting itself from the blinding fire, and then let its blazing forearm drop. Then it swooped down on her and opened its mouth.

      But Abigail met the dragon head on. The first spurt of flame had apparently been a feint, because she unleashed the real attack now, flames that lasted a full two seconds. She aimed squarely inside the open mouth of her enemy, and the flames seared its palate.

      The dragon shut its mouth and tried to turn away. That was a mistake. Abigail latched onto its head with her forepaws, and drove her talons into its eyes.

      Listening to the horrible screams of that dragon as it went blind was no easy thing. And Malem had thought the shrieking of the hill giant when the spider spat venom into its eyes was bad...

      The dragon tried to swat her away with its forepaws, but Abigail dodged the blows so that the black ended up only further scratching its own scales.

      Abigail continued to shift positions, ripping free several chunks of flesh, and then finally she pulled away from the dragon. The creature flew on blindly, heading away from the battle. Hastor, having ripped out the throats of the other two blinded by fire, went after it, set on dispatching that one, next.

      That left only one more dragon.

      Too late Malem realized that one had figured out Abigail’s weakness: it was diving toward the three defenseless humans on the hillside below.

      He and Gwen scattered, steering their mounts in random directions. A blast of acid hit the hilltop behind them. The stream followed Malem, and he was forced to zigzag in front of it.

      Finally the stream let up, and the dragon landed in front of him.

      Malem drew Biter. The sword glowed blindingly, eagerly, hungry for the dragon’s blood. So bright was the weapon’s glow that even the dragon hesitated.

      Malem used that moment to strike. He spurred Bounder forward, commanding the beast not to look the creature in the eye. He himself kept his gaze averted, instead relying on Gwen’s eyes to guide him.

      Black mists appeared in the air as the dragon launched its dark magic at him. It opened its mouth to breathe acid again, too. The gills on its neck glowed a subtle green...

      Malem swerved to the side at the last possible moment, and the black swirls struck the grass behind him, withering it. The acid carved a runnel deep into the soil.

      He passed on the left side of the dragon, and swiped at its foreleg with his sword. He cut a gash through the thick skin, but it wasn’t deep enough to cause much more harm. The dragon responded to the wound by reflexively striking out with that limb, and Malem and his mount went flying through the air.

      They landed a good ways away, on their side. Xaxia moaned; she seemed otherwise uninjured.

      He righted Bounder and tried to gallop away, but the iguanid had a terrible limp, now.

      The black dragon smirked as it opened its mouth once more.

      A silvery form smashed down on its head. Talons and teeth rent that exposed neck, and a moment later the head separated entirely from the body.

      Abigail spat out the severed body part. “No one attacks my friends.”

      “Remind me never to get on her bad side,” Gwen told him as she came alongside.

      “You started out on her bad side, didn’t you?” he said, breathing heavily.

      Gwen hugged herself as if feeling suddenly cold. “Yeah, but that was when she was still human.” The half gobling shivered visibly.

      Hastor landed beside Abigail. “So we won after all.”

      “No thanks to you,” Abigail spat.

      “What?” the black said. “I was helping.”

      “Yes, taking all the dragons I disabled already,” she said.

      Hastor shrugged. “Somebody’s got to do the dirty work.”

      “Those fire elementals,” Malem said. “You can only summon them in dragon form?”

      “Very good,” Abigail told him.

      Gwen gazed out at the dead bodies that strewed the hilltop. “I see now why Vorgon is afraid of the Metals joining the war. Assuming that’s what you are. A Metal Dragon I mean.”

      Abigail inclined her silvery head. “Good guess, as always.” The sarcasm was obvious in her tone. “So, how about we save the questions for later, and instead the two of you load up onto our backs and we carry you the rest of the way?”

      “I’m sure our mounts could use a break,” Malem said.

      “They might not like the heights, though,” Gwen added.
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      Malem hung onto Abigail’s back, gripping the small section just above where the wings joined her body. Xaxia, still unconscious, was tied to him by the waist.

      Gwen rode Hastor in a similar manner beside him. The black dragon had healed during the trip, and was flying almost as fast as the bigger silver now. It helped that Hastor had no other load than Gwen, whereas Abigail carried not only Malem and Xaxia, but also Neeme in her left forepaw, and Bounder her right. Felipe remained cowering inside Malem’s jacket collar, under his robe.

      As usual, Malem relished in the thrill of experiencing the world from that height, but this time the thrill had an edge to it because he was worried about falling off. When he had tapped into the eyes of birds in the past, there was never any fear involved—he wasn’t actually riding them. But now, this was all too real.

      “Do you see it?” Abigail asked over her shoulder. “Mount Ademan.”

      He squinted his eyes and gazed down onto the range below. There was one mountain that stood out from the others, towering well above its neighbors. On its upper peaks he could just make out several sparkling structures nestled amid the snow-covered crags, surrounded by a wall.

      As they came closer, he realized it was a grand city of some kind. He had been expecting some keep, or a cave, but not an entire city. Its walls and towers were made of emeralds and gold. The streets were paved with diamonds. Bright rubies and gems dotted even the smallest of structures, making it a looter’s paradise: kings from the surrounding lands had no doubt been tempted to raid this place, at least until they remembered it was inhabited by an army of fire-breathing, magical monsters.

      Those gems and scintillating walls fit with what he would have expected from a city of dragons, given their reputation for hoarding treasure. That they resided in a city at all was the surprising part: most were rumored to live alone in dens. The Metals must have been the more social among dragons.

      The towers were packed relatively close together, but there were holes near the center of most of them: he was puzzled at first as to why, until he spotted a flying shape glinting in the sun. It looked like a silvery bat from this distance, but with a long tail, and wings that flapped far more slowly. The distant figure headed straight for the center of one of the towers, and passed right through the gaping hole in the middle.

      Ah. Dragon holes.

      The whole city was essentially an architectural marvel, not just because of the valuable materials with which its towers and walls had been constructed, nor the dragon holes designed into most of the structures, but because of how high it had been built on the mountain. The logistics of such an undertaking, the transport of all those heavy materials up the cliffs: yes, this was a place only dragons could have constructed.

      Does the city have a name? he asked Abigail over their mental link.

      Yes, she replied. We call it Khaledonius.

      Metal Dragons rapidly approached from the city. Malem sensed them before he saw them, but when they came into view he saw golds, silvers, platinums, bronzes and chromiums among them.

      “Stay calm,” Abigail said, looking over her shoulder at him. “Make sure that black of yours doesn’t do anything to provoke them. Unless you want to lose him. And Gwen.”

      “That’s why you made me ride this beast alone!” Gwen shouted at him. “Trying to get rid of me, are you?”

      Her voice was strong, carrying easily over the wind of their passage. Malem attributed that to her monster half. His own voice wouldn’t have carried nearly as far, and he’d probably succeed only in making himself hoarse.

      So he merely shook his head. Of course, if he really wanted to answer her, he could have sent something telepathically.

      “I’ll pretend those ugly Metals aren’t even here,” Hastor said. “By the way, Metal, you can address such concerns to me directly, going forward.”

      “Why bother, Black?” Abigail said. “He is your master.”

      “Just as he is yours,” Hastor retorted. “But I don’t tell him how to make you act now, do I?”

      Abigail snorted at that. “He’s no more my master than the lichen clinging to the base of an evergreen.”

      “Oh, you better watch that lichen,” Hastor said. “It has a way of spreading throughout the entire tree.”

      Abigail had nothing else to say to that. Probably a good thing.

      The dragons arrived and took up positions on either side of Abigail and Hastor to escort the motley group to the city. Some gave Hastor disgusted looks, but otherwise none of the Metals said anything. At least not yet.

      Until one of the platinums took its place beside her in the formation. It inclined its head respectfully. “Abigail,” came its deep, booming voice.

      “Took you long enough,” she spat in contempt. “You should have spotted me a while ago.”

      “The patrols have been ranging northward of late,” the platinum said. “Oraks have been testing the security of the mountain passes leading to the keep. We’ve been showing them the error of their ways.”

      “Well, I almost died out there,” Abigail said.

      “But Sir Matthew...”

      “Is dead,” she said.

      The platinum drooped its shoulders. “I’m very sorry to hear that.”

      “Yes,” she said. “I was forced to recruit new allies.”

      The platinum glanced at the black. “I see that. Your choice of companions is... interesting.”

      “Hello,” Hastor said pleasantly.

      The platinum merely grunted and looked away.

      The dragons flew on in silence.

      Malem was sorely tempted to try Breaking one of them but thought that wouldn’t go over very well. Besides, even if he succeeded, he had no free slots to hold its will.

      As they got closer to the city, he saw armored humans standing on the walkway of the parapet that enclosed the city, and the dragons perched between them. Some of those humans wore the robes of mages, while others wore what looked like armor made of dragon scales. The armor varied in color to match the hues of the dragons, with some wearing silver, others gold, and so forth. They also wore surcoats that bore the emblem of a talon on fire, with helms that extended like beaks in front of their faces, reminding him of the accouterments of the fallen Sir Matthew. The only difference between their garb and his was that armor.

      The menacing-looking dragons on that wall looked like animated gargoyles as their heads turned to follow the passing group. Malem could detect them all on his beast sense, man and dragon alike.

      He didn’t really see any smaller residential areas in the city below: the towers dominated. He did notice multiple openings on those towers, each harboring balconies. Dressed in bright fabrics, humans watched from some of them.

      A big platinum dragon came flying in from across the city and landed on the rooftop of one such tower; it promptly transformed into a naked man and entered a rooftop shed, vanishing down a spiraling staircase.

      He nodded to himself. Instead of individual homes and estates like he had seen in most cities, they probably lived in communal towers, which made some sense, given the sparsity of real estate in the mountaintop city. The only other option was to dig into the mountains itself, something that dragons weren’t really known for. Though he had heard that reds sometimes ousted dwarfs from their underground cities to make grand dens for themselves.

      The group approached a series of towers that were walled off from the rest of the city. The parapet walkways were big enough to fit dragons, and like the main city wall, were manned by soldiers in dragon scales and mages in different colored robes, along with more deadly-looking dragons. Most of the dragons here seemed to be of the gold and silver variety. He noticed that all of them, dragons and men, had collars around their necks similar to Abigail’s.

      They approached the wide outer walkway of that wall, and Abigail slowly lowered until she was hovering above the surface. Switching to Hastor’s eyes, he watched Abigail gently open her claws to release Bounder and Neeme onto the walkway.

      Liveried men hurried forward to rope the beasts. Malem sent out calming commands to each of them, and Neeme stopped rearing long enough for the man to rope its neck. Bounder was more docile, thanks to Malem’s direct link to the creature, and accepted its own rope without issue. The men didn’t seem disturbed by the sight of the iguanid in the least. Then again, why would they be? They were surrounded by dragons…

      The two men petted the flanks of the animals, their hands moving in calming motions; they whispered soothing words as they gently maneuvered the mounts away from the landing site.

      Abigail touched down next, as did Hastor beside her. The other dragons joined them along the walkway—it was wide enough to fit three dragons abreast.

      Abigail lowered her wing to form a ramp. Gwen scrambled down from Hastor and then climbed Abigail to join Malem. He untied Xaxia from his waist and Gwen helped him lower her down the ramp formed by Abigail’s wing. He moved carefully across the appendage, worried he would damage its delicate-seeming membrane, until finally, he reached the diamond-studded cobblestone below.

      Another pair of liveried men came forward.

      “Take her to the healer,” the platinum dragon said. The two men nodded, and started to take Xaxia from him.

      “Wait—” Malem began.

      “She’ll be safe,” Abigail interrupted.

      He reluctantly ceded Xaxia and the men carried her away.

      “Why are you soiling our precious city with this creature?” a gold dragon on guard duty asked. The big creature nodded toward the walkway, where the black was already leaving chunks of dirt on the diamond surface—the soil had fallen loose from Hastor’s talons.

      “Whoops,” Hastor said.

      The platinum next to Abigail addressed the gold. “The dirtying notwithstanding, don’t tell me you fear a lone black? What’s a lone Night Dragon going to do in a city of Metals? If the vermin tries anything, you have my full permission to perform an impromptu beheading.”

      The gold wrinkled its nose in disgust, but then smiled thoughtfully. “I’d have to take it outside the city, first. Wouldn’t want its innards marring our walls now, would I? Can you imagine the clean-up?”

      “Friendly folks, aren’t they?” Hastor said. “If a little germophobic.”

      The dragons that escorted them began to change into human form. It was essentially the reverse of the process that had seen Abigail become a dragon in the first place, but happened in seconds. Wings and tails contracted, scales became skin, and bodies shrank until in moments, Malem was surrounded by muscular men and toned women. All of them quite naked, save for the collars around their necks, which had shrunk with them.

      Abigail, too, began to revert to human form, her change taking place slower than the others, but still much faster than the last time. He only felt a short burst of pain from her energy bundle, rather than the prolonged agony that marked her last transformation. Soon her perfect naked body stood before him, and he found it impossible to take his eyes off her. The only thing marring her beauty was that collar, the one constant between both forms. The bouncing curls of her blond locks fell to her hips, which retained the same tight hourglass shape even without a dress. Her perfect breasts were only partially covered by that flowing hair, and he found himself wanting her all over again.

      “Whoa,” Gwen said. Her eyes were focused between the legs of a muscular former dragon who had a particularly large package. “And I thought I was a good judge of horseflesh.” She licked her lips.

      The former dragons ignored her. The man who was once the platinum approached the gold sentry that had remained in dragon form.

      “Keep the black under guard at all times,” the man said. “It is not allowed to set foot in the keep, do you understand?”

      “Perfectly,” the gold dragon said.

      “You don’t transform, big guy?” Gwen asked Hastor, who was lurking nearby.

      “I’m a real dragon,” Hastor replied.

      “We’re real dragons, too,” Abigail said.

      “Oh?” Hastor told her. “My brethren and I beg to differ.”

      “He seems so polite now that we’ve got him surrounded by Metals,” Gwen commented.

      “How far can you maintain control over it?” Abigail asked Malem.

      The former platinum looked at him. “This is your doing?”

      Malem decided to answer Abigail first. He found it hard to keep his eyes from wandering down to her naked breasts. Very hard. “For a newly broken creature it’s better if they stay close. So, about a mile. If we’re going inside the keep, Hastor will be well inside that range. Even if he breaks free of my hold, he won’t get far, not surrounded by Metals.” He turned toward the man. “And yes, this is my doing.”

      The former platinum glanced at Abigail. “He is a Breaker, I assume? How is it possible, a Breaker, controlling a dragon?”

      “It’s complicated, Henry,” Abigail told him.

      Henry eyed him suspiciously, then took a walkway that branched away from the parapet and toward the gem-encrusted keep.

      “This way,” Abigail said, following Henry.

      The Metals escorted Malem and Gwen onto the shiny walkway while the liveried servants guided Bounder and Neeme behind them. He thought of these Metals as half dragons, because in his eyes, they were half human, and half dragon.

      Felipe was peeking out from Malem’s collar, and staring in wonder at the glittering towers around them.

      Malem hardly noticed the amazing towers and their jewels. He had eyes only for Abigail in front of him, specifically, her naked, swaying behind. He had the distinct impression she was swiveling those hips of hers for him.

      “What are you looking at?” a thick voice from beside him said. It was one of the former dragons, of course.

      Malem quickly averted his eyes, and pretended to be fascinated by the diamonds studding the walkway.

      Looking over the barrier, he saw that the walkway cut above a courtyard where beautiful marble fountains depicted dragons in flight. Ahead, the path led to the upper levels of one of the towers.

      From the tower, liveried servants emerged, carrying towels. They held the fabrics over the men and women, including Abigail, as they walked, and shielded their nakedness. Other servants handed them clothes so that they could dress while on the move. The different members paused occasionally to shrug on pants or a dress, but otherwise the advance continued mostly uninterrupted. When the servants lowered the towels, the men were dressed in knee-length, brightly colored tunics, and the women dresses. They walked barefoot, their feet apparently hardened to the sharp diamonds coating the floor. A couple of men and women had even managed to don the armor of dragon scales Malem had seen upon the walkway guards.

      Abigail wore her usual red with the gold-trimmed bodice. She made a final adjustment to that bodice as she walked, setting her bosom firmly in place.

      Henry whispered something in the ear of one of the servants, and the man bowed and promptly ran ahead. The other servants departed shortly after entering the keep. As they did so, Malem realized none of them showed up on his beast sense.

      Humans, then.

      He wondered if they were slaves of some kind. Then again, with all the luxury around them, maybe they were here willingly.

      The inside of the keep was just as resplendent as the outside. Malem stood in a broad hall floored in cherrywood and walled in marble. The latter had swirls of blue and white intermingled with veins of silver. Long, gold-trimmed silk tapestries hung from the upper walls, as well as the rafters directly overhead, depicting dragons in various scenes of battle. Paintings and busts lined either side of the hall, some of men and women, others dragons. An exquisitely patterned rug led across the hall to an arched opening on the far side.

      The servants in charge of Bounder and Neeme promptly led the animals down a side corridor.

      “Your monkey, too, please,” a third servant said.

      Felipe ducked from view underneath Malem’s jacket/robe combination.

      “Where are you taking them?” Malem asked.

      “The stables, of course,” the servant replied.

      The man wasn’t wearing a collar, Malem noted. Nor were any of the other servants, now that he thought about it.

      He glanced at Abigail, and she nodded. “Your animals will be in good care.”

      He reached into his collar and reluctantly retrieved Felipe. The monkey gave him a sad look as he handed it over to the servant.

      “There will be food,” Malem assured the little monkey. He glanced at the servant. “Right?”

      “Of course,” the servant said. “We have quail eggs. Meat, whatever it needs. I can also have the kitchen cook up a special order just for the monkey.”

      Malem glanced at Felipe. “You hear that? They’re going to cook up something just for you.”

      The monkey perked up slightly, but still seemed dispirited. Malem was sad to watch the little guy go.

      Well, his link to the animals would ensure he could find them later in a pinch, if he had to. Bounder and Felipe, anyway. Presumably Neeme would be kept in a nearby stall.

      At the arched opening on the far side of the hall, a small number of men and women stood in line, waiting their turn to see the king. He knew they were dragons because of the collars at their necks. They wore ordinary tunics and dresses. Malem and his escort walked right by them.

      Beyond the opening, the group entered what seemed to be an audience chamber.

      Thick pillars lined a red carpet leading to a dais. Stairs in turn climbed that dais to an ivory throne, where a grizzled man sat. He was leaning forward, his chin held in one palm, a gold and diamond crown resting on his troubled brow. He wore a lion skin draped over his shoulders, above a chest plate of golden dragon scales, with the sigil of a fiery talon carved directly into the breast. He had on ordinary leather leggings, with boots trimmed in ermine fur.

      Like the other half dragons, Malem could sense the king with his beast sense. His mood was... dour.

      The group followed the carpet that led between the pillars and crossed the room, heading toward the throne. Standing at rest between the columns on either side were dragon soldiers wielding pikes.

      The group reached the front of the room and emerged from the columns into the clear space before the throne. Now that Malem was closer, he realized the armrests were shaped like dragon heads, and at their tips they gripped perfectly round agate gems in their mouths. Behind the king, the headrest also had that familiar fiery talon lacquered onto the surface.

      An old, hunched man stood on his right side, dressed in a white robe: a mage of some kind. On his left was a younger man, garbed in rich silks: the distinctive protrusions at the shoulder and chest areas of his tunic betrayed the armor the man wore hidden underneath.

      Behind the throne, there were two more pike-wielding soldiers, the pikes currently gripped like staffs.

      All of them wore the small, neck-constraining silver collars, even the king. Those evenly spaced vertical strips were especially prominent on the king’s, seeming like teeth clamping down as if to constrain whatever vast power lurked within him.

      The group members halted at the bottom of the dais.

      “All kneel before Jeddah Agantas III, King of the Metal Dragons!” Henry said.

      The half dragons promptly knelt.

      Abigail remained standing, as did Malem and Gwen.

      “Should we kneel?” Gwen asked him in a hushed, confused voice.

      “She’s not kneeling…” Malem nodded at Abigail.

      The king sat back; now that the others had bowed, he had a good view of Malem, Abigail and Gwen. The man’s imposing, troubled face broke into a smile when his gaze touched Abigail.

      “Welcome back, Daughter,” the king said.
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      Malem looked at her in surprise. “Daughter?”

      Abigail ignored him, and dipped in a quick curtsy to her father. “Thank you, my king.”

      “I said, all kneel!” Henry shouted at Malem.

      King Agantas raised a hand. “It’s all right. Stand, stand.”

      The half dragons stood, but cleared to the side so as not to obstruct the king’s view of the newcomers.

      The young man on the king’s left nodded at her. “Sister.”

      She inclined her head in return to her brother, the prince. Their greetings seemed a little cold. But then again, from what Malem knew of royalty, they rarely displayed affection in front of others, let alone in their court.

      “Who are these… vagrants?” the prince asked.

      “They helped bring me here in one piece, after Sir Matthew died,” Abigail explained.

      “He’s dead then?” The prince closed his eyes for a moment. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Yes,” she said. “I’ve been hunted all the way here from Mulhadden.”

      “Hunted?” King Agantas interrupted. “By whom?”

      “A Black Sword, I believe,” she said.

      “Why would a Black Sword dare attack my daughter?” Agantas said. “Is the fool trying to draw me into the war?”

      “No, I am,” she said softly.

      King Agantas raised a questioning eyebrow. “Is that why you’ve come all this way? To convince me to join in the fight against Vorgon? I have told you before, and I will tell you again, the Metal Dragons are neutral in this fight. We will defend our territory if it comes to it, and our territory alone. The collars restrain us from doing anything more. I will not fight the armies of a Balor in human form. I refuse.”

      “About that…” Abigail swallowed. “I bring news of an amendment to the treaty.”

      The king leaned forward. “Oh?”

      “If the Metals join the Alliance in the fight against Lord Vorgon, the collar requirement will be lifted. Never again must we wear these and constrain our forms. We will be free to roam the land once again in our natural state. The rest of the treaty will remain in force, of course. We can’t attack human settlements, or raid their merchant caravans, but we will be otherwise free to hunt monsters throughout the world at our leisure.”

      She cut her finger through the air, leaving a horizontal line of floating flame in its wake. She reached into that fiery line with both hands and stretched it open, as if the air on either side had become the fabric of some container. She reached inside and her hand vanished from view, only to return a moment later carrying a small parchment. The flaming cut vanished and the air returned to normal.

      “I didn’t know you could do that,” Malem said.

      She glanced at him as she extended her hand toward the king. “I can only carry one item this way at a time. And it has to be very small.”

      The prince descended the stairs and took the proffered parchment, then brought it to the dragon king.

      “Thank you, Jayden,” Agantas said absently as he broke the seal.

      Jayden bowed and resumed his place.

      The king unfurled the scroll and read the contents. “It says basically what you just told me, in long form.” He held his fingers to the parchment and broke something away that had apparently been glued to the inside surface. When he held that something up a moment later, Malem saw it was a key with a wide handle but a very small tip, almost pick-like.

      “According to this,” Agantas continued. “This key will temporarily unlock the vise at our necks. That vise will remain open for two full days before sealing again, and the key can’t be used to open the same collar twice.”

      “Yes,” she told her father. “Help the Alliance, and King Goldenthall, acting as the executer of the treaty, will give you the final key to unlock it forever. We fly to Mulhadden to receive the key, and then journey to the front lines.”

      “Mulhadden,” Agantas said in disgust. “King Goldenthall sits there in his gilded halls, getting fat on his pastries and mating with his wives, while his men die for him thousands of miles away. A true king fights at the side of his men, in the field.”

      She inclined her head. “Some humans have different traditions then we do.”

      “Tradition has nothing to do with it!” the king spat. “I speak of honor, and securing the loyalty of those who would follow you by setting an example. By showing them no task is beneath you, and that you’re not afraid to do everything you ask of them yourself.” He shook his head angrily. “By staying home, Goldenthall does neither. It’s no wonder the Alliance is falling.”

      “The kings and queens of other realms fight with their armies,” Abigail said quietly.

      The king sighed. He squeezed his hands on the agate stones held in the mouths of the dragonhead armrests, and that calmed him visibly.

      “Two days.” The king tapped his lips thoughtfully. “That’s certainly more than enough time for us to reach Mulhadden. But what’s to stop us from simply conquering the capital when we arrive? Most of Goldenthall’s army is occupied by Vorgon. We take his city, chop off his head, and take this final key by force.”

      Abigail shook her head. “Goldenthall has already given the order: the final key will be destroyed if we attempt an attack.”

      “Then we pretend to join his foolish Alliance, and once all of our collars are unlocked, we chop off his head and take his city. There will be enough loot to brighten the homes of every Metal on the mountain!”

      She bowed her head. “You certainly could betray King Goldenthall like that, but the father I know would never do such a thing. The father I know abides by the rules of honor and compassion.”

      He frowned. “You always were good at manipulating me, little one. Using my own words and moral code against me.”

      She shrugged ever so slightly. “I am my father’s daughter.”

      “And so you are.” He narrowed his eyes suddenly, and he lifted the key in the air. “Why didn’t you use this key on yourself? You didn’t bother to open the message before delivering it?”

      “Maybe she already used it,” Prince Jayden said. “It would have taken at least six days by carriage to get here from Mulhadden.”

      “I knew about the key, but I didn’t use it,” Abigail said. “I couldn’t. It can’t be used on oneself.”

      “Then why not have one of them do it?” The prince beckoned toward Malem and Gwen. “The monkey tamer and his green girlfriend?”

      Malem was taken aback by the rudeness of the comment, but said nothing. Monkey tamer.

      “It has to be another of our kind,” Abigail explained.

      That meant Sir Matthew hadn’t been a Metal. Interesting…

      The king frowned, and then beckoned toward one of the guards behind him. The soldier rested his pike against the wall and came forward.

      “Turn around and bend over,” the king said.

      “I’m sure he tells his men that a lot,” Malem quipped quietly to Gwen. He was still smarting over the “monkey tamer” comment.

      But apparently the prince heard, because he gave him a dirty look. “What did you say?”

      Malem felt his face grow hot.

      Abigail glanced at him and urgently shook her head.

      Malem wisely held his tongue.

      The prince scowled one last time, then returned his attention to the king.

      Agantas was jiggling the key into the back of the soldier’s thin collar. “Can’t... seem... to...”

      And then Malem heard a barely audible click. The king sat back, removing the key.

      The silver collar shrunk into the flesh of the soldier’s neck until it vanished completely. The half dragon tentatively touched his throat.

      “How do you feel?” the king asked.

      The soldier paused in wonder for a moment, as if searching for the words. Then: “Free.”

      “See if you can open my vise,” the king commanded.

      The soldier accepted the key and the king offered him the back of his own neck. The guard slid the key forward and twisted; the clink came again, and just like it had with the soldier, the collar seemed to sink into the king’s neck, swallowed by the flesh until it was gone.

      The guard stepped back and returned the key.

      The king accepted it absently; he was feeling at his now bare neck. Abruptly he began laughing.

      “Free,” he said. The king sat back and sighed, shaking his head. “I’d almost forgotten what it feels like. A weight has been lifted. There are still several other burdens tormenting me, mind you, but that is definitely one less.” He turned to the soldier. “Go to the rooftop. Fly south, past the limits of our territory. Don’t turn back until you’ve traveled several miles beyond the barrier. Confirm that you maintain your dragon form. Then return and report your findings.”

      The soldier bowed.

      “Quickly, now,” the king said.

      The guard hurried to a small door near the back of the throne room and vanished beyond.

      King Agantas sat back. “What strange times we live in. An offer of freedom finally comes after all these years, when the land is wracked by war. The price: our help.”

      The white mage beside him stirred. “This offer must be taken up with the council. It is not a decision you can make lightly. The lives of all Metals are at stake, not just the fighter class. With the fighters gone, who will defend the city? We will find ourselves in a similar predicament to King Goldenthall.”

      “Obviously we’re not going to send our entire army.” The king glanced at the white mage beside him. “But you’re still right, of course, old friend. Convene the council. In the meantime, Jayden, provide quarters for the newcomers. Abigail, stay here. I want you involved. You are to give your eyewitness report to the council.”

      Abigail inclined her head. “It will be an honor.”

      “This way,” Jayden said impatiently.

      Malem and Gwen followed the prince into the marbled halls.

      “I thought she was an adviser to the king of Mulhadden,” Malem said when the throne room was well behind him.

      “Indeed she is, among other things.” Jayden moved quickly, and Malem and Gwen almost had to jog to keep up. He took them down two flights of stairs and through a sparsely populated hallway. Those few men and women they passed were dressed in the livery of servants.

      “You’re staying in the servants’ quarter,” Jayden announced.

      “Great,” Gwen commented sarcastically. “Treated like the true royalty we are.”

      “You’re lucky I don’t toss you in the dungeons,” Jayden told her dryly.

      “We only saved your sister from certain death out there, that’s all,” Gwen pressed.

      “The circumstances of which remain to be disclosed,” the prince retorted. “I reserve judgment on this so-called saving until I hear it from Abigail herself. More likely, she saved you from certain death. Several times.”

      Jayden didn’t say a word more, not until they reached their quarters, which was essentially a small alcove set inside the wall. At least it had a door.

      “You and your gobling girlfriend board here,” the prince said.

      Gwen folded her arms. “I’m not a gobling.”

      The prince ignored her. “You are not to leave these quarters until summoned. Inside.” He gestured for them to enter.

      Malem and Gwen did so.

      As soon as they were inside, Jayden, still standing at the entrance, extended a finger and painted an imaginary outline around the door frame. A rectangular flame appeared for a moment before sinking into the very wood of the frame.

      “What did you do?” Gwen asked.

      “Ensuring that you don’t leave these quarters,” the prince replied.

      Gwen put her hands on her hips. “But what if I have to go to the bathroom?”

      “There is a washbasin and chamber pot provided,” Jayden said coldly.

      Gwen glanced over her shoulder. “But there are no room dividers, or even a curtain! What am I supposed to do, relieve myself in front of him?”

      Jayden shrugged. “Hold up a bed sheet.” With that he turned on his heels and left.

      “Jerk,” Gwen said.

      Malem sat on the bed, as there were no other furnishings. Well, he could have leaned on the washbasin, but it looked flimsy, and would probably break under his weight.

      Gwen leaned against the wall, and put her head in her hands. “What have we gotten ourselves into now?”

      “Abigail will take care of it,” he told her.

      “Ha.” Gwen looked up. “You banged the daughter of the King of the Metal Dragons. I’m sure he’s going to be just thrilled.”

      “I don’t plan on telling him,” he said.

      She threw up her arms. “Oh no, of course not. But what about Abigail? You think she won’t tell her daddy what you did?”

      “I doubt it,” he said. “These Metals seem to be big on honor. Can you imagine the disgrace she’d bring to the family if she revealed she’d slept with a mere human? Besides, you know Abigail. She wouldn’t do something like that to us.”

      Gwen exhaled, puffing out a stray hair. “I thought I knew her. Now, I’m not so sure. She’s a friggin’ dragon! Talk about being blindsided. If she does hold back, I don’t know how the hell she’s going to explain our escape from the baron’s keep.”

      He shrugged. “I’m sure she’ll come up with something convincing. She’s good at that. She strung us along all this time, after all.”

      Gwen only shook her head. “A frickin’ dragon.”

      “I should have realized something was up with that collar, and the way she tried to claw it off in the middle of battle,” he said. “But I missed that entirely.”

      Gwen didn’t answer, instead only further shaking her head.

      He reached out with his mind; predictably, he couldn’t sense any dragons in the rooms of this floor, but on the higher levels they were everywhere. He could also feel Bounder and Felipe a few stories down, probably tucked away inside whatever building served as the stable in the keep’s courtyard. He could also sense Hastor, still on the periphery of the keep, next to the dragon guards. The black dragon was impatient. And hungry.

      Well, too bad. So was Malem. At least the creature wasn’t testing Malem’s hold over it. So that was good, at least.

      He doffed the bulky monk robe and threw it in the corner. He also removed the scabbard he wore on his back, along with the sword it contained, and lay on the bed dressed in his breeches and jacket. He kept Biter attached to his belt.

      Gwen stood straighter against the wall. “What, you’re going to sleep now, at a time like this?”

      “I’m tired,” he said. “Keeping my will wrapped around Hastor is draining. He is a black dragon, after all. I need a nap.”

      “Isn’t there a chance Hastor could break free while you’re asleep?” she asked.

      “If the dragon tries, I’ll wake up,” he said. “Besides, Hastor isn’t going to do anything, not with all those Metals around that want to cut off its head.”

      He closed his eyes, but before he could fall asleep, Gwen spoke again.

      “They’re going to turn us into servants, I know it,” she said. “We’re doomed to live out the rest of our days as the slaves of Metal Dragons.”

      “I told you, Abigail is going to take care of it,” he reassured her. But he wasn’t entirely sure of that himself. Like Gwen, he’d thought he knew her, but she had pulled the wool over his eyes all this time. And two deceits, at that: she was not just a dragon, but the daughter of a dragon king.

      And he’d slept with her, plus broken her.

      If he had known she was the king’s daughter, he would have thought twice about Breaking her.

      Then again, who was he kidding? He would have gone through with it anyway.

      Still, if Agantas found out, the king was going to be pissed. Getting kicked out of an inn for sleeping with the innkeeper’s daughter was one thing, but the punishment for committing such an act with a king’s daughter—a dragon king’s daughter at that—would be a whole lot worse. And if the king knew that Malem had broken her to boot, Agantas might very well slay Malem, if only to sever the link.

      Malem closed his eyes, and despite his worries, sleep came quickly.

      He dreamed of having sex with some random blond women. They all looked the same after a while. Still, she had such long, golden hair, and such beautiful, flawlessly creamy skin, he could have sworn he knew her from somewhere. There was something urgently important about her, but he couldn’t quite remember what it was. Oh well, it probably wasn’t that important after all. He immersed himself in the pleasures of the moment.

      Everything was going well, until the girl transformed into a dragon shortly before he peaked and clawed out his heart.
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      Malem awoke to quiet conversation.

      At the foot of the bed, Abigail sat on the floor next to Gwen, to whom she spoke in hushed tones. Gwen had removed her robe like him so that her green shoulders were bared enticingly. His eyes traced her naked skin down to her bosom, where the thin band of leather only partially covered her breasts from this angle. The bands thinned along the flanks, giving him a good view of the skin underneath, and he even saw a little bit of—

      “He’s awake,” Abigail said, startling him.

      He averted his gaze and sat up, swinging his legs around to the edge of the bed. He made a show of rubbing his eyes, as if to imply sleepiness had made his vision too blurry to actually see anything.

      He checked his connections to all the animals. All intact and stronger than ever, including the link with Hastor. The black dragon was sleeping now, judging from the lack of emotional activity emanating from its energy bundle. He sent a reassuring vibe down to Bounder and Felipe.

      He turned toward the women. “So did you succeed?” he asked Abigail. “Will the Metal Dragons join the war?”

      “The council deliberates,” Abigail said. “I can only hope my arguments swayed them.”

      He nodded. He stared at her for a moment, and then said: “Is there anything else we should know about you? You’re not really a fire mage, but a dragon. And you’re not really an adviser, but the dragon king’s daughter.”

      “Why, exactly, can’t I be both?” Abigail said. “Is there a law stating that a king’s daughter can’t be the adviser to another king? I think not. And I am a fire mage. Like humans, some Metals have an innate inclination toward magic. Silvers like myself have a predisposition to fire magic, for example, while platinums tend toward ice. We produce our strongest magic in dragon form.”

      “So you breathe fire...” Gwen said. “Does that mean the platinums breathe ice?”

      “No, all Metal Dragons are fire breathers,” Abigail said. “We just have different innate magic. And some of us don’t have any magic at all.”

      “Different?” Gwen said. “But your brother created a fire trap on our door before he left.”

      “Yes, fire runs strong in my family,” she replied.

      Malem spoke again before Gwen could interject something else. “The point to my earlier comment is: you only told us half the truth, which is equivalent to a lie. How do we know we can trust you going forward? How do we know you aren’t hiding anything else?”

      Abigail paused to consider. She glanced at the closed door and lowered her voice. “You’re linked to me. You can tell when I’m telling the truth about things now, can’t you?”

      “I can,” he admitted.

      “There you go,” she said. “I’ll never be able to lie to you again. That’s my punishment.”

      “But you’ll still be able to omit certain facts,” he said.

      She seemed surprised. “You won’t notice if I do?”

      “I might sense a certain shiftiness on your part, but that’s about it,” he said.

      She tapped her lower lip. “Interesting. Anyway, ordinarily we’d be parting ways at this point, so you wouldn’t have to worry about any lies or omissions on my end, but we can never really be apart now, can we?”

      “Actually, we can,” he said.

      She looked between Gwen and him. “How far apart can the three of us separate from one another? If I went to the front lines, for example, would you still sense me?”

      He nodded. “I could sense you from across the continent. But I’d lose the benefits of our connection at some point, I think... the strength and vitality you give me, the added mental slots. Whenever I get too far from Felipe and Bounder, I lose control of them for example, even though we remain linked. I also can’t grant them endurance.”

      Abigail nodded, and lowered her voice. “Just so you know, I didn’t tell Father that you broke me. Nor that we slept together. Instead, I said your strength didn’t stop growing after you broke Gwen, and that with every passing day, you became stronger.”

      “I was wondering what you’d say about that.” He shifted uneasily. “But there’s something else I want to know: did you tell him where I got my powers?”

      She shook her head. “I kept that little speech of yours about the Balor to myself.”

      He slumped in relief. “Good. I have a feeling he’d have me executed if he knew.”

      “Probably,” she agreed.

      “So what’s with this strange treaty you signed with King Goldenthall?” he asked. “A pact that requires collars to prevent you from transforming outside of dragon territory?”

      “We didn’t sign it with King Goldenthall, but his forebearers,” Abigail replied. “Two hundred years ago, the Metals warred against humanity. The humans were our biggest threat back then. There was a regent who lived in a nearby kingdom, known as The Elk King because of the antlers he had surgically implanted in his back. This man swore to slay all dragons when a bronze killed his queen. Even though the bronze had acted alone, The Elk King blamed all Metals, and wanted vengeance. He was our equivalent of Vorgon.

      “The Metals were scattered in isolated dens throughout the mountain range back then, making it relatively easy for The Elk King to pick us off individually or in small groups. He funded his army with the treasures gleaned from the dens of slain dragons, attracting soldiers of fortune from across the realm.

      “As he became richer and more successful, The Elk King rallied other kingdoms to his cause, promising vast treasures to those who would help him wipe the evil Metals from the world. Once the Metals were gone, he planned to move on to the other breeds.

      “In those dark times, many of us fled these lands entirely, traveling far away to the north. But most Metals refused to be chased from their homeland. Nor did they wish to abandon their cherished treasure reserves, knowing if they did so, they would return to find that treasure looted, no matter how many traps they might have set. Those that stayed decided not to stand idle while this massive army marched against us. So we did what any sensible species would do, and united against this common threat.

      “We gathered the different Metal tribes that had stayed behind, along with the loners, and pooled our resources. We melted down much of our hoarded treasures, and with the resultant raw materials we built a vast fortification high atop Mount Ademan. We finished with only a few days to spare before the united armies of humanity came against us. Unfortunately, we didn’t count on how many humans would be drawn to the siren call of dragon treasure. The Elk King managed to field an army of over a hundred thousand, you see. What the humans lacked in might, and magic, they made up for in sheer quantity.

      “The siege was short. The Elk King employed earth mages to form temporary structures that allowed his army to scale the sheer cliffs of Mount Ademan with relative ease. Battle mages broke down our walls, and the vast host streamed inside. We eventually lost, and were forced to retreat deeper into the mountains.

      “But The Elk King also fell in that battle, and the humans suffered great losses as well. We rallied, and when the invaders who were stripping our mountain fortification of all its valuables saw our numbers blotting out the sky, one of their kings issued an urgent message, delivered by a lone ice mage who met us outside the walls. It was then that the treaty was proposed. Their mages would create a collar that would restrict our dragon forms to the immediate vicinity of these mountains, ensuring the “evil” Metals no longer posed a threat to the nearby kingdoms and farms. If we accepted these terms, the armies of the signatory realms would leave the fortification immediately, abandoning the stores of gold and other jewels they hadn’t yet looted or stripped from the walls, and agree never to set foot in Metal territory ever again.

      “We accepted of course, since our losses were deep. The human armies left, and we returned to the remains of our fortification, which eventually became the keep you see before you. The city sprung up around it. We captured the first generation of soldiers who had been too slow to leave, men who remained behind with their families to loot the fortification, and their descendants became our faithful servants. More thieves were captured over the years, adding to the servant ranks. And there you have your quick primer on Metal Dragon history.”

      Malem stared at her for several moments after she finished speaking. Then: “That was a longer answer than I was expecting, but definitely welcome.”

      Gwen nodded slowly. “It was, but you know, all I can think after hearing that story is, the Metal Dragons aren’t really that powerful. An army of humans was able to defeat them, after all. A huge army, I admit, but it’s probably comparable to the vast host Vorgon has at his command. Makes me wonder why the Balor is so afraid of having the Metals join the war. He had his Black Sword expend all that energy to try to stop us from reaching this place, after all. But in the end the Metals are still mortal. They can fall.”

      “They can,” Abigail agreed. “But here’s why Vorgon wants to stop us: when we band together with humans, we will make a formidable foe. They offset our weaknesses, and we theirs. They are masters of land warfare, whereas we dominate from the skies. As of right now, Vorgon has air superiority—all the Night Dragons fight for him. But once we join, the Balor will lose that advantage. We will give the humans the air support they so badly need. King Goldenthall and his generals have already laid out detailed strategies and battle plans for taking key enemy positions, all of which require our air support.”

      “I do have a question,” Gwen said. “You told the tale of that treaty as if you had lived it. But if it happened two hundred years ago, then just how old are you?”

      “I didn’t live it,” Abigail admitted. “I’m only forty.”

      Gwen sat back on her haunches. “Oh, well, that’s not too bad.”

      “Maybe, but you do know we Metals keep a different calendar than humans, right?” Abigail said. “Forty in dragon years translates to one hundred and twenty in human years.”

      Gwen whistled softly. “Yup. Definitely old. It’s creepy as hell that you look no more than twenty-five.”

      Abigail smiled.

      “So I still don’t know what to call you,” Malem said. “Dragon princess. Fire mage. Metal.”

      “How about Abigail?” she replied. “Here.” She reached into a sack that was lying on the floor beside her. She must have brought it with her. “I have your pay.” She retrieved a pouch and tossed it to him. It landed heavily in his hands. “I think you’ll find a little bit more than what was agreed upon.”

      Malem checked the contents of the pouch. “It’s too much.”

      “A thank you from the king for delivering me in one piece,” Abigail said. She handed another pouch, which clinked loudly, to the half gobling.

      Gwen looked inside and whistled. “Oh, no, I can’t take this.” She offered it back to Abigail.

      The princess shoved it back to her. “Please, I insist. I have no other way to repay you for everything you’ve done. You deserve so much more than this. Consider it a down payment against everything I owe you.”

      “Well, if you had any magic weapons, I wouldn’t say no…” Gwen told her.

      Abigail smiled mischievously. “Perhaps I can dig up some from the royal treasury later. But this will have to suffice for now.”

      Gwen reluctantly secured the pouch to her belt. “Someone’s going to rob me. I’m in a city of dragons after all, surrounded by beasts who hoard treasure for a living.”

      “I think you’ll find that a few simple coins are little enticement to a dragon,” Abigail said. She glanced at the sword belted to Malem’s hip. “Though I’m a little surprised no one has tried to take Biter from you.”

      “Xaxia would have my head if I lost it,” he said.

      “Speaking of which, this is Xaxia’s.” Abigail tossed him a final pouch. “See that she gets it, would you? The king has also granted her a steed from the royal stables: her pick, to replace the horse she lost.”

      Out of curiosity, he peeked inside the pouch. He pursed his lips. It was only a little less than what he had gotten. Though with her pick of horse from the stables, Xaxia’s would end up well ahead of him, asset-wise. Not that it mattered. She had lost something that no money could ever buy back.

      “So what’s next?” Abigail said. “You mentioned we could go our separate ways, but that’s not something you really want, is it?”

      He smiled sadly. She wasn’t going to like what he was about to say.
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      “You know I can’t stay…” Malem finally told her.

      Abigail blinked several times. Then: “Even if leaving means losing the power my Breaking grants you?”

      He gave her a sympathetic look. “The Darkness hunts me, Abigail. If I stay here, your dragon kin will die.”

      “Then go away for a while, and come back.”

      “I’ll go away,” he agreed. “But I can’t guarantee I’ll come back. I did what I said I would do. I brought you here, and now it’s time for me to leave. We all knew this journey would come to an end, as all journeys do. We all knew we’d be parting ways.”

      Abigail blinked rapidly, as if fighting back tears. “You once said you’d sacrifice yourself for me, if the Darkness came. Is that still true?”

      “It is, for both of you,” he replied, his gaze running between both women. “Which is exactly why I have to leave, or I’ll die. You, Gwen and Xaxia mean too much to me now. We bonded on the road, in more ways than one. I won’t risk your lives by staying in your company. I’ve lost people close to me in the past, good people. I’ve revealed the story of my uncle to you, but there were others. I won’t let the Darkness feed upon those I love anymore. That’s why I have to go. Even if it means losing the power you two grant me. I want it, badly, but it’s not worth losing your lives.”

      “When you go away to meet your Darkness, I’m coming,” Gwen said quietly.

      “Gwen—”

      “I’m serious,” she interrupted. “Wherever you go, I go. I’m not leaving. Abandon these dragons, fine. Abandon Abigail, even. But I’m coming with you.”

      “I can’t let you.”

      She closed her eyes a moment. When she looked at him again, the desperation on her face was heartbreaking.

      “You can sense when the Darkness will come, can’t you?” she said. “So while we journey, whenever you feel it coming, I’ll leave you somewhere for an hour. In a cave, or a forest clearing. Whatever you want. And then I’ll come back when it’s gone, and we’ll continue on our way.”

      “That’s the thing, I can’t always sense it. The only way for you to truly be safe is to let me go.”

      Gwen stared at him. “I thought you said you could sense it with absolute certainty.”

      “Did I? Then I misspoke.”

      “Not that it matters,” she said. “Listen. Are you going to run away for your entire life? Now’s your chance to stand up and fight this Darkness. With me at your side, you can prevail! We can.”

      “You don’t understand,” he told her. “This Darkness, it can never be conquered. Banvil will take me one day, I know this. And I won’t drag you down with me.”

      Gwen folded her arms, hugging herself tight. “You’re a bastard. A true bastard. After everything I’ve given up to join you. Everything I’ve lost. You’re going to leave me all alone in the world. I have no one now. I’ve lost everything.”

      She closed her eyes, seeming about ready to tear up, but her face brightened and she opened them again. She glanced at Abigail excitedly. “He can’t run away so easily from us!” She turned her gaze back on him. “This thread of yours that joins us... it works both ways. I can sense you, too! Though I can’t detect actual directions, my sense of you grows stronger the closer I am, and that can be my guidepost. So you see, even if you run, I can track you down. And I will.”

      He sighed. “So I have to run from you now as well as the Darkness?”

      Gwen smiled proudly. “Damn straight!”

      “Gwen, don’t chase me,” he said. “I’ll fight you...” But that was a lie and he knew it.

      She called his bluff and crossed her arms in defiance. “You can’t stop me.”

      “It’s for your own good...”

      But she merely continued staring him down, smiling victoriously.

      At last he laughed gently in defeat, and shook his head. He glanced at Abigail. “What about you? Will you chase me, too?”

      The dragon princess gently shook her head. When he noticed her wan expression, his smile faded.

      “Mine is a different path,” Abigail said. “I have to stay here, now. Fallow Gate needs our help. And after the Metal army has lent a hand, I’ll probably head to the front lines of the war to the west. Assuming my father actually agrees to join the Alliance.”

      “All right,” he said, standing. “I suppose I’ll take my leave then, go away for a while, and return after I’ve faced the Darkness. I’ll return for Gwen, who promises to hunt me down otherwise, and then the two of us will be on our way.”

      Abigail nodded sadly. “But the two of you won’t join me at the front lines, if it comes to it?”

      “I—” He shook his head sadly.

      “Oh, I forgot, you don’t fight in the wars of men,” Abigail said. She paused, then added: “Will you fight instead in a war of dragons?”

      In answer, he looked away. He wasn’t ready to commit. Not to something like that.

      The sigh he heard from Abigail, and the disappointment he felt from her energy bundle in his head, was heartbreaking.

      A knock came on the door.

      “Come in,” Malem said.

      The door creaked open, and Prince Jayden peered inside. “I thought I’d find you here.”

      “You have some news for me?” Abigail asked.

      The prince’s eyes darted to Malem and Gwen before returning to Abigail. “Maybe the two of us should talk in private…”

      “These are my closest friends in the world,” she said. “You can speak freely in front of them.”

      Jayden raised an eyebrow. “Closer than I, who you have known your entire life?”

      “I have fought by their side, bled with them,” she said. “They are closer to me than any brothers and sisters by blood. I trust them with my life. It’s already been in their hands, numerous times. I know it’s hard for you to understand… Father could better explain it to you.”

      Jayden’s eyes glinted dangerously, but then he shrugged and stepped inside. He shut the door behind him and lingered near the entrance. The room was getting a tad crowded for Malem’s tastes.

      “The council’s deliberations have ended for the day,” the prince said.

      “And?”

      Jayden hesitated a moment, he eyes sliding once more toward Malem and Gwen. Then: “Father has chosen to wait until Tobias returns. Then he will reconvene the council and make his final decision.”

      “Tobias?” She stood up. “But that could take days!”

      Jayden tilted his head slightly. “I know.”

      “Father’s collar will have resealed by then,” Abigail pressed.

      “Yes,” Jayden told her. “If he decides to accept King Goldenthall’s proposal to join the war, he’ll be riding one of us to Mulhadden.”

      “Who’s Tobias?” Malem interjected.

      “One of our scouts,” Abigail replied. “He keeps tabs on Vorgon’s army and its progress.”

      Malem considered that. “So basically your father and his council are trying to get an idea of how badly the Alliance is losing before committing to the war effort.”

      “That’s what it sounds like,” Abigail agreed. She returned her attention to her brother. “What’s the news on Fallow Gate? Before I left the council, Father promised to send a scout to assess the situation.”

      “He sent Pereigeon,” the prince replied.

      Abigail nodded. “She’s fast.”

      “Yes. The scout used that key of yours to remove her collar, and she returned only twenty minutes ago. She says Fallow Gate is still under siege. It hasn’t fallen yet.”

      “So, there’s still time.” Abigail exchanged a quick glance with Malem before returning her attention to her brother. “We have to help the people of Fallow Gate.”

      “Help them?” Jayden said. “But Father said—”

      Abigail spoke over him. “It doesn’t matter what he said. He was in political mode. Saying one thing, when in his heart he meant another.”

      “Don’t try to tell me you know what’s in the king’s heart,” Jayden told her.

      “I do,” she insisted. “More than you. He told the council what it wanted to hear to buy himself time. He knows he can’t show weakness, not now of all times, or one of them could attempt a coup. You know exactly what I’m talking about, Jayden.”

      He tilted his head slightly, and frowned. “I suppose I do.”

      She pressed her lips together into a tight line. “Listen to me, we can make a difference. With that key, we’re no longer constrained by these human forms. We can’t sit back and do nothing, can’t abandon the people of Fallow Gate to their fate, not now, not when we have the ability to repel the besiegers.”

      Jayden chuckled and shook his head. “You’ve been living among the humans for too long. Listen to yourself. ‘Can’t abandon the people.’ We don’t owe the citizens of Fallow Gate a thing. Their ancestors brought war to our gates, chased us from our homes, forced us to wear these collars to be left alone.”

      “Yes, and now some of their descendants are offering to right that wrong,” she argued. “We’ll form a war party, rip off our collars, and descend upon the city. We’ll show these besiegers the terrible power of the Metal Dragons in their natural form.”

      “Sending an uncollared scout is one thing, but dispatching a whole war party is another entirely,” Jayden told her. “Remember, the treaty is still in place. Father hasn’t yet agreed to join their Alliance, and—”

      “But he’s going to agree!” Abigail said.

      Again Jayden laughed. “Abbi. You simply don’t know that, despite your claims to the contrary. No one knows what’s in his heart, nor that of the council members. They’re all still deliberating. They—”

      “They’ll choose to be free,” Abigail interrupted. “He will accept. He— ah, hell with it. I’ll just talk to him myself.” She stood.

      Jayden raised a halting hand. “You asked him during the council already. What were your words? ‘If Fallow Gate still holds out, will we help them?” Do you remember what he said?”

      Abigail lowered her gaze and mumbled: “I told you he was in political mode...”

      “What did he say?” Gwen asked.

      “The king said there would be no help until the council made up its mind,” Jayden told her. “He said we risked igniting another war with the humans, even if our intentions were noble.”

      “It would never happen,” Abigail said, looking up once again to meet his gaze defiantly. “The last thing humanity needs right now is to fight a war on two fronts. They’d see our help for what it is: a gesture of friendship and goodwill. A sign of our willingness to fight against our common enemy.”

      Jayden smiled patiently. “But you’re forgetting what the king said next: if Tobias reported that the ranks of the Alliance were nearly broken, and that joining on the side of the humans would be an exercise in futility, potentially leading to our own extinction, Father might decide to remain neutral. If we attacked the besiegers of Fallow Gate before that decision, we’d be dragging ourselves into the war no matter what. So go ahead, talk to him again if you really insist, but I guarantee you he’ll give the same answer. I know his heart better than you, in this case.”

      Abigail threw up her hands. “Fine, we’ll help Fallow Gate in secret, then. That way Father can disavow any knowledge of what we’ve done, even if Vorgon sends servants to search his mind for the truth.”

      “In secret?” Jayden’s nose wrinkled as if that word held a particular distaste for him.
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      Malem decided it was time to intervene. On the prince’s side.

      “Wait, go back for a second,” Malem said. “Clarify something for me. Why is the city still under siege? We made it through. We delivered our message. What’s the point of taking the city now?”

      Abigail glanced at him impatiently. “Vorgon’s Black Sword has already committed the resources. There’s no point in backing down now. Remember, Vorgon planned to take the city at some point anyway.”

      “Do we know which Black Sword it is?” he asked.

      “No,” she replied. “That puts us at a slight disadvantage. But in the end, all the Black Swords are of roughly equal strength. Vorgon lends them some of his power, so when we face them, we’ll essentially be fighting a weaker version of the Balor.”

      “Kind of a practice run for when we go up against him directly, huh?” he said, meaning it as a joke.

      But she didn’t smile. He had the distinct impression that was exactly how she was treating this: a practice run.

      “No messengers from Fallow Gate got out?” he pressed. “An army of human soldiers might already be marching to their aid from Laernes, for example.”

      “There is no army in Laernes or other cities nearby,” she told him. “Only what’s left of the reserve defense forces: those men not dispatched to the front lines. Which admittedly could be large—I don’t know how many troops Laernes or the others have committed to the war. But even if there was a friendly host coming, they wouldn’t arrive in time. The siege won’t last for much longer. I’m surprised Fallow Gate has held out this long. We’re the only ones who can make a difference.”

      She looked at the prince expectantly.

      “Father will punish us, if we do this,” Jayden told her.

      Abigail straightened. “We’ve been punished before. We can take it.” She paused, then added sweetly: “Unless you’re afraid to fight?”

      “I’m not afraid,” he said softly. His voice was flecked with anger.

      “Good, because now’s your chance to finally prove yourself,” she told him. “As our older brothers and sisters did in the war against The Elk King, two hundred years ago.”

      “I don’t need to prove myself to anyone,” he said between gritted teeth.

      “Oh? Tell that to the peers of the court, who always secretly look at you with contempt for your lack of battle experience. Oh, they smile to your face and treat you with the respect your station demands, but the moment you look away, their facades fade and their noses wrinkle in disgust.”

      His face darkened, and for a moment Malem thought the prince was going to step forward and strike her. He was ready to intervene if the fool tried anything.

      Finally the prince’s features relaxed, and his shoulders slumped slightly. “You’re just goading me. Trying to get me to help you.”

      “I’m not trying to do anything,” she said. “I already know you’ll help me. You wouldn’t let me fly to my death alone, just as I wouldn’t abandon you.”

      “She always goes with the guilt,” Jayden complained to Malem. “It’s her weapon of choice.”

      Malem bobbed his head in agreement. “I’ve kind of noticed.”

      Abigail shot him a look of mock outrage. “Hey…”

      Jayden shook his head. “Damn it. Obstinate bitch.”

      She grinned widely. She glanced at Malem. “When he calls me a bitch, it’s a sign of affection.”

      “Thanks for telling me,” Malem said. “Because I was about to punch him in the face.”

      “I’d certainly like to see you try,” Jayden said.

      “Now, now, boys,” Gwen said. “Let’s amp it down a bit, ‘kay? Now isn’t the time for a pissing contest.”

      “That’s right,” Abigail said. “I’ve seen both your balls. They’re very big.”

      Jayden frowned. “So crude. Like I said, you’ve been living with the humans too long. Their low class, debased manners are rubbing off on you. Such words are not fit for a princess.” He shook his head. “This is a very bad idea.”

      “I knew I could count on your help,” Abigail said. “We’ll need the key to remove these collars.”

      He hesitated. Then: “I know where it is.”

      “I thought you would,” she said. “When can you get it?”

      “Meet me in your quarters in half an hour,” he said. “I’ll have it.”

      “Gather those who are the most loyal to us,” Abigail said. “Ragan. Heren. Maybe Tarak. And anyone else you can think of.”

      “Tarak? I’ve never trusted him.”

      “Fine, forget Tarak,” Abigail said. “Go with your gut. I’ve been friends with Ragan and Heren since I was a hatchling. We can trust them for sure.”

      “I’ll see who I can gather in such short notice,” he said. “I’ll meet you at your quarters in an hour instead, then.”

      “I’ll talk to Ragan and Heren myself,” Abigail said. “If that helps.”

      “It will.” He glanced at Malem and Gwen. “Are they coming?”

      “No,” Abigail said quickly, without looking at the pair.

      “Yes,” Malem countered, rather forcefully.

      Abigail glanced at him in surprise.

      The prince arched an eyebrow at Malem, but then smiled. “Eager to try your hand at Breaking more black dragons, are you?”

      “I only plan on Breaking you,” Malem came back.

      Jayden snickered. “Good luck.”

      With that, the prince left.

      Abigail rounded on Malem. "I thought you were insistent on going away to face the next return of your Darkness?"

      "I was," he said. "But I didn't expect you to be leaving for Fallow Gate so soon."

      "Given their dire situation, I'm surprised you'd think otherwise. Though I suppose I should grant you some leeway, considering the report only came in. But that still doesn’t explain why you’re staying."

      “Obviously I can’t leave,” he said. “Not if you’re taking on a Black Sword. I have to fight at your side.”

      “You’re dead set against going with her to the Alliance front lines to the west,” Gwen said. “But you’ll join her for this? Why?”

      “I’m not ready to commit to a long drawn out war,” he said. “A skirmish at Fallow Gate is one thing, but fighting for weeks and months on end with the Alliance, something else entirely. Besides, at least if she goes to the front lines, she’ll have an entire army of dragons and humans with her. Here, sneaking behind the king’s back, she might have only a few dragons going with her to Fallow Gate. Maybe none. She’s essentially by herself. I won’t let her do this alone, no matter how confident she might be in her abilities.”

      Gwen considered his response for a moment. “Well, the first part makes some sense, about not wanting to commit to a drawn out war. The second part is kind of a lame, though, considering she might encounter similar situations on the Western Front during the fighting, say if she ever gets separated from her war party. But hey, at least you’re going to Fallow Gate. I’m certainly looking forward to getting my fill of orak blood. I think I might even drink some this time. You know, just to say I did.”

      Abigail’s face scrunched up in disgust. “Eww.”

      Gwen smiled at her reaction, but became serious a moment later. “So. Can we trust your brother? Or will he meet you at your quarters with the keep’s full complement of guards?”

      “Jayden wouldn’t do that to me,” Abigail said. “He’s a little cold in the presence of others, especially at the court, but alone he’s a lot warmer. You saw hints of it. When he called me Abbi, for example.”

      “Again claiming to see into the hearts of your fellow dragons...” Malem said.

      “That’s right, go on quoting the pompous brother, won’t you?” Gwen told him.

      “Jayden is family,” Abigail said. “We don’t betray one another.”

      “And yet you’re essentially betraying your father by doing this...” he told her.

      She stared at him. “What would you have me do? Leave the people of Fallow Gate to their fate?”

      “No, but don’t tell me that family members never betray one another.”

      She bowed her head to concede the point. “So tell me then, did your beast sense reveal anything I should know?”

      “About him?” Malem said. “No. I could only sense his presence, really. He has a strong mind, and I haven’t broken him, like I have you.”

      “Maybe you should have sex with him,” Gwen quipped.

      Malem cringed slightly. “That’s quite all right.”

      “Why not?” Gwen said. “Wouldn’t it give you a boost in those Breaking abilities of yours? We’re going to need it where we’re going, after all. Think about it. You’re in a kingdom of half human dragons. Imagine how powerful you’d become if you slept with and broke them all!”

      “I can’t believe you’re encouraging his infidelity,” Abigail told her.

      He rubbed his chin, and couldn’t help the smile that flitted across his lips. “She is right.”

      Abigail punched him in the right bicep. “You’re not sleeping with the entire dragon kingdom.”

      “How about with just a select few then?” he said. “Only the highest quality dragon women.”

      Another punch. Harder.

      “All right all right,” he said. “No sleeping with other dragon women.”

      For the moment.

      While the prospect of Breaking multiple dragon women was enticing from the point of view of both pleasure and power, he wasn’t quite sure how it would work in practice. First he’d have to juggle multiple relationships—he already felt he had his hands full with these two. Second he’d have to deal with the constant sensation of them in his mind, feeling their emotions pulsing through him at all hours. What if he broke a woman who was the jealous and possessive type, and he had to deal with her negative energy in his mind throughout the day?

      Then again, his will would probably be so strong by then that he could completely dominate her, soothing away any negative energy and plastering a permanent smile on her face. But that was little better than breaking someone entirely, turning them into an automaton. That seemed very wrong. It was what a Balor would do.

      Abigail’s words floated to him unbidden.

      You have the power of a Balor in you.

      He dismissed those thoughts. Breaking more half monsters and dealing with the consequences of his growing power would be something he’d worry about another day. He had more immediate problems at hand.

      “If you’re going to come with us, we’ll need to properly outfit you,” Abigail was saying. “There is an armory on the third floor. I’ll take you there, after I make a quick visit to a couple of friends.”

      “How about I meet you at the armory?” Malem said. “I have to check on Xaxia. She might want to come as well.”

      “I don’t think she’s in any condition for a fight…” Gwen said.

      “You might be surprised,” Abigail told her. “We have one of the best healers among all dragon kind.”

      “I have to drop off her reward anyway.” Malem tossed her coin pouch into the air and caught it. “Where is she?”

      Abigail gave him directions to the healer, as well as the armory.

      He reattached the scabbard containing his ordinary sword to his back, and left Biter hanging from his belt. He didn’t bother to don the monk robes he’d thrown into the corner of the room earlier.

      “The Metals won’t give me trouble if they catch me wandering the halls alone, will they?” he asked. “Considering I’m armed...”

      Abigail shook her head. “Just keep your gaze on the floor and you should be fine. They’ll think you’re a servant.”

      “But I don’t have a livery...”

      “Some of the nobles like to play dress up with their servants,” Abigail said. “So you won’t be out of place.”

      “Great,” he said. “I’ll be confused for some dragon’s toy. What if they decide they want to steal me away and use me as their own toy for the evening?”

      Abigail shrugged and said, rather coldly: “I’m sure you’d welcome that, given your previous talk.”

      Gwen was all smiles, meanwhile. “That would be kind of funny, actually. They’d certainly be in for a surprise. The dragons would think they were taking a boy toy to their beds, instead they’d discover they’d invited a lion!”

      “Sounds about right,” Malem said with a hungry smile.

      “Quit encouraging him!” Abigail told her.

      On that note, Malem made for the door.

      He paused at the entrance.

      “Did you clear the fire trap your brother left at the opening?” he asked.

      Abigail nodded. “It’s gone.”

      He stepped through the door nervously, but nothing happened.

      He kept his eyes down as Abigail instructed and no dragons accosted him along the way to the healer.

      He reached the chamber Abigail had described. A collared woman in white robes sat in a chair in the common room at the front. She was crocheting a tunic.

      The seamstress looked up and seemed to know immediately who he was looking for, because the woman pointed at the first door on the right and said: “She’s in there.”

      “Thank you.” Malem entered the room in question.

      Xaxia was standing next to the bed, dressing. He arrived in time to watch her tightening the corset, via the straps on the front. Her long legs were bare, her hips covered only by the flimsiest of panties, as she hadn’t yet applied her leggings.

      She glanced his way. “Can you help me tighten this?”

      “Sure.” He grabbed a pair of straps and pulled. Her breasts nearly leaped out of her bosom from the pressure.

      “Gah!” she said painfully.

      “Too much?” he asked, loosening his hold slightly.

      “No, no, that’s the way I like it.” She took the two cords from him and finished securing the corset.

      “You know, if you wear that too tight, you displace your guts,” he told her. “Pushing them down into your reproductive organs, and up into your lungs.”

      “Uh huh.” She grabbed her leggings from the nightstand and bent over to slide them on. Her ease of motion while wearing such a constricting thing seemed unnatural. He knew a fair bit about corsets, having untied more than a few from the chests of women in his day: they stiffened the back from the hip bones to the shoulder blades, and reduced lung capacity a great deal. Not to mention they made bending over nearly impossible. He hadn’t really thought about it before, but she’d been wearing the thing in combat, too, with no hits to her agility or stamina.

      There was no way a woman could move the way she did, not while wearing an ordinary corset. So he concluded it had to be magical. He supposed it probably conferred some armor bonus, too.

      But those thoughts were forgotten as she bent deeper: he had a hard time looking away, especially considering she was leaning forward right in front of him, her bulging breasts in full view.

      Ever the tease.

      “Feeling better, I take it?” he asked.

      “Somewhat.” She finished sliding on the leggings, and then sat down on the chair next to the bed to catch her breath. That only confirmed to him that the corset was magical, because sitting would have only made it harder to breath, thanks to the pressure applied to her already constricted lungs. “Still a bit winded, I admit. The dragon’s dark threads dug deep. The healer says it’s a miracle I survived.”

      “Not a miracle,” he told. “I broke one of the blacks. Had it reverse as much of the damage as possible.”

      She chuckled softly. “Just like you to take credit.”

      “You know where you are?”

      “I woke up when they were carrying me through the halls,” she said. “I passed by all these muscular, collared men. I thought I was dreaming, but if it was a dream, why wasn’t I bedding these men rather than merely looking at them? And why did I have so much trouble keeping my eyes open? When I arrived here, Melody worked her magic and strength flowed back into my veins. She explained everything. We’re in the kingdom of the Metal Dragons.”

      “Melody… the seamstress watching the entrance?”

      “Seamstress?” Xaxia said. “No, she’s the healer. As she likes to put it: when she’s not mending patients, she’s mending clothes.”

      “Nice,” he said. “Did she mention Abigail is a dragon? And a princess to boot?”

      “She did, in fact,” Xaxia told him. “Melody was impressed that I rode in on her back.”

      “I’ll bet a lot of those collared men you spoke of were similarly impressed…”

      She smiled, but then her features saddened, and she couldn’t meet his eyes when she spoke again. “Balius?”

      “I’m so sorry,” he said. “Your steed took the brunt of the magic. I think, I think he may have been trying to save you.”

      Xaxia teared up. She couldn’t talk for a long moment. She merely shook her head, her chin quivering.

      When she finally was able to speak, she told him: “I raised that horse from a foal. He was wild. I broke him. You would have been proud.”

      He nodded.

      “He was there, when you and I first met,” she continued. “Your Darkness chased him away, but he didn’t run far. He was there in the forest, waiting for me, and he carried me to safety. As he has done throughout his life. Loyal to the core. Always putting my needs above his own.”

      Malem remained absolutely quiet. He had no words that would heal the pain she felt. Nothing could.

      “Why is life like this?” Xaxia said. “Why is it only pain and suffering?”

      Again, he had no words for her. It isn’t always pain and suffering, he wanted to say, but such a phrase would only ring hollow right now, sounding more like a clichéd platitude than anything else. So he stepped forward, knelt, and simply held her in his arms, letting her shed her tears on his shoulder.

      Finally, after a long time, she pushed him away. He was grateful: his shoulder was quite damp by then, and in truth he’d wanted to release her minutes ago.

      So he let go and sat on the bed, while she remained in the chair. They stayed there together in silence for at least thirty seconds.

      “I believe this is yours,” he detached the scabbard from his hip, and handed it, along with the magic sword it contained, back to her.

      She immediately unsheathed the weapon and examined the blade. There was strange writing inscribed on the metal that he hadn’t noticed before. Probably elvish or dwarvish.

      “Thank you,” she said absently, her eyes lost in the blade.

      “I don’t suppose I can have it?” he asked.

      A hint of a smile played across her lips. “I don’t think so.”

      “But the vitality boost—”

      She gave him a cross look. “It’s my sword.”

      He raised his palms in surrender. “It’s your sword.”

      She returned her attention to the blade and her gaze became distant. “You have to be careful with Biter. It has a mind of its own. Sometimes it will grant you vitality, sometimes it won’t. Sometimes you only need to kill two or three foes and you’ll be filled to the brim with energy. Sometimes you’ll kill a hundred and Biter gives you nothing. So just because I gave the blade to you wouldn’t mean you’d suddenly become invincible.”

      “That’s too bad,” he said. “Everything has a weakness.”

      She nodded and sheathed the weapon. “Or a price.”

      As she strapped the scabbard to her waist, he studied her uncertainly. “What’s yours?”

      She finished securing the sheath and looked up. “What do you mean? For Biter?”

      “No,” he said, gazing intently into her eyes. “What will it take for you to stay? At least a little longer.”

      “Ah.” She met his gaze unflinching for several moments, and then averted her eyes. “One of those male dragons as a sex slave would be nice.”

      She smiled, but it seemed false, and ended too quickly. The pain of losing her precious steed was still too fresh for any real cheer on her part.

      “What about some coin?” Malem tossed her the pouch. “You also have your pick of the horses in the royal stable.”

      “But I don’t want any other steed,” she murmured.

      “None of them will ever replace Balius,” he agreed, “but at least you’ll have transportation again.”

      She opened the pouch and her eyes widened. “Five gold drachmae?”

      “The reward for escorting the king’s daughter safely to the keep,” Malem said.

      She nodded, and secured the pouch inside her waistband, hiding it from view beneath the skirt of metal plates that girded her hips.

      “A small group of us are going to Fallow Gate,” he said. “Will you come? We could use your sword arm.”

      She seemed confused. “Why would you need me? There are an army of dragons here, much more powerful than I am. They put Biter to shame.”

      “Yeah, except for the small fact that only a few of them are coming,” he explained. “The king doesn’t know we’re doing this.”

      “Ah.” She looked away. “I’ve had my fill of fighting with the underdog, I think. Losing Balius…” But she couldn’t finish.

      “Losing a close friend, or animal, changes you in ways that most can’t fathom until it happens to them,” he told her. “So I understand completely. But I am curious where you’ll ride then, when you leave.”

      Xaxia rubbed her forehead, and sighed. “I always hated it in the tales I used to read as a child when the heroes and heroines asked each other at the end: ‘where will you go?’ It seems like such a clichéd question. But I realize, it’s a realistic one. People grow attached to one another, and feel they have an interest, or a stake, in each other. I suppose I should tell you. Give you a chance to follow me.” She winked as her old self momentarily broke through the steel bastion of her grief.

      “There you go,” Malem said.

      “All right, well, I’m taking the money and riding to the east. If war is coming, I want to get as far away from it as possible. My monster fighting days are behind me. I can’t promise I won’t accept the odd banditry job, though.” She paused. “I’m not really sure what city I’ll end up in. All I know is I’ll find my fortune eastward.”

      He grinned. “Eastward it is.”

      “You say it like you’re certain to pursue,” Xaxia said. She paused, then added: “Will you?”

      He thought he sensed a hint of yearning in her voice when she asked the question.

      He let his smile fade. “Xaxia, I—” But he couldn’t finish.

      She looked away. “Too bad. We would have made a good team, you and I.”

      “The best,” he agreed.

      She swiveled toward him and leaned in close to kiss him full on the lips. It was an urgent kiss, full of promise, and yet somehow possessive.

      She pulled away just as he was getting into it.

      “Something for you to remember me by,” she said with one final wink, then she gathered the remainder of her belongings, slung them over her shoulder, and left without a word more. She didn’t look back.

      It was probably for the best. She was safer this way. That was one less woman for him to worry about.

      Neither the Darkness, nor the war, would take her.

      He couldn’t say the same for himself.

      Or Gwen and Abigail.
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      When he reached the armory, the collared old man at the entrance ushered him in.

      “The princess is waiting for you in aisle five,” the man said.

      Rows containing racks of weapons and armor spread out before him. Malem made his way along the outer edge of the aisles formed by those rows, glancing longingly at the different weapons each contained. There were swords with jeweled pommels, axes with gold-tipped blades. He had to remind himself that gaudy embellishments didn’t necessarily mean good blades.

      He reached the fifth. As the old man promised, Abigail and Gwen were there, roughly halfway inside.

      He walked down that particular aisle, between racks carrying armor of different shapes and sizes. All of it seemed to be made of dragon scales, the same armor equipping the soldiers outside, and worn by the king himself.

      Abigail was helping Gwen secure a breastplate of bronze dragon scales to her chest. He recognized that now familiar sigil with the fiery talon carved into the center.

      Abigail looked up when he approached.

      “Xaxia?” she asked when she saw he was alone.

      “Not coming,” Malem answered.

      Abigail nodded. Her energy bundle felt oddly unemotional about the issue, not seeming to care either way if the bandit came or not. They never really liked each other, he supposed. But you didn’t need to like someone to respect them.

      Abigail finished helping Gwen suit up, and the half gobling held out her arms and turned around to give him a three hundred and sixty degree view.

      “How do I look?” she asked.

      “Like an orak in full gear,” he replied.

      She laughed. “Gee, thanks.”

      “It’s the bronze,” he explained.

      Abigail returned Gwen’s equipment belt, which held her scabbarded sword, and she attached it above her new armor.

      “Try the helm.” Abigail handed her a beak-like helmet similar to what the other dragon soldiers wore.

      Gwen slid it on. “It’s a good fit, if a little constraining on the vision.” She tried closing the visor. “Even worse when it’s closed.”

      “They’re all like that,” Abigail said.

      She took off the helm and gave it a considering look. “I’m not sure I’ll wear it. I like my peripheral vision.”

      Abigail shrugged. “Keep it secured to your belt. You might change your mind.”

      Gwen nodded and tied it to her equipment belt.

      Abigail proceeded further down the aisle and picked out a golden suit for him. “This should fit you.”

      “How come he gets gold and I have to wear bronze?” Gwen complained.

      “That was all we had in your size, I’m sorry,” Abigail told her.

      He removed his belt so he could don the skirt of metal scales at his hips, and also doffed the scabbard he wore at his back.

      Abigail helped him slide on the arm and leg assemblies of the suit, and then held the breastplate to his chest. Like Gwen’s, the armor had a fiery talon carved onto the scales of the front.

      “It’s got the Metal Dragon sigil on it,” he commented offhandedly.

      “Indeed it does.” Abigail reached around his back to find the locking strap. “It marks you as one of ours, now.”

      He had to laugh at that. “I suppose I am. Though you’re mine, too.”

      She pulled back slightly to give him a ravenous look.

      “Um, I’m here?” Gwen said. “Quit flirting, you a-holes.”

      When Abigail quickly looked away it only made him chuckle anew.

      “You know,” Malem said, becoming serious. “I never thought I’d find myself fighting side by side with half dragons to save a people I owe nothing to.”

      “Most soldiers in war feel the same way,” Abigail said as she secured the breastplate to him. “But trust me, in this case, you’re doing the right thing.”

      “I hope you’re right,” he said.

      She stepped back, and gave him a pair of boots, and some gauntlets to put on. “Made of real dragon scales, this armor will deflect all but the most determined orak blows. It will also protect the two of you from the acid breath of the blacks. And flames, of course, in case there are any fire mages among the blacks, or the oraks.”

      “And what about liquid fire?” he asked her.

      “They can’t create the liquid flames of my kind,” she said. “So you don’t have to worry about that.”

      “Yeah, but I’m worried more about friendly fire,” he said. “You’re friends are going to miss sometimes. If that liquid flame gets on my armor, it’ll become an oven in here.”

      She reached onto a rack, grabbed a shield and tossed it to him. He caught it easily. It was light.

      “Use this,” Abigail said. “It’s made of the same dragon scales.”

      He slid the shield into the provided slot on the back of his armor, and Gwen did the same with the buckler Abigail gave her a moment later.

      She offered him a helm similar to Gwen’s; he tied his belt back around his waist and secured the helmet to it. The sturdy band held.

      He gestured for Abigail to return his sword and scabbard, which she had set aside on a rack behind her, but when she grabbed the weapon she didn’t return it.

      “Let’s find some better weapons for the two of you,” Abigail said instead. “If you’re going to fight side by side with us, then you need to be armed with weapons fit for a dragon.”

      She led them down another aisle, this one containing racks stuffed to the brim with different weapon types.

      Abigail paused beside a shelf filled with quivers of different shapes, sizes and colors. She grabbed one, examined it, and put it back. She grabbed another, checked the underside, and then offered it to Gwen.

      The armored half gobling took the item reluctantly. “A quiver with only one arrow?” She checked the underside as Abigail had, but there didn’t seem to be anything there.

      “This is no ordinary quiver,” Abigail said. “It’s magic. We call it The Infitas Quiver. Looted from a band of elven archers passing through our territory, if I recall correctly. The arrows replenish infinitely. Go ahead, try it.”

      Gwen gave her a doubtful look and then removed the arrow. To her delight, another arrow immediately materialized in its place. Gwen grabbed that one, too, and a third appeared. She kept taking them until she had a handful of arrows.

      “Well I’ll be an ant-bitten caterpillar sinking to the bottom of a barrel.” She gave Abigail a contagious smile. “Thank you!”

      “You’ll need a proper bow.” Abigail retrieved a bow from a rack behind Gwen. It was covered in jewels, but apparently she wasn’t impressed, because she put it back. She grabbed another, this one simple looking. She tested the weight, shaking it slightly, and the bow hummed. “This is the one. Its name is Wasp.”

      Gwen accepted the new weapon. “What’s the deal with this one?”

      “It’s magical, too,” Abigail said. “It will impart super human force to each arrow you launch. With it, your arrows will easily pierce orak armor, and dragon scales.”

      “Arrows like that won’t cause much damage to a dragon, though,” he said.

      “Maybe not individually,” Gwen said. “But with an infinite supply, I’m sure I can get a dragon bleeding, at least.”

      “I’m looking forward to seeing you make a porcupine out of some of those Night Dragons,” he said.

      “So am I, believe you me,” she said. “I can’t wait to put my archery skills to use again. It’s been too long. A sword is a clumsy thing in comparison.”

      “Speaking of swords, do you want a blade as a backup?” Abigail asked.

      “Actually, I don’t think I’ll need one, not with this.” Gwen hefted the simple-seeming quiver. “Besides, restricting myself to a bow means I’ll have no safety net. I’ll know I have nothing to fall back on, and so I’ll fight all the harder.”

      “Interesting philosophy,” Abigail said. “But I can definitely see that working. To deadly effect.”

      Gwen grinned, baring her teeth. “I’m glad we’re on the same wavelength.”

      Abigail continued down the aisle, until the bows and quivers gave way to swords. She passed several promising looking blades, finally stopping beside one that had a very distinctive hilt—it was carved into the shape of a black dragon, with the wings wrapping around to form a curved guard. It was weighted at the bottom with a pommel composed of a flat but round bloodstone, black as midnight but dotted with red flecks. The stone was positioned underneath the dragon so that it looked like it was grasped by the claws of the hind legs.

      The weapon was scabbarded, so he couldn’t see the bare blade. The sheath was made of simple black leather, though a serpent had been embossed into the material.

      Abigail wrapped her hands around the hilt, but then released it as if it burned, inhaling with a hiss. He felt a sudden spike of terror from her energy bundle in his head.

      “Yes, this is the one.” She glanced at him. “Meet Balethorn. Dragon Slayer.” She nodded toward the weapon. “Go ahead.”

      He nervously wrapped his fingers around the hilt, but felt nothing. Apparently whatever had spooked her was gone now. Either that, or the sword didn’t have the same effect on him.

      He lifted the weapon from the rack, and wrapped his free hand around the scabbard to slide the blade free. It was made of fine metal, with a patterning on the surface reminiscent of flowing water. It was perfectly balanced and weighted, with dual cutting edges. The blood grooves of the fuller ran the length of the blade, ending nine-tenths of the way to the point—sword smiths used those grooves to reduce the weight of the weapon without sacrificing strength or weapon integrity, and it was a sign of good blade craft. There was also elvish or dwarfish writing on the blade, like Biter.

      “Is it magical?” But he knew the answer immediately because the blade began to sing in his hands when it heard his voice. A hum that vibrated in pitch between low and high, changing without rhyme or reason. Like Biter, he had the sense it was promising him vitality in exchange for blood.

      He slammed the blade home into its sheath.

      “It’s a Drainer,” Abigail said as he attached the scabbard to his belt. “It craves monsters, with a particular thirst for Night Dragons. It steals their vitality from them, sometimes transferring a portion to you.”

      “Sounds a little like Xaxia’s weapon,” he commented. “Though hers seems to prefer oraks.”

      “Balethorn will easily slay oraks, but it will give you no stamina,” Abigail said. “As I told you, it thirsts for dragons.”

      “The perfect weapon to take into battle against a black,” he said.

      “Exactly,” she agreed.

      “Will it drain you?” Gwen asked.

      “Oh, yes,” Abigail said. “Which is why I was a little reluctant to give it to him.”

      He smiled at that. “You don’t have to worry about me draining you with this. If I really want your stamina, I could take it directly through our link.”

      “I suppose you could, at that.” Abigail cocked her head. “A caution about the blade: Balethorn has the spirit of a red dragon bound within. You must have a strong will to wield this weapon, or it will take control of you.”

      “I think my will is strong enough,” Malem said. “I broke you and Gwen, didn’t I? And a black dragon.”

      “But only because we let you,” she said.

      He nodded, conceding the point.

      “Stay here.” Carrying his old weapon, she went to the back of the room and returned in a moment carrying fresh robes. “Put these on.”

      “What’s the matter, boy toys don’t wear dragon scale armor?” he quipped.

      “You walk out of here in those, you will be questioned, yes,” she said. “Now put on the robes.”

      He slid the robe over his new suit of armor, and Gwen did the same with hers. She couldn’t hide the bow beneath the robe, so she wore it over top, slung across one shoulder: it looked inconspicuous enough, given its simple shape and construction. No one would have guessed it was magical.

      He glanced at his back, checking to see if the outline of the buckler attached behind the armor was visible beneath the robe’s fabric, but the shield was small enough to blend in.

      “You’re going to have to put on the helms,” Abigail told them.

      Malem looked down; the helm bulged obviously beneath the robe. Not in a good way.

      “We look like two male cats in heat who’ve confused each other for the opposite sex,” Gwen commented.

      “Male cats don’t go into heat,” he said. “They’re always aroused.”

      “You would know that,” Gwen said.

      He opened the robe and detached the helm from his belt. He tried it on. The vision obscuring properties weren’t nearly as bad as Gwen had made them out to be. He decided he’d probably keep it on during the coming battle.

      He raised the hood and wore it low over his face, hiding the helm. Gwen did the same after donning her own helmet. He looked the half gobling up and down.

      “You know, the outline of her armor is still a little obvious under the robe,” he said.

      “If anyone asks, I’ll just say I’m a bodybuilder,” Gwen told him. “And this is not a bow, but a special type of one-stringed harp.”

      “No one will ask,” Abigail said. “Come on.” She still held his old weapon on the way out. “Mind if I relegate your former sword to the trash heap? I ask in case it has some sentimental value.”

      “Go ahead,” he told her. “Felipe stole it for me from the camp of a traveling merchant.”

      “As usual, you’re a man of impeccable morals,” she commented.

      He shrugged. “I never claimed to be a good man. You knew who you were getting in bed with.”

      “Suppose so,” Abigail said.

      Gwen crossed her arms. “Well I certainly didn’t!”

      “Of course you didn’t,” he said. “You’re adventurous. Unlike the princess here.”

      “Ha.” The two women both said the word at the same time. They exchanged a glance, and giggled. It was a stilted, stiff giggle, heavy with the weight of the coming fight, but a giggle nonetheless.

      On the way out, Abigail tossed his former blade into a crate of broken equipment near the entrance. The old man on duty nodded, murmuring “princess” as she passed. He paid no heed to the pair with her who had come inside dressed in ordinary clothes, and left in bulky robes.

      Now there’s loyalty, Malem thought.

      In the hall outside, she said: “It’s almost time to meet my brother. I expect we’ll leave shortly. Return to your quarters in the servant area, and when fifteen minutes have passed, meet me at the southern parapet. No sentries will be on duty: they’ll be in the middle of a shift change. I’ll be waiting for you, along with the others my brother and I have gathered.”

      “And how many is that?” he asked.

      “I’ve arranged for two more, at least,” she said. “We’ll just have to see how many loyal Metals my brother can dig up.”

      She gave Malem and Gwen the directions to the southern parapet from their quarters.

      “What about Hastor?” he said.

      “I’ll talk to Jayden about your dragon,” she said. “I’m sure he can arrange something.”

      “Are you sure you can trust your brother?”

      “If not him, then who else?” Abigail asked. “I can’t do this with you and my two dragon friends alone. Not against an entire besieging army. I’m hoping my brother has gathered at least twenty of us.”

      “Can your quarters fit that many?” Gwen asked.

      Abigail gave her an astonished look. “That, and many more. My quarters are fit for a princess... besides, we’re meeting on the parapet, not my quarters.”

      “Oh yeah, a princess, I forgot,” Gwen said. “My best friend’s a dragon princess. By the way, will we have to give these gifts back when we return?” She indicated the bow.

      “Probably,” Abigail said. “See you in fifteen minutes.” And then she was fast retreating down the hall.

      He stared after her, watching her go. He couldn’t help the sense of doom he felt then. The worry emanating from the energy bundles of the two women in his head didn’t help.

      Give these back when we return...

      What if there was no return from where they were going?

      Maybe he should have tried harder to change Abigail’s mind. Maybe he should have said or done something more. But he hadn’t.

      And now he would have to live with whatever dire outcome came to pass.

      Maybe it was just nerves. Maybe the coming battle would be a breeze, and he had nothing to worry about.

      But most likely, they would face their deaths out there.

      If either of the women died, he didn’t know what he would do.

      The Breaker would be broken.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            37

          

        

      

    

    
      Malem and Gwen reached their quarters in the servants section without issue, and waited for the necessary fifteen minutes. Like most people, he relied on the sun to count the passage of time, so he stayed near the window. He had also developed a rough time sense that allowed him to estimate the hour to a reasonable degree, and when he felt that fifteen minutes had passed, he confirmed the positioning with the sun.

      He and Gwen made good time to the southern parapet. He paused while still inside the hall, well before the exit to the southern walkway. Hastor didn’t have the parapet in view from its position on the western wall of the fortress, so Malem momentarily released Felipe to bind a rooftop pigeon to his will.

      Malem half expected the keep’s entire compliment of guards would be waiting there to ambush them, but he was relieved to find Abigail there with her brother and Melody. Their collars were gone. The three of them waited with five other men and women he didn’t recognize, presumably dragons. Though none of them had collars either, so he couldn’t be sure. There were no other sentries, as Abigail had promised. One of the half dragons waited near the entrance, watching the hall.

      Malem dismissed the pigeon and rebound Felipe. Then he went to the exit and stepped outside with Gwen, joining the waiting individual, who escorted them to the others.

      Abigail introduced the men first. “Malem, meet Fortus, Caliban, and Smite. Fortus stands for Fortifier in our tongue, and Caliban, Cloud Dancer.” She turned toward the women next. “And these are Ragan, Heren, and Melody. Ragan means Firestorm in the Metal language, and Heren, Tornado.”

      Malem inclined his head in greeting. “I recognize the healer.”

      “Yes,” Abigail said. “We’ll need her healing magic in the fight to come. Our natural healing isn’t going to cut it.”

      He surveyed the group. “So only eight of you. Are eight Metal Dragons really enough to defeat the army of a Black Sword?”

      “Probably not,” Heren said. “But we’ll certainly bloody their noses.”

      "We have to try nonetheless,” Abigail said. “With us, the people of Fallow’s Gate have a small hope. Without us, none at all. Our hope is that our attack will encourage the defenders of Fallow Gate to sally, so that the enemy will be crushed between the forge of the defenders and the hammer of our fiery breath.”

      Malem wasn’t entirely convinced. “I’m not sure what your scout reported, but there were at least fifteen black dragons besieging Fallow Gate the last time we passed that way. And at least a thousand oraks, several of them potentially mages. And then there is the Black Sword…”

      Jayden sneered at him. “Are you and the green woman afraid, Breaker?”

      Gwen was the one who answered. “Not at all. Only eight of you means more oraks for him and me.”

      Malem sighed. From the look on Abigail’s face, and the determination he felt from her energy bundle, he knew there was no dissuading her.

      “What should I do about Hastor?” he asked her.

      “Who?” Jayden replied.

      “His black,” Abigail explained. “On the western parapet.”

      “Oh,” the prince said. “Yes, I’ve ordered the guards there to look the other way should the Night Dragon decide to flee. When it joins us, if any patrols intercept before we leave the city, we can say we’re transferring the dragon to the dungeon.”

      “As if the black dragon would even fit,” Abigail said.

      The prince shrugged. “We’ll say it’s a special dungeon that the king just opened up in the mountains. Reserved for subjects who question their prince.”

      Abigail snickered. “Okay, good luck with that. Good to see you have everything planned out.”

      “Can we just get this over with?” Ragan said. “I feel like the whole city is watching us.”

      “I agree,” Fortus said. “I’ll feel a lot better once we’re outside the city walls, because if anyone’s going to see the inside of the dungeon, it’s not your black dragon, but us. I’d rather face the entire army of a Black Sword than to have to look my king in the eyes and explain to him I tried to sneak his daughter into a war zone.”

      “Metals, we ride!” Abigail said.

      Malem and Gwen stepped back, giving the half dragons room as they transmogrified. Their clothes ripped away as their bodies grew. Abigail transformed a lot faster than the last time, and though she didn’t scream in pain this time, he still registered the agony from her energy bundle. That snapping he heard was definitely the sound of bones breaking and reshaping.

      And then it was done. The men and women were replaced with dragons. Abigail stood before him, resplendent in her scales of iridescent silver and reddish-gold.

      Once again he was left in awe of the creature she had become, and he could only stare when she lowered her sweeping wing to provide him a ramp.

      “Well, are you going to get on?” Abigail asked. As usual her voice had the same timbre and sound as it did in human form, except it was possessed of a resounding intensity, even though she was obviously trying to keep the volume low.

      He still stared at her.

      “Quickly,” the prince hissed. “The patrols on the other walkways are beginning to notice us.”

      Malem snapped out of it and approached the silver dragon Abigail had become.

      “Wait, we never actually talked about who would take me,” Gwen said. “I was assuming I’d ride Hastor.”

      “I’ll take you, gobling,” Jayden said.

      Gwen seemed hesitant, but then she shrugged, rounding Abigail to make her way toward the prince. “I’m not a gobling. Call me Gwen.”

      Jayden lowered his wing to form a ramp as Abigail had done. “Hurry up!”

      “Something tells me I’m going to regret this…” Gwen said.

      Before pulling himself onto Abigail’s wing, Malem got rid of the robes that covered his armor. The fabric could only get in the way of what was to come.

      Gwen did the same, letting her bronze dragon scale armor flash beneath the midday sun. He could only imagine how his own golden armor must look.

      I hope it strikes fear into the heart of the Black Sword.

      Then again, their opponent would probably only laugh. Not out of any real amusement, but out of spite.

      He wrapped his hands around Abigail’s membranous wing and hauled himself onto the surface. It sank slightly beneath him, bouncing as he advanced, a little like the leathery surface of a trampoline but without nearly as much give. He tried to step mostly on the bony protrusions that formed the frame of those membranes, not wanting to damage the delicate flesh she needed for flight. He remembered quite well the screech he’d elicited from her the first time he ever did this, when he accidentally put too much weight in the center of a wing segment.

      He was a little relieved when he pulled himself onto her back. As he did so, her torn red dress on the ground caught his eye.

      “When you transform back, you’re going to be naked,” he commented.

      “I’ll bet you’re looking forward to that.”

      “I certainly am!” he said.

      He positioned himself between the base of her two wings, where they met her back. The scales attached to the stalks there were jagged near the tips, and formed a small cross-guard of sorts that he could grasp. He did so.

      He glanced across at Gwen on Jayden’s back, and saw that she had assumed a different posture this time: she’d hooked her legs underneath the jagged protrusions on the underside of the wing stalks so that she could ride with her hands free and wield the bow.

      That was a good idea. He shifted to assume the same posture, sliding his armored legs between the gaps. It was almost a perfect fit.

      “My thighs aren’t going to get in the way of your flying, are they?” he asked.

      Abigail flexed her wings in a few tentative flaps. “Hardly notice it.”

      “Good. You guys really need to come up with some sort of dragon saddle, though.”

      “I don’t plan to make giving rides a common occurrence,” Abigail said. “Ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be,” he told her.

      She started flapping those great wings, then bent her legs and shoved off. She plunged very slightly, but she increased the frequency of her motions; each time she pushed down with her wings, she gained altitude as if she were shoving the very air below her. He wasn’t entirely sure how dragon flight worked, but he suspected she probably was doing that very thing.

      He summoned Hastor and the black leaped off the western parapet. As promised, the guards left the dragon alone—Malem knew, because he momentarily switched to Hastor’s point of view to keep tabs on the beast.

      In a few moments, Hastor had joined them, and was flying at the side of the Metals.

      “Well, hello again, half dragons,” Hastor commented.

      “Hold your tongue, Black,” Jayden said. “Unless you’d like me to bite it off.”

      “I’d prefer if Abigail does the biting, please,” Hastor said.

      “If I did, there wouldn’t be anything left of your head,” Abigail said sweetly.

      “Ah, this is how it was meant to be,” Hastor said. “The powerful Night Dragon riding into battle at the side of the frail Metals, to bolster their limp ranks.” He glanced at Abigail again. “Did I mention I like the color of your scales?”

      All right, that’s enough Hastor, Malem sent.

      What, you’d deny a dragon a little pleasant flirting before what could be his last battle? the dragon replied.

      Malem allowed anger to flow down his link to the creature. You forget, she’s mine.

      Oh. Hastor paused. Yes. Another pause. Sorry, master. A few more seconds. She certainly has a fine curvature to her tail, though, you must admit. And such silvery smooth skin, and—

      Hastor!

      Sorry.

      Malem could still sense Felipe and Bounder in the keep’s stables behind him. He sent a final comforting vibe their way, then released the loyal pair from his service, as their link wouldn’t be of any use given how far away he would soon be. He did it partially to avoid the temptation of draining them of stamina; he was worried that in the heat of combat, he might accidentally drain them to their deaths. Abigail promised that the stable hand, a young half dragon named Illiad, would take good care of the animals until Malem returned.

      If I return, he reminded himself.

      He gazed at the passing city below. Those golden towers. Those diamond streets. Such great wealth. And yet it was all so ephemeral. None of it would last to the next world. The dragons couldn’t bring any of this with them to the Halls of the Slain when they expired.

      Soon the city was receding behind them.

      He felt the usual thrill of flight, tempered by the fear of plunging to his death that came with the immediacy of riding on a dragon’s back. But that fear was muted somewhat, because it was overwhelmed by the greater dread of the coming battle.

      He didn’t feel excitement of any sort for that battle. No, that was reserved for youths marching off to war for the first time. Youths who had never experienced the gut-wrenching horrors of combat. Where one small mistake could mean injury or certain death. Hell, he didn’t even have to make a mistake. He could do everything right, and a stray arrow could rip into his eye when he least expected it and kill him anyway. He’d never know what hit him.

      Yes, he wasn’t looking forward to this. But it needed to be done. Not for the people of Fallow Gate. He didn’t care about them. He didn’t have Abigail’s heart, and her compassion. No, he was only doing this for her. He wanted to ensure she got through this alive. And Gwen as well. He was willing to sacrifice Hastor, and all the other dragons, to achieve that end.

      I’m probably going to have to. Sacrifice Hastor, anyway.

      Those thoughts of battle must have trigged something in Balethorn, because he heard its vibrations above the sound of the wind and the loud flapping of Abigail’s wings. That resonating hum seemed to be calling out to him. Not with actual words, but more emotions and feelings. He thought it was begging for the blood of the silver dragon beneath him. It preferred blacks, according to Abigail, but apparently any dragon was good enough.

      He didn’t realize it, but he had instinctively wrapped his hands around the hilt, and he tightened his fingers now as he fought to keep the blade in its sheath.

      I can’t touch her. I won’t. She’s my mate.

      But the sword wouldn’t hear him.

      I HUNGER.

      There were definitely words, that time. They came not in his mind, but from some place beyond it—from the place where his soul was tethered.

      A huge platinum dragon unexpectedly came swooping down from above, startling him, and breaking the sword’s hold. He released the hilt in relief.

      What kind of weapon has Abigail cursed me with?

      She hadn’t been kidding when she told him he’d have to have a strong will to wield the blade.

      “Henry!” the prince told the dragon as it flew alongside. “You startled me.”

      Malem recognized the platinum as belonging to the initial group that had escorted them into the city.

      “What are you doing, my prince?” Henry said. “No departures are authorized at this hour.”

      “We’re going to war, Henry,” the prince said.

      “Jayden!” Abigail hissed in warning.

      “No, he deserves to know, Sister,” Jayden said. He returned his attention to Henry. “We go to war, regardless of whether Father and his council approve or not. We’ve sat idly by for too long. The people of Fallow’s Gate need us.”

      I like how he takes your words and pretends they’re his own, Malem told Abigail through their link. It was easier than trying to shout over the wind of their passage.

      He does that, she agreed.

      “You’re wrong,” Henry said. “They’ve fought by themselves well enough all this time. Do you truly seek a return to the time when humans hunted us? Sure, if we agree to join them we’ll become temporary allies, but what do you think will happen once the war is done? They’ll hunt us down, force us to wear collars again.”

      Abigail was the one who answered. “Not this time. We’ll make sure they understand our help comes with a price. That we can never be collared again. When the war is over, they’ll be too weak to mount any sort of assault against us.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Henry said. “Because we’ll be weak after the war, too.” He paused. “I’m going to have to report you, of course.”

      “Do what you have to do,” Jayden said.

      “I’ll give you a head start, naturally,” Henry said.

      “Thank you,” the prince told him.

      We already have one, Malem thought. But he wasn’t going to mention that. Not that the dragon would even hear his feeble voice above the wind.

      Henry turned away, and met another group of dragons that had been flying to intercept, and led them back to the keep.

      “At least he kept his word,” Fortus commented.

      “He always does,” Jayden said.

      Malem abruptly felt something unexpected.

      Something unsettling.

      Turn back, he sent to Abigail.

      The silver swiveled her slender neck toward him to look at him with those almond eyes. They seemed so much like her human eyes, just bigger. “Why?”

      I can feel the Darkness coming.
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      Malem suddenly understood why he had experienced that premonition of doom earlier.

      “You had a few days left, I thought?” Abigail said.

      It comes early.

      “I can’t turn back now,” she said. “We’re committed. But I can deposit you on the shoulder of the mountain below.”

      She lowered her wings to descend.

      He had a sudden thought. Something that could change everything.

      No wait. Keep going.

      He paused, not sure if he really wanted to go through with this. What he planned to do could sway the odds in their favor.

      Or kill them all.

      He made up his mind.

      I can use the Darkness against the army of the Black Sword.

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      I am.

      He wasn’t, but he couldn’t tell her that or she’d certainly make him stay behind.

      The Darkness... he continued. I’m going to turn my greatest foe into an ally. This one time.

      She tilted her head so that she was looking directly at him. She switched to mental communication so that no one else could hear what she said next. I thought you couldn’t control it. If you make a mistake, the Darkness will kill you. Maybe I should set you down...

      He shut his eyes for a moment. If I make a mistake down there, I’m dead anyway. We all are. Even if we don’t, even if we do everything right, we could still die. You know how battle is fought.

      “Yes, I do,” she said, then switched to telepathy. Well, at least you’re honest. I expected something more cavalier, coming from you. Though I suppose the very act of trying to use this Darkness of yours as a weapon is a cavalier act in and of itself. I hope you know what you're doing.

      There’s nothing cavalier about where we now go, he sent grimly.

      Having second thoughts? she asked, picking up on his tone.

      Always do, before battle, he replied. I’m still not sure we’ll make much of a difference at Fallow Gate. It might already be too late. The city could have fallen since your scout reported in.

      If it has, we’ll turn back. If not, then we fight. To the death, if necessary.

      “To the death…” he said softly, though she couldn’t hear above the wind, no doubt.

      Death, he sent. An old friend of mine. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve faced it. Stared it in the eyes. And narrowly escaped with my life. He laughed sourly. Sorry. When I sense the Darkness coming, my mood often turns grim.

      The sword began to sing at his hip, but he ignored it.

      Don’t apologize, Abigail sent. My mood is grim, too. Perhaps our moods are feeding upon one another, as our pleasure does during sex.

      It’s possible, he agreed. I’ll try to clear my mind.

      He thought of a blank canvas, as he had often done in the past to fight off the fear that came with sitting alone in the night, waiting for the Darkness to rear its ugly head. It worked.

      At least until he decided he should probably warn Gwen: The Darkness comes.

      She glanced at him from Jayden’s back. What? Should we drop you off at the foothills below?

      No. I'm going to use the Dark against our enemies.

      She was quiet for several moments. Then: I like the way you think.

      He didn’t know what to say to that. Uh, thank you.

      You seem surprised.

      He chuckled softly in the wind, though of course she didn’t hear. I didn't expect you to agree. Not so quickly. Abigail tried to talk me out of it.

      I'm not Abigail.

      And so you’re not.

      They flew on in silence.

      Individual dragons began swooping down to tear away particularly large trees they spotted en route. They carried them in the huge claws of their rear hind legs.

      What are they doing? he asked Abigail.

      “Arming,” she said.

      The silver herself dove down and uprooted a tree for either leg.

      He finally spotted Fallow Gate in the distance. Outside its walls, abandoned orak tents covered the field in long swaths, along with burned-out cooking fires where the enemy host had made camp.

      As they got closer, he realized the city itself hadn’t yet fallen. The fighting was concentrated around the central keep, where most of the citizens had probably fled when the rest of the city fell.

      Black dragons dive bombed the keep’s towers and sprayed acid over the exteriors with each pass. Hordes of oraks were pressed up against the keep walls, their bodies bleeding into the surrounding streets. Oraks roamed freely among the many side streets beyond, pillaging the abandoned houses. A woman who had failed to escape to the keep was dragged naked and screaming from one such house by two oraks. Malem averted his eyes from the grisly sight that followed.

      The mages of Fallow Gate had managed to summon elementals: hulking creatures of rock, fire, ice and earth fought with the soldiers along the walls of the keep. The fire elementals were immune to the acid attacks of the black dragons, which passed right though them. Rock and earth elementals used their bodies to physically block any gaps in the keep’s walls.

      As he watched, part of the wall broke inward, becoming a rock elemental. It smashed the defenders inside, and allowed the oraks in the area to flood inside. No doubt it had been created by an orak mage. Or maybe a black dragon possessing earth magic.

      “That’s our target,” Abigail said. “Do you see the tents?”

      His eyes drifted toward the tents outside the city again, but he didn’t believe she was referring to those. He returned his attention to the city proper. There, on the eastern side, in a square located in the street opposite the keep, he discerned several more tents of similar design.

      I see them.

      “The biggest is the command post,” she continued. “The Black Sword will be there, guiding the assault. Surprise is on our side. If we’re lucky, our assault will kill the Black Sword before he or she realizes what has happened.”

      He smiled blackly. Cut off the head…

      The big tent in the middle of the others had open sides, but he couldn’t see underneath its eaves. Even so, he knew that if the Black Sword was present, that would be the most likely spot. Especially considering the orak couriers that were constantly streaming in and out.

      He unsheathed his blade and it began to hum eagerly.

      “Yes Balethorn, you will drink soon,” he assured the sword softly. He couldn’t hear his own words above the wind of his passage, but the blade seemed to, because it thrummed even louder.

      He felt a sudden urge to stab the sword downward and into Abigail’s back. He fought it off. Balethorn was hungry for dragon, and didn’t care at the moment if she was friend or foe.

      Two black dragons broke away from the city in mid-assault to intercept the incoming Metals. The sight of them distracted the sword, and Malem seized control, banishing the urge.

      Draw them off, Hastor, he ordered.

      Hastor, who remained unburdened by any trees, darted ahead, and flew slightly to the west to come at the incoming creatures from the flank. The confused blacks didn’t know what to make of this, seeming uncertain at first whether Hastor was friend or foe.

      Breathe some acid, let them know you’re not friendly.

      Hastor unleashed a stream of acid, hitting one of the blacks in the face. The stricken dragon shook off the impact, not damaged in the least, but it had the desired effect: the dragon immediately swerved to intercept. The other dragon, perhaps not wanting to face eight Metals alone, similarly turned to pursue Hastor.

      Three more dragons were turning around from their latest dive bomb attack to intercept, but the Metals were already crossing the broken walls that surrounded the city proper. The command tent was just ahead.

      Oraks on the streets below ran away when they spotted the Metals. A few of the iridescent dragons unleashed fire, setting them aflame.

      The Metals reached the command square and dove. They unleashed liquid flames at the target and dropped the trees in turn. The big missiles piled onto the burning main tent and the structured collapsed. Trunks splintered and cracked as they crushed whatever lay within; branches tore away and broke as they impaled the fabric and its occupants. Gurgled screams came from within. Some of the flames had hit other canopies, along with the dropped trees, and the fires were rapidly spreading throughout the remaining tents in the square.

      The Metals recovered from the dive and flew upward. Malem kept his legs firmly lodged between the wing stalks and Abigail’s back as the forces changed.

      Seven black dragons were fast incoming. The Metals tucked in their wings as they passed, dodging the blacks. The dragons exchanged blows, and on both sides underbellies were raked and wing membranes torn.

      A black dragon caught Melody by surprise from above, raking its claws across her back. It scored a lucky hit, and ripped open the lower part of her right wing. The beautiful white dragon screamed in agony as she lost altitude, plunging toward the Earth. She crushed a gable-roofed home when she impacted.

      Abigail started to turn, obviously intending to help her.

      “Leave her!” Jayden thundered. “She’s dead! Stick with the plan!”

      Abigail gritted her teeth and returned her attention to the fore. Malem couldn’t argue with the prince, the healer definitely looked dead—blood poured from her nostrils, ears, and eyes, marring her white scales.

      But then she stirred amid the rubble.

      Malem was about to alert Abigail, but two other black dragons were already landing on top of the poor white. Melody struggled groggily, trying to wrestle her opponents, but the fall had injured her severely. In only a few moments they had torn off her head.

      There goes our healer… right at the start of the battle, too.

      He closed his eyes and wished her spirit a good journey.

      The other Metals who survived that first run-in continued toward the keep; they flew around its length and unleashed flames down upon the oraks piled against its walls. The creatures were so tightly packed they couldn’t run anywhere when the liquid fire struck, and large swathes of them ignited.

      The piles of bodies collapsed as the oraks separated, the burning creatures screaming as they ran mindlessly through the surrounding streets, slowly basting in the ovens their armor had become. They struck other oraks as they milled about, and spread the flames onto their armor as well, causing more pandemonium.

      He felt pleasure oozing from Gwen’s energy bundle. She was enjoying the sight greatly.

      Malem heard an explosion behind him, and glanced over his shoulder.

      The burning trees were all airborne above the command square; they formed a rapidly expanding half dome, flying outward in all directions. Several struck the surrounding buildings and broke apart from the force.

      In the center of the square, where the command tent had resided, there was now only a blast crater. At the bottom of it stood a lone woman.

      Her skin was hued blue. He couldn’t make out if her ears had pointy tips or not at his current height, but that skin color alone gave her away. It had to be Ziatrice, the elf.

      Ziatrice.

      “Yes.” Abigail had turned her slender neck around to look at the square as well.

      She’s a night elf.

      “Unfortunately.”

      He realized he could sense her.

      That meant she could be Broken.

      On a whim he tried to wrap his will around the Black Sword. It evaporated on contact, of course.

      But the attempt drew the distant woman’s gaze toward the sky. From her purple eyes, black mists of smoke swirled about. She threw out both hands, and with that gesture, two long chains of mist appeared, expanding toward the Metals.

      Abigail dodged out of the way but Smite, just behind her, didn’t move fast enough and was struck by those chains, which wrapped around his body, crushing his wings to his flanks.

      Ziatrice swung her arms down, and the black chains followed, pulling Smite toward the earth. The poor Metal slammed into several buildings, crushing them. The chains dissipated, but Smite didn’t get up.

      Ziatrice, grinning malevolently, turned her attention back to the sky. She thrust out her arms again.

      “Dive!” Abigail shouted.

      The dragons dove down into the city proper as the chains missed and snapped at the air above them.

      Some of the Metals landed on the street, squeezing between the buildings, while the others took to the rooftops, and crouched low. The keep was two streets away, while the command square—and Ziatrice—was about four.

      Caliban issued a stream of flame at the oraks that were fleeing from the Metals.

      “I’d suggest staying low, for now,” Jayden said. “Until we eliminate the Black Sword.”

      Malem recalled Hastor. The dragon was located some distance outside the city, where it had drawn the two blacks.

      I’m somewhat occupied at the moment.

      He switched to Hastor’s perspective and realized the dragon was wrestling with a black in the air, while another was trying to breathe acid into its wounds.

      Come when you can.

      Shadows blotted out the sun as more black dragons came in from above.

      A rock elemental began to form from the cobblestone on the ground beside Abigail. She promptly bit down on it with her jaws before it was fully formed, and squeezed, breaking it apart.

      Malem glanced about, searching for the mage. There, he spotted an orak in a gray robe, peering out from the second floor window of a house nearby. He considered trying to take control, but first he would have to injure it. Plus, he’d also have to release Hastor, since the mage would take up four slots, and he only had two free.

      So instead he relayed the target to Gwen, who was still on Jayden’s back nearby, and in moments the gray robe was littered with arrows and dropped from view.

      Acid streamed across the rooftops as a passing black dragon unleashed its deadly breath. Malem grabbed the shield from his back with his free arm, and held it above him as the caustic liquid cut across Abigail and himself. He had elected to keep the visor open, since he could see better without it, and preferred not to rely upon Abigail or Gwen to operate from a third person perspective. But even with the visor closed, there were openings the acid could use to seep onto his face. Hence the shield.

      His leg assemblies were struck, but the dragon scale armor protected him. Abigail wasn’t hurt either—the liquid sloughed off her dorsal scales harmlessly.

      All of a sudden he was hurled from Abigail’s back as a large form struck her.
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      Malem landed, and looked up in time to see her wrestling with a black. Other blacks had landed nearby, and were similarly occupying the other Metals. Some grappled, while others stalked forward on foot, usually in pairs, toward isolated Metal targets.

      Balethorn had fallen from his grip, but he picked it up from the broken cobblestone and rushed Abigail. The blade hummed eagerly.

      The black was larger than usual, coming in at about the same size as Abigail. It had her pinned to the ground with its hind legs, and was trying to get a good grip on the base of her neck, which was slick with blood. Abigail had her forearms lodged between its jaws, keeping them open, barely. She had her neck turned back, and snapped helplessly at its head with her maw, but couldn’t quite reach it.

      She summoned a fire elemental and sent it to assail the eyes of her enemy. But the black dragon refused to let go, and simply bit down with its eyes closed.

      Malem took a running leap and vaulted through the fire elemental to land on the black dragon’s muzzle. He struck at the closed eyelid, and the magic blade easily pierced the thick scales. It sunk deep through the eye, passing all the way into the dragon’s skull.

      Balethorn hummed gloriously, and Malem felt an incredible surge of vitality as the Drainer stole all the dying beast’s energy. That vitality helped him stave off the sudden debilitating heat he felt from his proximity to the fire elemental.

      With a final sigh, the dragon released Abigail and fell away. Malem leaped to the ground beside Abigail, who was just getting up. She directed the fire elemental away momentarily, to spare him from the heat.

      The blade was sated. For now. It whirred with contentment in his grasp. He had so much energy thanks to that sword, he almost couldn’t believe it.

      If only I had more mental slots… I could have myself a troop of black dragons right now.

      He considered Breaking one of the oraks that he sensed hidden nearby, but didn’t see the point. That was a waste of his energy, at least at the moment, given how little a single orak could offer.

      He bestowed some of his overflowing stamina to Abigail, and she stood up with an angry roar and leaped onto another black dragon that was just coming down. Malem also gave some to Gwen, and she attacked the other dragons with renewed vigor from Jayden’s back, launching an endless barrage of arrows with Wasp and her Infitas quiver.

      He closed with Abigail, who was mounted on top of her new opponent and gnawing at its neck while the fire elemental blinded it.

      Her tail abruptly thrashed to the right, toward Malem, and he narrowly leaped out of the way, tripping on a broken cart in the process. He hit the ground but the armor absorbed much of the impact, luckily. If she had hit him, even with the armor, very likely every bone in his body would be broken right now.

      He rose, keeping an eye on that tail as he backed away. It continued to thrash about as she fought. He doubted she was even aware of it.

      It was probably a good idea to stay back for now. She had the situation firmly under control anyway, at least for the time being: she had chewed halfway through her opponent’s neck.

      He considered helping the other Metals grappling nearby, but it wasn’t just their tails he had to watch out for: their gargantuan bodies shifted and rolled randomly as they strove to gain dominance against their foes. He decided he would only help those Metals that were obviously in trouble. But to do that, he’d need to climb to a better vantage point first, as there were no birds in the area he could Break for their vision—they’d all been spooked. Gwen and Abigail were useless to him as far as sight went, focused as they were on their current foes, and Hastor was too far outside the city to be of any help.

      Malem leaped onto a barrel next to a house, and hauled himself onto the rooftop as the dragons fought around him. That was better, but he still couldn’t see all the dragons. Some of them fought in side streets, and he only caught glimpses of them as wing, tail or head momentarily swung past the rooftops. It looked like there were five or six black dragons facing three Metals in the adjacent street, so helping them would probably be his first priority. But first…

      Keeping low, he strode to the opposite side of the tile roof, and nervously gazed toward the command square, wondering where the Black Sword lurked. He saw no sign of her, at least for the moment.

      He turned his eyes on the keep next. The oraks had cleared from the walls entirely, and were racing en masse through the streets toward the dueling dragons, no doubt at Ziatrice’s urging—he doubted oraks would involve themselves in a dragon fight under ordinary circumstances.

      No black dragons assaulted the towers anymore, either—they had all diverted to engage the Metals. The keep was thus free of attack, and yet its soldiers and mages remained huddled behind the walls, content to let the dragons fight alone.

      They’re not sallying forth, like you hoped, he sent Abigail.

      We can’t always predict what goes on in the minds of men, she replied.

      He shook his head.

      We’re going to lose.

      That last thought was for himself alone.

      He felt that buzzing at the back of his head, like a nest of disturbed bees, that told him the Darkness would come soon. But when, precisely?

      He was startled slightly when Gwen climbed up beside him. Apparently she had been thrown free of Jayden. She no longer had her helmet: either she’d torn it off to improve her aim, or she’d lost it in the fall.

      He nodded toward the street beyond, which was teeming with black shapes. “Got some oraks for you.”

      Gwen grinned, baring her teeth. She nocked an arrow and fired. The arrow embedded deep into the skull of one of the incoming beasts. Its head jerked back, and its body toppled. More arrows struck as she fired in rapid succession; mostly she aimed for their centers of mass, Wasp imparted the arrows with enough force to penetrate that bronze armor.

      The oraks flowed around the buildings and into the street behind him and swarmed the occupied Metals. The creatures tried to hack at their thick scales but were either swatted aside, lit aflame, or crushed as the dragons rolled about with their opponents. Not the most brilliant strategy on the part of the smaller creatures; seeing them fall only proved to Malem that he had been right to keep his distance from the dueling dragons.

      Some of the oraks spotted Malem and Gwen as they rushed past below, and they pointed up at the pair, shouting wildly. The closer oraks began climbing the house.

      Gwen merely shifted her aim downward and loaded and unleashed in rapid succession.

      Motion drew his gaze to an adjacent rooftop, where an orak crossbowman had taken up a position. Malem raised his shield and took the incoming shot meant for Gwen just in time. The bolt bounced away harmlessly from his dragon scale buckler.

      “Roof to the left,” he told her.

      She spun her aim to the left, acquired the crossbowman, and released. The orak took the arrow in the eye.

      Three more crossbowmen appeared on the roof to his right; a bolt hit him in the chest but bounced away. The other two were taking time to line up their shots, no doubt targeting Gwen’s exposed face.

      Malem quickly repositioned beside her to protect the half gobling from the shots. After the bolts bounced away, she leaned past him and fired three more arrows, taking out each of the oraks before they could even reload.

      A dragon head reared above the edge of the rooftop behind them, and issued a stream of acid before a Metal tackled it from view. Malem leaped at Gwen and deflected that stream before it hit her unprotected head.

      One of the metals unleashed a stream of liquid fire over the edge of the rooftops, targeting the incoming masses, and set them aflame.

      From those flames, a fire elemental was birthed. It floated up toward Malem and Gwen.

      “Damn it, there’s a fireworker somewhere among them!” he said.

      The creature rapidly closed with him. Malem flung his sword at it, but the blade had no effect. Gwen’s arrows passed right through it.

      He retreated as it swiped, the fire feeling hot even through his armor. The fire creature forced them to the far side of the rooftop…

      A stream of flame struck the elemental, forcing it back. Abigail’s silvery head protruded from the edge of the rooftop beside him. She must have sensed his angst through the link and come to his aid.

      She kept up the flames until the elemental disintegrated entirely beneath them.

      “Fight fire with fire,” Abigail said before ducking.

      He returned to the far edge of the rooftop to meet the oraks that had successfully scaled the wall of the house. Meanwhile Gwen shot at orak archers on the adjacent roofs.

      He hewed the oraks down, but the sword gave him no vitality.

      He spotted a glimpse of orange in the crowd below, and whistled at Gwen. “Mage!”

      Several oraks below were still on fire from the previous breath attack, and those flames began to join and combine. The fireworker was preparing his next attack.

      Gwen dashed to the edge of the rooftop and unleashed several arrows. The stricken fireworker looked like a porcupine before it dropped. The gathering flames dispersed with its death.

      But then a fireball came hurtling at them from a nearby rooftop.

      It was fairly big—while the armor might hold up against the heat, the force of the impact would probably throw him right off the roof. And so he dodged out of the way, as did Gwen; he caught sight of the red-robed orak on the other roof a moment before the sphere of flame struck the tiles behind him; the resultant explosion knocked him over the edge. Good thing he had moved.

      Then again, he was falling directly into the seething mass below…

      Two oraks broke his fall, and when he scrambled to his feet, the surrounding oraks closed on him.

      The sword hummed.

      KILL, KILL, KILL.

      And he did so, moving almost mechanically. Block a blow with his shield, return it with his sword. Dodge to the side, slice. Duck, stab.

      Perhaps if the humans in the keep saw a lone man fighting against these twisted beasts, dealing death as he waded through their midst, it might inspire them to join the fray.

      And if not, fuck them.

      According to his beast sense, Gwen had landed on the other side of the building, where the dragons fought. She was hauling herself back to her former position atop the rooftop even now.

      As he fought, he reached for the mind of the orak fire mage on the rooftop. He grappled it with his will, but knew without injuring it he’d never seize control. And of course he didn’t have the free slots even if he was successful. But that wasn’t his intent, which was only to distract.

      The creature suddenly vanished from his mental sense—Gwen had taken it down.

      He continued his assault on the enemies around him. He used his shield to shove away any oraks that got to close. The humming blade passed through the bronze armor of his enemies with ease, and sprayed him with blood, so that soon he was coated in crimson. But Balethorn refused to grant him vitality from slaying those lesser oraks, and he was slowly wearying from this grim role of butcher he now played.

      He needed to kill a dragon.

      He smiled bleakly, remembering the abilities his joining with Abigail had brought him.

      No I don’t.

      He reached out, searching for a weak-minded orak. There. He wrapped his will around it, and made the creature his, using up his last two slots. Then he crushed his will into a fist, quenching the orak’s life force, and sucked it into himself, restoring his stamina and freeing those slots once again.

      And so he continued to reach out among the enemy as he fought, Breaking the weaker oraks and draining them of their vitality as needed. He shared some with Gwen and Abigail to keep them in the game, as their strength was flagging, too.

      He realized there was a price. The more weak oraks he drained, the less vitality they gave him. It seemed his ability to absorb stamina diminished when he used that power without pause, so he had to destroy even more oraks simply to keep his strength up—not that he was complaining, as it helped thin out the crowd.

      Still, soon he had weeded out all of the weak-willed oraks immediately around him, leaving only the stronger whom he would have to injure first, and thus gain even less vitality from, once he broke them. Which meant the stamina he got in return barely made up for the effort expended.

      A building collapsed as a platinum—he thought it was Fortus—broke though and into the street. It raked its claws over the host of oraks and breathed flames into their ranks. It struck down whole groups of them with its tail.

      The sword hummed hungrily at the sight, urging Malem to take the Metal.

      He slammed down on Balethorn with his will.

      No.

      A black landed in front of Fortus, hissing, sending out a stream of acid that caused smoke to rise from the platinum’s wounds. The black was apparently also a fire mage, because fireballs materialized in front of its body and hurtled into Fortus, striking him in the eyes.

      The platinum shrieked and leaped onto its enemy. Fire elementals appeared, blinding the black in turn. Fortus and his foe grappled one another, crushing the oraks around them, and breaking through a building before rolling out of view into a side street.

      Malem continued to fight. The dragons had proved a good distraction, allowing him to score several quick blows against his attackers.

      Hastor landed on a rooftop bordering the crowded street. The creature had several painful-looking wounds on its flanks where the scales had been ripped clean away to reveal the raw muscles within.

      Hastor breathed acid into the oraks below. They screamed as the caustic green fluid melted through their flesh and armor.

      Finally, Malem sent the dragon.

      “Who wants to be my snack?” Hastor boomed. “You?” The dragon snatched an orak from the crowd below with its maw and chewed. Malem heard the snap of breaking bones and armor. “Like cracking nuts in their shell.”

      Malem felt Balethorn’s thirst for the dragon, but ignored it.

      Hastor swallowed its tasty treat and then paralyzed a group of oraks with its gaze, allowing Malem to rapidly slay them.

      A rock elemental erupted from the cobblestone next to the dragon’s perch.

      “Oh goodie, a toy.” Hastor reached down, scooped up the rock elemental, and tore off the upper body with its jaws. Then it crushed the rest of the entity in its talons.

      Hastor sought out the gray-robed mage responsible: an orak surrounded by a group of armored guards near the far side of the street. Hastor launched several dark streaks of magic their way.

      The streaks struck the oraks, including the mage, and black veins crawled up their skin as they fell.

      “Who’s next?” Hastor asked.

      Chains of dark mist enveloped Hastor from the side and unceremoniously tore the dragon from the rooftop, slamming the black creature into the cobble and dragging it across the street until it lay in a pile before a small blue woman. Behind the dragon lay all the dead oraks Hastor had crushed along the way.

      The woman was dressed in a green and purple corset with a skirt of black blades. The chains of mist were wrapped around her left hand, while in her right she held a long halberd that seemed too big for such a small woman to carry, especially one-handed. The blade edge of the weapon glowed purple, like her eyes.

      “That would be me, traitor,” the woman said.

      Ziatrice had arrived.
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      Malem stared at the woman who stood on the opposite side of the street across from him, unsure of what to do. He glanced at the keep behind her, but the defenders remained sheltered inside their broken walls. No help was coming from that quarter.

      Dark mist curled from the eyes of Ziatrice as she raised the halberd to strike off Hastor’s head.

      A stream of dragon flame hit her from the left side. An invisible shield deflected the flames in an elliptical pattern around her body. Another stream joined the first, coming in from the right. Again, it was averted by the unseen force that surrounded the night elf. More flames came from all sides as the surviving Metals clambered onto the rooftops and unleashed their terrible breaths.

      But Ziatrice merely stood at the center of the attack, and merely laughed.

      She swung the halberd about herself, and the blade wrapped around the flames as if they had physical form, and she gathered them into a twisted knot around its haft. Then she pulled, and the dragons were physically yanked forward, as if dragged by their flames, and crashed headfirst into the street below as the blaze dissipated.

      Fire elementals appeared in front of Ziatrice, six of them, but she swung her halberd and cut them in half; the severed elementals screamed and vanished. A shell of ice materialized around her body as the very air froze and encased her. At least one Metal among them was an ice mage, then.

      The ground began to shake, and cracks formed in the ice shell. Abruptly it shattered.

      Malem commanded Hastor to strike. The black arose and swatted a forepaw at her tiny form. But his paw struck that invisible shield. Hastor tried to pull away the limb, but it seemed physically glued to the unseen force.

      Ziatrice swung her halberd down and severed Hastor’s trapped limb. The dragon screamed, and retreated at a limp, the blood pouring from its wound in torrents. It flapped its wings halfheartedly, unable to summon the energy to fly. The poor creature was moaning terribly.

      Ziatrice, meanwhile, was laughing.

      Abigail leaped onto her next.

      No! Malem sent.

      She too became glued to the invisible shield that protected Ziatrice.

      He shoved past the oraks in front of him who had paused to watch the attack. That woke them from their hypnotic gawking, and they promptly attacked. He was forced to defend.

      Gwen! he sent. Help Abigail.

      He flooded Abigail with stamina, but she was unable to break free.

      From a nearby rooftop, arrows assailed the night elf, courtesy of Gwen. They launched in such rapid succession that they formed a dashed line visible to the eye. But they bounced away harmlessly from the invisible shield.

      Black dragons, whom the Metals had abandoned in order to attack Ziatrice, had been watching from the rooftops, but they joined the fray now, perhaps obeying some telepathic order from Ziatrice. They leaped onto the Metals that had been dragged into the street, and began grappling them once more.

      One of them struck at Gwen, forcing her to leap off the rooftop and into a side street, out of view.

      Abigail, meanwhile, remained glued.

      Ziatrice swung those chains of mist and wrapped them around Abigail’s head, pulling it close to the ground. The night elf then held the halberd to her bare neck, lining up the weapon for the killing blow. The blade was just wide enough at that particular spot to behead the silver dragon in a single strike.

      That halberd rose…

      “No!” he shouted as he fought the oraks.

      The cobblestone underneath Ziatrice shattered as green vines thrust upward from the soil underneath, traveling within the boundaries of her invisible shield. Those vines wrapped around the night elf and yanked her cleanly underneath the earth, blade and all.

      Abigail broke free—the invisible substance that had glued her no longer existed.

      Five more Metals swept past overhead. A figure dropped from one of the low-flying dragons and landed on a nearby rooftop. Malem recognized Xaxia in her corset and leggings.

      The newcomers landed and attacked the blacks that were assailing the other Metals.

      One of the dragons, a great gold, touched down behind Abigail in the cramped street. Fleshy lobes of wattle hung underneath its chin like a beard.

      “Daughter,” the gold boomed. “What have you done?”

      A black dragon leaped down from a nearby building and attacked the gold. Another took Abigail.

      Xaxia fought her way through the oraks to his side.

      “Hey, Breaker,” she said. “Miss me?”

      He parried an attack and caught the orak in the chest on the riposte. “More than you can ever know, Bandit. I thought your monster fighting days were behind you?”

      “I thought so, too.” She ducked an attack and her sword glowed as she split open her opponent’s belly. “But as you know, I’ve always been a sucker for the underdog. You’ll never guess who was waiting for me in the stables to help me pick out a steed: the dragon king himself! But then some flunky named Henry showed up and told him his precious daughter had flown the coop. The king asked me if I had ever ridden a dragon into battle before. I told him no. He responded with, do I want to?”

      He shoved an orak back with his shield and shattered the sword of another with Balethorn. “Wait, you rode the king?”

      “I couldn’t very well resist a ride from the dragon king, now could I?” she said.

      He slew the unarmed orak and deflected another incoming blow with his shield. “Why are there only five of you?”

      “Apparently he struck a deal with that council of his.” She kicked an orak in the nards and when it slumped over in pain she separated its head from its body. “If he fails, they can disavow any knowledge of his attack when Vorgon comes knocking. They can say he acted alone. Went rogue.”

      “But five isn’t enough!” he exclaimed.

      “It was the only way he would come,” she told him.

      As he fought, he detected another weak-minded orak nearby and broke it, crushing it completely for its stamina. As usual, he got only a disappointedly small boost.

      He checked on Hastor: he sensed that the black had collapsed in a nearby street. It was still bleeding out, but far less so—the dragon was already beginning to heal. Still, with its blood loss, the dragon was definitely out of the fight. No amount of stamina Malem could provide would return its lifeblood.

      He decided he was going to have to release the creature and Break another dragon closer at hand. He glanced beyond the oraks, toward Abigail and Agantas: the buildings around the Metals were crushed, forming a clearing of sorts in the street, so they had room to fight side by side. Four black dragons surrounded them. Two of the four were wrapped in green vines, and were biting at them, trying to break free, while their claws gripped the surrounding cobblestone, trying to prevent the vines from dragging them under the earth. The other two were swiping at Agantas and Abigail, but mostly keeping their distance, occasionally breathing acid or launching dark magic to irritate existing wounds in their scales.

      One of the two blacks was sorely injured and moved with a limp as it circled the pair in the rubble of that clearing. Malem decided that one would be his new dragon.

      But before he could do anything, the cobblestone next to Abigail and Agantas exploded.

      Ziatrice emerged in all her terrible glory. Black mist flowed around her body, sourced from her glowing purple eyes.

      The vines released the other two dragons and withered. Agantas, or whoever was controlling the plants, could probably create only so many at once, and was releasing them so he could concentrate on the night elf.

      Sure enough, more of the vines erupted from the ground immediately underneath Ziatrice, attempting to wrap around her once more, but this time the climbing plants sloughed away upon contact.

      “Ah, King Agantas,” Ziatrice said. “I thought I sensed your earth magic. No other Metal is as powerful as you in that discipline, after all. I’m pleased, very pleased, that you’ve come. Vorgon wants you to serve as one of his Black Swords, you see. And you will serve.”

      She launched those chains of mist from her free hand, wrapping them around both Abigail and Agantas, holding the beautiful dragons fast.

      A huge earth elemental thrust from the ground beside her, no doubt courtesy of Agantas. It slammed a thick hand down at the night elf, but struck that invisible shield once more.

      Ziatrice laughed, and swiped her halberd three times in rapid succession. Three diagonal slices appeared in the earth elemental’s body, and the big creature slid apart in three sections and collapsed.

      Malem was still fighting the press of oraks alongside Xaxia. “Cover me!”

      He stepped back a moment while she deflected the brunt of the attacks. He released Hastor and concentrated on the black dragon he had intended to Break. The injured creature was very weak, and Malem easily wrapped his will around its mind. However when he squeezed the dragon instantly fought him, its mind flailing about like a freshly caught pike. Meanwhile its external body froze entirely as its mind counteracted the threat; acid drooled from its open mouth, fountaining onto the street.

      And then, just like that, the dragon gave up. Malem allowed its will to expand into the mental slots of his own mind as he took control, and it filled him almost to capacity.

      His mental attack had further weakened the black, to the point the dragon could barely stand, so he was forced to grant the creature some of his own stamina, which itself had been reduced from the Breaking process.

      Then he sent it toward the night elf.

      The black came alongside Ziatrice as if to stand guard, but then it lurched forward, striking down with its open maw. It wrapped its teeth around her, but instead of gripping her body, it instead gripped the empty air of that force field.

      Ziatrice glanced up at the dragon’s mouth that was frozen to the invisible shield around her. “Another traitor!”

      She promptly swung her halberd about, cutting the head away from her in four quick, gruesome strikes.

      Malem instantly felt the blowback as his connection to the dragon severed, and he staggered.

      The headless body of the dragon backed away, its neck undulating like a loose water hose as the blood gushed forth, until finally it collapsed.

      The night elf turned toward Agantas. “Which one of your subjects is doing this? Ah, not that it matters. They will all be dead, very shortly. Will you serve me?”

      “Never,” the king said.

      Malem clambered to his feet. Xaxia seemed to be flagging beneath the onslaught of the oraks; her fickle blade, Biter, was no longer granting her energy from the fallen, then. But Gwen returned to the fray, launching a barrage of arrows from a nearby rooftop, striking those oraks that came in from the sides, and would have otherwise slain Xaxia.

      He wearily reached out, searching for any weak oraks nearby. Yes… there, a couple of beasts left for dead. He took them and expired them for their stamina, but he had crushed too many of them already and they gave him only a tiny boost.

      He tried Breaking the weaker black dragons next, but all of them were too strong for his current vitality levels. He couldn’t even distract them from their attacks against the remaining Metals.

      He returned his attention to the night elf.

      Keeping the translucent black chains wrapped around both the king and his daughter, Ziatrice had climbed onto Abigail’s back. She thrust her halberd into the base of Abigail’s neck at an angle, and the Metal dragon screamed.

      Ziatrice withdrew the blade and struck again at the same angle. Another scream. Blood erupted in spurts, marring her beautiful iridescent skin.

      The night elf continued to strike, and in that manner slowly peeled the scales back, away from her body, as if skinning an elk that had already been slaughtered.

      Except Abigail was still alive, and fully aware of every blow.
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      Malem sensed incredible agony through his link with the princess. And he felt helpless to help her, separated by a wall of oraks directly in front of him, and black dragons on either side, with his strength flagging.

      He decided he was going to try climbing one of the nearby rooftops, then make his way to the rubble of the street near Abigail and her father. He’d summon the energy to fight through any dragons blocking his path, and maybe drain one of them with Balethorn. After that, he’d take Ziatrice.

      Somehow.

      Great plan. Probably won’t survive it. But hey.

      Before he could move, three oraks sneaked past Xaxia’s attacks and Gwen’s arrows to rush him. He was forced to defend.

      He was vaguely aware as Abigail tried summoning a last fire elemental, but Ziatrice again hewed through it with ease using her halberd.

      “Stop! Stop! I will serve!” Agantas finally said. Tears streamed down the dragon king’s golden cheeks. “I submit to Vorgon’s will!”

      “No father!” Abigail said.

      But Ziatrice merely grinned and jumped down off of Abigail’s back. She kept her chains tightly wrapped around the pair as she approached Agantas.

      More vines erupted from the earth beneath her, but once again they withered upon contact.

      “What’s this?” the night elf said as she neared him. “Still you resist? You deceive me, then? Should I return to your daughter’s hide and continue opening her before your eyes?”

      “No.” He bowed his head. “I am yours.”

      She took a final step forward and laid her right hand, the hand that held the ghostly chains, onto the dragon king’s massive muzzle. “Yes, you are mine.” More chains wrapped around Agantas’ head.

      The buzzing in Malem’s mind peaked, and the sun seemed to shine less brightly in the sky, as if obscured behind a hidden cloud.

      He grinned widely.

      Summoning his strength, he grabbed one of the oraks and threw it into the swirling portal of pure blackness that had materialized behind him. The Darkness eagerly grabbed the orak with hands of nightmarish mist and swallowed it.

      Malem dove between the other two oraks and let the Darkness consume them, too, as it followed him. The bodies slowed it down, and he used the opportunity to dart to the side, step onto a collapsed wall, and vault onto a nearby rooftop.

      He Broke two more injured oraks behind him and threw them into the path of the Darkness before it could reach the rooftop.

      Malem leaped to the adjacent roof, and the next, passing by crouching orak archers that had exhausted their arrow supplies. They started when he passed, and seemed relieved when he left them alone, but the Darkness took them anyway when it passed a moment later.

      He reached the last intact rooftop and leaped down into the rubble the dueling dragons had left in their wake. He hastily picked his way across the bricks and other debris that once formed the fallen houses, and weaved between the grappling blacks and Metals. His mind vaguely noted that the Metals had killed off enough blacks so that their ranks were about equal in number now, but it had cost them: the metallic dragons moved wearily, injured and close to exhaustion.

      Both sides ignored Malem, this small human darting past. But they couldn’t ignore the swirling mass of pure evil that followed him, and both sides stopped fighting to watch the vortex pass them by.

      He dashed past the bound form of Agantas, taking care to ensure the Darkness rounded the dragon king’s prone body before he swerved inward slightly. His current path would take him several paces to the right of Ziatrice.

      The night elf spotted him and smirked. “A human? Humans are so short lived. So ephemeral.”

      She lifted her right hand, which held the smoke-like restraints, from the king’s head, and flicked it toward Malem. That caused another set of smaller chains to launch at him.

      Malem dove to the ground and rolled, moving more nimbly than any dragon ever could, and the chains missed.

      Ziatrice was about to hurl another set, but seemed astonished when, rather than bothering to engage, Malem simply continued right on past her. It was only when he was well past her that he veered inward once more, closer to Abigail, so that the pursuing Darkness lined up directly with Ziatrice, sparing the king in the process.

      Ziatrice still hadn’t notice that incoming maelstrom, as her amazed gaze was fixed firmly upon Malem. Then the confusion abruptly left the night elf’s face, replaced by raw determination. She pointed her halberd at him, no doubt preparing some malevolent strike of dark magic; it was then that she finally noticed the black shadow stretching over her body as the sun was eaten up by the vortex behind her.

      She turned around just as the Darkness smashed into her. It slowed to a complete stop, its tendrils wrapping around her arms and legs to yank her into its malevolent depths.

      But she resisted, using all of her dark power. Black streams flowed from her, causing the surrounding air to come alive, forming bonds of ether that countered the nightmarish pull, holding her fast and preventing the Darkness from taking her.

      The Darkness remained waylaid, no longer chasing him. Instead, it was concentrating all of its efforts on devouring her. For once, it had found something else it wanted more than him.

      Ghostly chains no longer held Abigail and Agantas: Ziatrice had released them in her struggle to survive.

      “Stay where you are!” he warned the dragons, knowing that movement could attract the Darkness.

      He carefully approached.

      Ziatrice remained spread-eagled before him. Her hands were empty: she had dropped the halberd. Dark veins crawled slowly up her arms and legs where the Darkness touched her. Her face was set in concentration, and sweat beaded her brow.

      Her eyes focused pleadingly on him.

      “Help me,” she whispered.

      His beast sense told him she was weak. Perhaps enough to Break.

      He could have simply let the Darkness take her, and perhaps he should have, but the temptation to control such a powerful pawn of Vorgon was too great. He had to at least try to conquer her.

      So he reached out and enclosed her will with his own. The tendrils of his mind didn’t evaporate upon contact this time, and he was able to fully wrap his will around hers. He squeezed.

      Her eyes widened.

      She fought him, and her mind writhed violently beneath his grasp.

      The turmoil he was stirring inside her head caused her concentration to ebb, and the dark magic holding her in place weakened. She slipped backward into the Darkness.

      He shot out a hand and gripped hers. The dark veins began to spread onto his own flesh.

      He ignored them. He was certain he could Break her, if he just concentrated…

      “Malem!” Abigail said. “What are you doing?”

      “Stay back!” He shouted. “You too, Agantas!”

      The king and his daughter retreated, giving him room.

      He squeezed her mind at the same time he yanked on her arm. Slowly he freed her from the Darkness. But he had less luck with her mind. She constantly evaded his grasp.

      The Darkness began to fade. Disappointed that it couldn’t take the night elf, it lunged instead for Malem, but had already overstayed its welcome in this realm and quickly began to fade. The dark tendrils that wrapped around him became translucent threads, and vanished entirely a moment later.

      He released Ziatrice and the two of them collapsed, panting, to raw dirt that had been stripped of its cobblestones. He kept his will wrapped around hers, not letting up his mental attack. He was vaguely aware of the dark veins evanescing from his hand, leaving behind only the bloody runnels they had carved into his flesh. The Darkness left similar wounds in Ziatrice.

      The night elf suddenly scooped up her halberd and swiped at him. He rolled to the side and with effort climbed to his feet. She sliced her weapon at him again, and he dodged, striking her with a riposte. The blade nicked her upper armor, cutting a small gash in her bicep.

      Balethorn hummed hungrily, but the strike gave him no vitality.

      Figures.

      But at least he had confirmed that she was too weak to use that magical shield of hers. He attempted to tighten his grip around her mind, but once more she evaded him. Not that weak, then.

      Maybe I should have let the Darkness have her.

      He heard a roar to his right and realized Abigail and Agantas were protecting him from the black dragons and oraks that were now closing to attack him; the creatures had been mentally summoned by Ziatrice, no doubt. Other Metals came, too, some airborne, forming a protective half-dome around him as they defended against the incoming attackers.

      Malem took a hit then, a slice to the chest, and he staggered. It was glancing blow, thankfully. But it had come too close. His strength was flagging.

      He reached out with a portion of his will, searching for weak minds to crush, finding none, mostly because he was in no condition to conquer any minds, not with most of his will consumed with restraining Ziatrice. He’d have to release her entirely if he wanted to find another, and yet he feared if he did that, she’d bounce back to her full strength.

      And so, he kept his mind around hers and fought on, growing wearier with each passing moment. She fared little better herself, but that meant little in the scheme of things if he couldn’t best her.

      He realized he’d made a mistake.

      He wasn’t going to win this.

      A shadow blotted out the sun as a black dragon came at him from above, escaping the protective half-dome provided by the Metals.

      It flapped its wings rapidly, switching its descent to a hover, and darted its head toward him. It didn’t dare spray acid and risk harming the night elf who fought so near to him.

      “Thank you,” he told Ziatrice as he sidestepped. He sliced out with his magic blade at the same time, and the sword hewed deep into the dragon’s face, underneath the eye. Enough for Balethorn to drink its fill.

      Vitality flowed through Malem’s veins as he removed the blade.

      An airborne platinum smashed into the black dragon from the side, shoving it away, but in truth the dragon was probably already close to death from that lethal blow.

      Full of energy, he readily blocked another strike from Ziatrice and then spun around to plunge Balethorn into her belly, penetrating straight through her magic armor.

      He let go of the weapon, leaving it embedded, and stepped back as the night elf fell to her knees.

      He felt pain emanating from her mind then, along with disbelief, and regret.

      He tightened his will around Ziatrice once more. This time she didn’t fight him. Instead, she surrendered.

      As he began to seize control, he realized there was someone—something—else already inside her mind. He pushed the sinister presence away, and was surprised when it readily yielded. He figured it was because his will was stronger.

      As he embedded the tendrils of his mind firmly inside her, the presence returned—it had only temporarily retreated. Apparently its capitulation was a trick, because it wrapped its own will around the mind of Ziatrice now, trapping Malem’s inside with hers.

      He was the one who was thrashing about and struggling to break free now. But it was no use. The sinister presence had him and Ziatrice firmly bound.

      He heard distant laughter as reality winked out.
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      Surrounded by black dunes, Malem stood in a desert. It was twilight, judging from the light levels, but the clear sky was starless above.

      Motion drew his gaze to the right, where a demonic creature towered before him. The body resided in shadow, though blue flames surrounded it, silhouetting a powerful torso with thick arms. It stood on two legs that seemed to bend backward at the knee like a horse. It also had a pair of horns at its head, partially folded wings on its back, and a tail swishing back and forth above the sand—all of them outlined by that malevolent flame.

      “Tool of Banvil, I will destroy you!” a terrible voice roared.

      It swung a fiery battle-ax toward him.

      Malem tried to run, but his feet were locked in place. So instead he ducked and instinctively held his arms before him, trying to shield his body from the coming doom.

      A translucent black sphere materialized around Malem as the ax struck, and the blade glanced aside harmlessly, striking the sand. The sphere promptly vanished.

      “What?”

      The demon struck down again, and once more the sphere arose to deflect the blade.

      The creature cackled maniacally. It was the same laugh he had heard in the distance before leaving the real world behind for this place.

      “He protects you now, as suits his whim,” the creature said. “But that protection will not last forever. The time will come when he cannot protect you. When you lay before me, broken and dying, I will banish his tendrils from your mind and make you my general. You will replace the Black Sword you have stolen from me.”

      “Vorgon,” Malem said in awe, recognizing his foe for the first time.

      “Yes, doomed mortal,” Vorgon said. “We will meet again. And when we do, I will take what is owed.”

      The shadows that composed Vorgon swirled inward and he vanished.

      Just like that Malem was standing on the ruined city street once more, with Ziatrice kneeling hunched over on the ground before him, and Balethorn skewering her.

      The sinister presence was gone. His mind was entirely intertwined with hers. He had won.

      He staggered, and collapsed. Breaking her had utterly exhausted him.

      He realized something. She didn’t seem to use any slots in his mind. In fact, it felt like his mental capacity had expanded further.

      The weakness began to fade away, replaced by growing vitality. He looked at Ziatrice in shock: he thought she was merely a night elf. A monster that he could Break. But she must have been only a half elf, with the other half being human, because the bond he felt between them was the same type as that he had formed between himself and Abigail, or Gwen. Thick and substantial. And permanent. Not requiring slots. Instead, it gave him slots.

      And yet he felt that added strength slowly slipping away as her stamina ebbed, and she inched closer to death.

      He frantically gave stamina to Ziatrice, draining both Gwen and Abigail.

      We need a healer! he sent to the both of them.

      He heard a shout of victory. Glancing to his right, he realized the defending Metals there were currently occupied by two black dragons, which they grappled, allowing the oraks to penetrate the defensive ring and rush Malem with their swords.

      Ziatrice. I want your troops to stand down.

      But she was too far gone to comply.

      So instead he reached out and instantly broke several oraks in the vanguard, converting them to his side. There were still a few he couldn’t squeeze his will around completely, but far more of them were now weaker-minded in his eyes.

      He conquered ten in total before he reached his mental capacity, meaning he now had twenty slots. He ordered his new oraks to form an inner defensive ring around him, and they slew the others that poured through to attack.

      He felt faint from the exertion, and nearly keeled over. He was already on his knees, so he held an arm to the ground to hold himself up. He crushed two of the oraks that he had taken with his will, and took their stamina—like before, they hardly restored him, as he had drained too many in this manner already.

      Abigail had been drawn away by a black dragon, but she landed near him and cleared away the remaining oraks, along with a good portion of his own.

      Careful! he sent. The oraks surrounding me are mine.

      “Bit late to tell me that now,” she commented. “You need a healer?” Her neck didn’t appear as ghastly as before—the scales at the base no longer jutted up where Ziatrice had peeled them, and instead seemed to have been restored.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Father, the healer!” she called. She breathed fire at a nearby black that was assaulting another Metal, and caused the dragon’s wounds to smoke.

      An unfamiliar dragon landed beside Abigail atop the ruin of a house.

      “I’m Drax, the healer,” the dragon said in a deep male voice.

      Ah.

      He thought they would have to fly back to Mount Ademan, but they already had a healer in their midst. So that explained how the Metals were able to fight for so long, given how outnumbered they were. That was also why the base of Abigail’s neck seemed mended.

      “Heal her,” Malem said, pointing at Ziatrice.

      “What?” Abigail said. “Why?” She breathed fire on more of the incoming oraks.

      “I’ve taken the will of the Black Sword!” he told Abigail. “Heal her, and her army is ours!”

      Abigail hesitated, then nodded at Drax, indicating the dragon could approach.

      Xaxia and Gwen rushed through the defensive ring to join him.

      “Watch out, those are his oraks,” Abigail commented. “He gets pissed if you touch them.”

      “We figured that out,” Gwen said. She fired into the crowd with Wasp, while Xaxia slew with Biter.

      Drax came forward, and lifted a foreleg toward Ziatrice. The Metal dragon used two talons to grip the hilt of Balethorn, and slid the weapon out, causing a stream of blood to emerge with it.

      Ziatrice let out a moan, and collapsed entirely. Her breathing came in ragged, weak bursts.

      Drax dropped the weapon as if stung. “Terrible thing.”

      Malem scooped up the blade and it hummed in his arms. It wanted him to slay Drax. He ignored it.

      The healer brought his large head forward and examined Ziatrice.

      “A fierce wound,” the healer said. “I can fix her, but it will drain the last of my power.”

      “Do it,” Malem said.

      Drax glanced at Abigail for confirmation, and she nodded before returning her attention to the incoming oraks.

      Blue mist emerged from the eyes of the healer. That mist congregated around the belly wound Malem had caused, and the raw red tissue seemed to fold up. It was still covered in blood, but healed, as far as he could tell.

      The bloody runnels in her arms and legs caused by the Darkness also mended, and her breathing became less ragged, stabilizing.

      The blue mists dissipated.

      “It’s done,” Drax said, withdrawing his head wearily. His eyelids were half closed. “She will need to rest.”

      “Thank you,” Malem said.

      The dragon nodded slowly and retreated to rest nearby, staying within the defensive half dome.

      Malem poured stamina into Ziatrice, taking liberally from Gwen and Abigail.

      “Hey!” Gwen said. “Shit. I’m trying to fight here.” She drew and fired her arrows more slowly.

      The night elf opened her eyes and sat up.

      “Ziatrice,” he said. “Order your army to cease its attack. They are to offer no resistance to the Metals.”

      Instantly the attacking oraks froze in place and lowered their weapons. The black dragons ceased their struggles on the ground, and any airborne dragons landed.

      The Metals continued to attack until they realized their opponents weren’t fighting back. Across the street, dragons and oraks simply stood in place, fodder waiting to be slaughtered. At that point the Metals began to glance at their king in confusion, looking for some kind of confirmation that they should continue this slaughter.

      “The army is ours now,” Abigail announced in her booming voice. “Cease killing.”

      The Metals backed down, but they kept a suspicious eye on the black dragons, and oraks. Those that were overhead landed on houses nearby, using the roofs as perches. The roof beneath a bronze dragon gave way, and the Metal crushed the house and was forced to find a different perch.

      Malem sheathed his blade, because the urgings from Balethorn were becoming hard to fight with all these dragons around.

      You should give in to the urgings of your sword, Ziatrice said in his mind. Kill all of the Metals.

      Would he have to fight her, too, now, and not just the sword?

      We can take this city, you and I, the night elf continued. With my army, and your mental powers, we can be unstoppable.

      Be silent, Woman, he ordered.

      But Ziatrice ignored him and sent: We can rule this world as king and queen. With our combined powers, we can destroy Vorgon and take his place, then conquer all those who refuse to kneel before us.

      Malem would have been lying to himself if he didn’t admit he wasn’t tempted. I warn you…

      He tightened his grip around her mind and drained some of her stamina.

      Ziatrice swayed slightly, but smirked as she sent: We’ll discuss this another time. Don’t you worry.

      You won’t bring it up again.

      Her smug smile only deepened. We’ll see.

      Xaxia stood next to him, and gazed at something past the defensive ring. “They’re not worth the help we gave.”

      He followed her gaze to the main keep. As far as he could tell, the defenders of Fallow Gate had remained within its walls the entire time, offering no help. None at all.

      “I agree,” he said. “I tried to warn Abigail.”

      “She’s just a naive princess,” the bandit said. “Doesn’t know any better.”

      “I heard that,” Abigail said, the silver dragon swiveling her neck so that her head was right behind her. “I’m naive now, am I?”

      “Damn, I’m never going to get used to her in this form,” Xaxia commented. She glanced at the dragon. “The fighting’s over. Why don’t you become human now?”

      “You just want to see me naked,” Abigail said.

      The bandit laughed. “Maybe I do. And back to your original comment, when it comes to humanity, you’re naive, yes.”

      “Maybe I am.” Abigail agreed. “But that’s better than hating them all, like some of my kind do. Or used to.” She glanced at the night elf, who remained seated on the ruined cobble before Malem. “She has the same link to you as Gwen and—” It looked like she had been about to say “I” but caught herself just in time. She didn’t want all the other eavesdropping Metals to know that Malem had Broken her. Especially not her father.

      “The night elf does,” he told her.

      Abigail nodded.

      I can partially sense her presence through you, she sent over their telepathic link.

      Yes, that would be one of the signs of a similar link to yourself and Gwen, he agreed.

      Can she hear our mental talk?

      No, he sent. Only if I want her to.

      Abigail cocked her head slightly, as if in thought. "She touched the Dark realm, as you did long ago. I wonder if that has given her any new abilities, like it did for you..."

      He studied the former Black Sword uncertainly. “Maybe it has, it’s too early to tell.”

      Ziatrice spoke up. “I don’t think so. I feel no different.”

      He nodded. “That could have something to do with the fact you had a different Balor—Vorgon—wrapped around your mind when you were halfway between worlds, and so Banvil couldn’t curse you as he did me.”

      “But you can already Break monsters, like Malem?” Abigail said, pressing Ziatrice.

      “No,” Ziatrice said. “At least not anymore. That gift from Vorgon is fast fading.”

      The night elf was acting all submissive now, unlike how she had just behaved in his mind. Hopefully it wasn’t just for show. He felt no deceit from her energy bundle…

      “Then what of this army?” Abigail pressed. “You can communicate with them telepathically, obviously. You Broke them all, and now you’re losing them?”

      “I only Broke a few,” she said. “And those members are already dead. All of the remainder swore allegiance to me after Vorgon conquered my mind. The telepathy I have with them is a link wrought of my dark magic. A ritual that involved each of them imbibing a small sample of blood.”

      “They drank your blood?” Gwen said. “Eww.”

      “You, too, should partake,” Ziatrice said. “It would do wonders for your complexion.”

      “No thanks,” Gwen said. “I’m happy being green, thank you very much. Blue isn’t really my thing.”

      The blue-skinned night elf merely shrugged.

      “You’ll have to explain to me how this Breaker conquered the mind of the Black Sword sometime,” King Agantas said, coming to Abigail’s side. He turned his attention on Ziatrice. “But in the meantime, I’m wondering where you got these units? I assume Vorgon gave them to you? An elf queen would ordinarily command vastly different troops…”

      “An elf queen,” Ziatrice said, her gaze becoming distant. “It seems like so long ago that the crown rested on my head. Three lifetimes ago. And yet it was only three years.” She shook her head and focused on the king. “I had an army of elven warriors and mages when Vorgon first attacked me. After I became a Black Sword, my army joined with his, fighting at the side of his dark host against the Alliance. I left that army under his command at the front lines when he tasked me with besieging Fallow Gate and intercepting King Goldenthall’s messenger. He gave me a smaller host of dragons and oraks—his preferred troops.” She paused, and tilted her head. “You know, it kind of feels like Vorgon is still there, in my mind...”

      “Impossible,” Malem said. “I witnessed his withdrawal with my own eyes. What you’re feeling is me.”

      The night elf arched an eyebrow. “How can you be sure it’s truly you and not the Balor that touched you? And you’re merely acting as his conduit... because as I said, the feel of you around my mind is very similar to the touch of Vorgon.”

      He opened his mouth to answer, but then paused. He didn't really know. He and Banvil were intricately linked, he knew that much. Someday, he hoped to sever that link.

      But not today.

      “A Balor touched you?” Agantas said.

      “I’ll tell you all about it later, like you said,” Abigail told her father.

      The king chuckled. “What strange allies this war brings.”

      Xaxia stepped forward. “So you say you’re losing Vorgon’s gifts?”

      Ziatrice nodded. “My powers have diminished, and I no longer have the endless supply of vitality Vorgon granted me. I am... lesser.”

      Xaxia glanced at Malem. “I think that’s her way of saying you’re weak.”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me,” he agreed.

      Gwen leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Will she sense us in her head when we, you know...”

      “When we what?” he asked.

      “Do the, you know... the—” Her voice dropped to something inaudible. She mouthed what looked like the words “wizz dang.”

      “The what?” he asked.

      “The wild thing,” Gwen hissed, cringing because she thought she said it a bit too loud.

      The king raised a dragonly eyebrow in feigned outrage.

      Malem smiled widely. “Probably. But that’s not necessarily a bad thing.”

      He glanced at Ziatrice, who pretended to be oblivious to the exchange, however from the amusement he detected from her energy bundle he knew she was anything but.

      I thought you could only Break us by having sex? Gwen transmitted over their psychic link.

      Yes, he told her. That and beating you to a pulp... you did notice I stabbed her, right?

      Oh. I’ll take sex over a stabbing any day, thank you.

      So will I, he sent.

      He sensed Hastor nearby and rebound the black, using up half his slots. The dragon was still recovering, so he lent Hastor some of his stamina.

      “Well, it’s time to return,” Agantas said. “Jayden, your group is responsible for transporting the bodies of the Metals who died here this day.”

      Jayden bowed his head. “Yes father. And I just wanted you to know, the whole thing was my idea. Abigail had nothing to do with this. So when we return, any punishment you dole out should be mine, and mine alone.”

      The king chortled loudly. The ground shook, and a nearby building collapsed, so intense was that laugh. “My dear prince, of course Abigail was responsible. She’s always the one behind your bad ideas. I do appreciate the show of loyalty and devotion to your sister, though. It warms my heart.”

      Jayden inclined his head once again, seeming embarrassed.

      “All of those who were part of Abigail’s little scheme will receive punishment,” the king said. “Don’t you worry. I’ll think of something suitable when we return. Perhaps... perhaps I will deny you from traveling to the front lines.”

      “Traveling to the front lines?” Abigail said, sounding puzzled and excited at the same time.

      “That’s right,” the king said. “I’ve decided to join the war on the side of the Alliance.”

      “Tobias returned early?” she asked hopefully.

      “No,” Agantas said. “He hasn’t returned. Your attack forced my hand, Daughter. Vorgon will never forgive us for the loss of his Black Sword. Even if I never returned, and my people completely disavowed any association with me, when Vorgon came this way, he would still attack our stronghold in the mountains with his host to enact vengeance.”

      “I— I had to help… ” Abigail said.

      “Yes, and you may have doomed Khaledonius in the process,” the king said. “But enough of that. What’s done is done. We fly!”
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      Malem stood on the walkway of the western parapet with Xaxia, Gwen, and Ziatrice. The dragon king’s keep towered behind them, while the sparkling city of Khaledonius sprawled before them.

      Below, on the shoulders of Mount Ademan, the night elf’s army camped out, four hundred oraks strong, with a sprinkling of mages, and five surviving black dragons. Hastor was among them.

      Bounder and Felipe were safe inside the stables. Malem had visited them upon returning, and was pleased that they were well fed, and seemed happy. Which was probably for the best, since they were probably going to board here long term, now. Though he hadn’t yet informed the Metals of his plans.

      Abigail approached in human form with her brother. She was dressed in that familiar red dress with the gold trim at the bodice.

      “You must have a whole closet full of the same dresses,” Gwen commented.

      “Actually, I do,” Abigail told her. “It spares me the decision of picking out an outfit in the morning. An unnecessary waste of mental energy.”

      “What news?” Malem asked the princess and her brother.

      Jayden answered: “My father has officially issued his war proclamation. The collars of the most able fighters are being opened as we speak, using the temporary key. When that’s done, we’ll fly to Mulhadden to unlock our collars permanently, and then we’ll join the Alliance at the front lines, to the west of the Midweald. When we arrive, our vast numbers will blot out the sky, striking fear into the servants of Vorgon.”

      Abigail giggled. “Oh Jade, you always did have a flair for the dramatic.”

      “It’s not dramatic, I only speak the truth,” he said. “We haven’t flown forth in such vast numbers in years.”

      Abigail became serious. “That is true.” She paused. “It won’t be easy.”

      “Flying there, or fighting?” Xaxia asked.

      “Both,” Abigail said.

      “And you, Breaker,” the prince said. “What will you do?”

      Abigail looked down at the question. He could feel the sadness emanating from her energy bundle. She was certain he was going to announce his departure again.

      He couldn’t let that sadness eat her away like that. He didn’t have the heart.

      Besides, Vorgon had personally threatened him. He would hunt Malem down, no matter where he fled, and he’d have to fight the Balor sooner or later.

      And so he chose sooner, rather than later.

      He’d been running his entire life.

      It was time to stop.

      It helped that he felt more powerful, more confident now, than ever before. If he ever confronted Vorgon, he thought he could at least challenge the Balor. Malem probably wouldn’t win, but he’d last a few rounds. And that would be good enough.

      Maybe he could Break a few more half monsters along the way and even the odds.

      Malem smiled grimly. “I will go to the front lines as well. I will fight.”

      Abigail’s energy bundle glowed with sheer joy in his mind, and she couldn’t help wrapping a possessive hand around his right elbow. The touch wasn’t lost on the prince, judging from his disapproving expression.

      It is not a happy thing we do, he sent her.

      No, she agreed. But at least we’re fighting together. For the world. That’s all that matters.

      He didn’t answer. He had his own reasons for going. Saving the world wasn’t one of them.

      “I thought you weren’t ready to commit to a long drawn out war?” Gwen said.

      “He is, now that he’s discovered he can use the Darkness that follows him as a weapon,” Xaxia commented. “At least, that’s my guess. Like you, I know little of what lies in his heart.”

      “What was that anyway?” Jayden said. “That dark power you summoned in the streets of Fallow Gate? Was it the Balor my sister told me about? The Balor that hunts you?”

      “Two Balors hunt me now,” Malem said. “But that would be one of them, yes.”

      Jayden tapped one lip. “Strange, that this Balor would give you these powers and yet ever strive to destroy you.”

      Malem chuckled. “I don’t think it gave me this power intentionally.”

      “I’m in of course,” Gwen said. “There will be oraks to kill at the front lines. A legion of them.” She wrapped her hand around Malem’s other elbow. When the prince saw both of the women hanging onto him like that, the half dragon frowned.

      “Father won’t be pleased when he learns you’ve bound yourself to this one,” the prince said.

      “Then don’t tell him.”

      “I don’t intend to,” Jayden told her. “But if you’re not discreet, he will find out. The walls have ears. And eyes.” He turned toward Malem. “I’ll see you on the front lines, then, Breaker. Good journey.”

      “And you as well,” Malem replied.

      He slumped slightly when the prince was gone. “So now the real fight begins.”

      Not only did he face two Balors now, but two Darkness’s. The external, obvious Darkness, but also the blackness Banvil had awakened in his own heart. Namely: the thirst for power that binding these three women had roused in him. He wanted more, and he wasn’t sure he’d ever be satisfied. It didn’t help that Ziatrice was probably going to keep whispering temptations into his mind, enticing him to seize more power wherever he could take it. And then there was his sword. Ever tempting him to slay the half dragon he loved. Yes, it was going to be a difficult fight.

      “You’re coming, too, Elf Witch?” Gwen asked.

      Ziatrice shrugged. “Of course.” She gave Malem a sly look. “The Breaker and I have plans together.”

      “Oh, really?” Abigail asked. “What sort of plans?”

      The night elf smiled cryptically. “That’s between the Breaker and myself. But I must admit, it’s going to be amusing to watch the expressions of my fellow Black Swords when they see me fighting alongside the Alliance. And even more entertaining to watch the shock in their eyes as Wither and I hew them down.”

      “It’s going to be a lot of fun,” Malem agreed, unable to keep the sarcasm from his voice.

      “Wither?” Gwen asked.

      “That would be her halberd,” he replied.

      Abigail shook her head. “You all have weapons with names. I feel the odd one out.”

      “You have a whole armory of magic weapons at your disposal,” Gwen said. “Why not grab one?”

      “Because I’ll lose it the moment I transform,” Abigail replied.

      “I got news for you, half dragon,” Xaxia said. “You’re always going to be the odd one out. Becoming a towering reptile that can breathe fire? Uh, yeah, that’s a bit odd.” She glanced at Gwen and Ziatrice. “Though not much odder than you two.” She narrowed her eyes at the night elf. “I’m still not sure we can trust this one.”

      “I don’t trust you either,” Ziatrice said with a sugary smile. She glanced at Malem. “Can I eat her heart?”

      “See!” Xaxia said.

      “She’s just kidding,” he reassured the bandit. “I think.”

      Ziatrice merely smiled at Xaxia, baring teeth that were filed into sharp points.

      “What about you?” Gwen asked the bandit. “You coming?”

      Xaxia pursed her lips. “Oh, hell. I have nothing else to do. So why not? I’m in. The armies of Vorgon have collected a lot of loot I bet. I plan to help them part with it all. Besides, if nothing else, tormenting the elf bitch will be worth the price of admission. Who knows, maybe I’ll get to watch her eat one of your organs.”

      “It was your heart she wanted to eat…” Gwen reminded her.

      Xaxia smiled. “Well I wish her luck with that. If she tries something, she and Biter will be having a private conversation. I have a hell of a time keeping the blade away from her as it is. Usually it thirsts for oraks, but whenever I draw Biter in her presence, the damn thing becomes downright voracious.”

      Malem looked between the four women, and then nodded to himself. “All right. It’s settled then. We’re going to war.”
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