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Chapter 1
A suffocating pall of ash and despair blanketed Serenity, coating every spire and cobblestone in a film of gray. Juna had been ripped from them by the gods’ merciless hands, while their beloved Goddess Desaray lay motionless in her chambers, her celestial skin marred by wounds that refused to close. Whispers of her possible death slithered through the streets. Each sunrise brought grim-faced soldiers dragging more corpses from the battlefield’s mud, fathers, mothers, daughters, sons, sisters, brothers, their names etched onto the scrolls that unfurled longer with each passing hour.
In the marketplace, where laughter once echoed, hollow-eyed children clutched their mothers’ skirts, and merchants haggled without heart. From the highest watchtower to the lowest hovel, a quiet shadow of grief had settled into the very bones of the kingdom, visible in slumped shoulders and downcast gazes.
Still, the people of Serenity didn’t stop, even with a sense of emptiness in their hearts. Farmers tended to their crops, blacksmiths wielded their hammers, and the hunters headed out into the forest to hunt. Despite their pain and grief, they pushed through in hopes of becoming stronger, to one day stand tall and fight back against the gods who had caused their suffering and avenge their Goddess and her Apostle, Juna, who had been taken and controlled. Strength… That was what everyone in Serenity wanted more than anything.
Inside the frozen palace, tucked away in a central room that was heavily guarded, Becky's face was tense, though her eyes still held firm determination.
“Auntie Becky, how is she doing?”
“She’s healing, but slowly. Lily, I’m sorry, but it will take some time. But even if the wound is healed, I have no idea how long it will take for her to wake up.” Becky forced a smile as she turned to look at Lily. The young fox girl hadn’t shed a single tear in public. Holding the same determination as everyone else as she dealt with the aftermath of the war as the current stand-in ruler. It was only natural that Desaray’s daughter would take up the role of ruler. She had already been the one reviewing policies and requests of the kingdom while her mother handled the diplomacy.
Becky had heard from Nina that Lily still cried when she was alone. It broke everyone’s heart knowing such a young girl was forcing herself to stay strong for the people. As a princess, it was her duty to carry on and face each challenge as it came, but now… she also had to bear the weight of her mother’s role.
Everyone tried to help in one way or another. Lily never turned anyone away and was quick to listen. She would ask questions when needed and was learning everything she could from the other apostles. In just three days, she had already taken hold of her mother’s duties and was doing her best to keep the kingdom running smoothly.
“I understand. Once she is stable, take a rest. You haven’t slept since the war began.” Lily spoke softly, but the concern in her eyes was unmistakable. Becky looked exhausted, her posture tight, dark circles forming just beneath her eyes. She was the most powerful healer in Serenity, and without her constant effort Desaray’s wounds wouldn’t have closed even this much. Lily worried that Becky might collapse if she kept pushing herself.
“I will,” Becky replied with a small nod. Her voice was steady, but the tremor in her hands betrayed her fatigue. She had drunk so many mana potions in the past few days that the chemical-sweet taste made her stomach churn.
“I’ll be back later. I still have paperwork.” Lily leaned forward and gently kissed her mother’s cheek, her fingers brushing through the cool strands of icy blue hair. Lily’s gaze shifted toward the tiny fairy curled against Desaray’s neck, her wings barely moving in her sleep.
A flicker of emotion tightened Lily’s throat. Tears stung at the edges of her eyes, but she forced them back, turning quickly before her composure slipped. Her small footsteps echoed lightly against the frozen floor as she left the room.
Behind her, Becky watched the young girl’s retreating back until the door clicked shut. Only then did she turn back to the wound, her expression tightening. “Desa, you need to heal quickly and wake up, or else your daughter might collapse.”
Outside the palace, snow continued to fall across the cities and towns of Serenity. The flakes drifted gently downward, piling up inch by inch. Since the end of the war, not a single moment had passed without snowfall. Yet strangely, the snow avoided the areas where the people lived and worked. The farms were clear, crops were still growing unhindered, while just a few feet beyond, the snowdrifts rose steadily, untouched and thick.
Around the world, others were not so fortunate. Villages and cities struggled beneath heavy snowfall. Roads had to be cleared every few hours, and fields needed constant attention to keep food from being buried under the accumulating snow. It was an endless struggle that wore heavily on the people. Some blamed the gods, others feared what would come next. Even though the gods and angels who had caused so much destruction were gone, an uneasy quiet pressed down on the world, and a shared uncertainty lingered in the hearts of its people.
But in one nation, the air was far heavier than snowfall. Princess Tilly sat rigidly upon her throne, jaw clenched as nobles bickered below her. Their voices echoed off the stone walls, filled with accusation and fear. All of this, her frustration, the nobles’ panic, stemmed from a single source: the infuriating blue-skinned dragon girl who had stolen her Empire’s weapons and sent that strange creature through their portal.
“Enough!” Princess Tilly rose to her feet, her voice cracking through the chamber like a whip. “From this moment on, the next person to speak will have their tongues torn from their mouths. You want us to go to war, then fine.”
Her firm gaze swept across the room of nobles, each one dressed in silk and jewels, their bodies softened by years of comfort. Their swollen waistlines revealed just how much wealth they had hoarded while others bled for their Empire. “Each of you will send your heirs to the front lines. Since you are so eager to push for action and demand that we take down the Holy Kingdom, then your heirs will step up and contribute to the Empire.”
“Princess Tilly, how can you even sugges—” The noble’s protest barely left his lips before Tilly flicked her hand. A nearby soldier surged forward, seizing the man by the jaw. A single wet, sickening rip cut through the air as the noble’s tongue hit the floor. The throne room erupted in screams and frantic shuffling, robes and jewels clattering as fear overtook them.
Princess Tilly sat above them, expression unmoving, her eyes like cold steel. “Did you think my words were empty threats? Now do as I say. Each of you will send your heirs to the military camp. Commander Bae will be in charge.”
♦♦♦
A few days passed, and at last Lily received news worth celebrating. Lilith burst through her office doors without knocking, breath quick and eyes alight. “Princess! Good news! Desa’s wound finally closed!”
“Really!?” Lily shot up from her seat, papers scattering across the desk. She had been drowning in paperwork—requests about leveling, dungeon dives, and petitions from citizens eager to grow stronger now that the gods had been pushed back. Serenity needed strengthening, needed resources, needed potions, needed manpower. They had burned through their entire stockpile during the war.
But for the moment, Lily pushed all of that aside.
She sprinted out of the office, her footsteps echoing through the ice-lined halls as Lilith hurried after her. The cool air moved around her as she ran, but she didn’t slow until she reached her mother’s room. Quietly, she stepped inside.
Off to the side, Becky lay curled up on a couch, fast asleep, exhaustion clear in the soft rise and fall of her chest. Lily’s lips curved into a small, grateful smile before her attention drifted to the bed.
Desaray lay motionless, her breathing soft and steady. Lily approached slowly, her gaze locking onto the wound that had haunted her for weeks. The gash that had once torn through her mother’s abdomen was now sealed, replaced by a smooth, pale scar that contrasted against Desaray’s flawless blue skin.
With a trembling hand, Lily traced the edge of the scar. Her fingertips slid over the smooth, cool skin as she took in the sight. Relief hit her so hard her breath caught. She swallowed, steadied herself, and let her hand fall.
“Lilith, gather all the leaders. I will be holding a joint meeting. Since Mother will live, and we only need to wait for her to wake up, it’s time for us to move.”
“As you wish, Princess. I would also like to make a request during the meeting if that is okay?” Lilith said. She knew she wasn’t needed here right now, but she also knew she needed strength if she wished to help. That was why she was asking to make a request.
“Of course. The other gods can also make requests if they wish.”
“Then I will be off. Thank you.”
After Lilith left, Lily walked over to Becky and placed a blanket over her. She made sure to give both her mother and Becky a soft kiss on the cheek before slipping out of the room. As the door closed behind her, she began walking down the hall, her steps steady, her eyes carrying a new sense of resolve.
It took thirty minutes to gather everyone together. Lily sat at the head of the long rectangular table, waiting as everyone took their seats. Only when the room settled and all eyes were on her did she begin. “I called you all here because of one thing. One year.”
She paused and motioned to Lilith, who stood and revealed a board filled with the points Lily had prepared. The faint blue glow of the ice-lit room reflected off its surface.
“We have one year to grow stronger,” Lily continued. “But because of the war, our resources have been hit hard. On top of that, we lack the technology, outside of our weapons, to invade the upper realm. If we went at them with everything we have now, it would be an instant loss. I will not let those who sacrificed their lives die in vain.
“This means we only have one option. We need to scour the land and find new technology we can use to fight the gods. We also need the resources required to make a long war campaign possible. Alongside that, everyone needs to continue leveling, and our research and development teams must work nonstop to ensure our people’s basic needs are met.
“We lack a lot. We lack too much. It’s hard to imagine how we will be ready in time.”






Chapter 2
“Princess, all of us here will work hard to exceed your requests. No matter what it is, we will make it happen. Even if I need to turn this world upside down in the process to do it.” Oinktera’s words carried a faint chill. A low rumble of thunder rolled somewhere outside the palace walls, the sound distant but heavy, as if the world itself reacted to his vow. He meant every word. Even if it meant tearing through the other kingdoms and tribes, he would take whatever was needed for Serenity to survive and to bring back his beloved.
“Uncle Oinky, I feel the same way,” Lily said softly. Her tail flicked once behind her, not out of fear but conviction, as she met his gaze without wavering. “But we must first try diplomacy as much as possible before we take what we need. Mother would scold us if we didn’t at least ask.”
“Yes, of course,” Oinktera replied, though a smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth. He was fine with asking, but he fully intended to make sure the answer was yes.
“Princess,” Lilith finally found a lull in the meeting to speak. The room shifted, armor plates rustling as heads turned toward her. “I know this may not be the best timing, but I would like to take the other gods with me to the underworld. Not only can we grow stronger there, but I believe we can recruit many more powerful beings to our side to help with the invasion in a year’s time.”
“That’s fine,” Lily said after a short pause. Her gaze moved across the room, settling back on Lilith. “I don’t think we will be needing the power of the gods to deal with other kingdoms, and our people will need battle experience anyway. I hate to admit it, but I’m sure we will be going to war this year to get what we need. If we want to protect this world, we can’t afford to hold back.” Lily didn’t want to cause harm to others, but as the current ruler of Serenity and someone who had to prepare to protect the planet itself, she would not be able to take no for an answer.
“Lilith, I also want you to take Cinder and Yi Ling with you. They both need a better environment to grow. A dungeon won’t help them.” Lily felt that going somewhere far above their level would be more beneficial for two beings made of fire. She also knew they would be safe with Lilith and the other gods.
“I will ensure their safety.” Khione stood up and bowed. The faint scrape of her chair echoed softly through the hall.
“Thank you.” Lily smiled before turning toward Regal. “Regal, I am sorry, but you and your crew will be working overtime. If you need anything, make sure to request it.”
“I will, Little Lass.” Regal gave a slight bow from his seat, the table’s surface reflecting the pale glow of the ice-lit room.
The meeting continued to refine the details of what needed to be done and how to establish a timeframe for it. Firstly, they would need to scout the area. Find tribes and kingdoms not already under their control and investigate them.
Secondly, they had to locate dungeons. Any dungeon above level 100 would assist their growth; they would have to organize teams to explore these dungeons in rotation.
Thirdly, any natural resources outside dungeons must be examined to determine who owns them. Lily already wanted to make contact with the spider and bee people she had heard about. These races, although they might not be able to speak clearly, would still be helpful in the times to come.
Things would be more complicated without Juna, that was for sure. Juna had been their intelligence network on her own. Lily let out a sigh. “Rose, can I have you take care of the kingdom's paperwork and provide defense if needed?”
“As you command.” Rose stood up and gave a deep bow. She had always respected strength and usually would only follow those with such strength, but Desaray had gained her complete and utter loyalty. After following the Ice Goddess around for so long, she had come to an understanding of what it meant to wish to follow someone, not just because of strength. As such, this new loyalty moved to her daughter.
“Thank you.” Lily nodded slightly before glancing over at Garnet. “Garnet, I need your help with the intelligence gathering. I want you to work with the fairies in gathering as much intelligence about the kingdoms and tribes of the south.”
“I will bring back as much information as we can get within a week's time.”
“Thank you. We all have our roles. Those who did not receive any immediate orders are to continue with their daily duties. Keeping the kingdom running even as we prepare for all-out war is also mandatory. This meeting is adjourned. I will be heading to our military barracks now.” Chairs scraped across the stone as everyone rose, their footsteps echoing through the halls.
Things began progressing quickly. After the orders were issued, every citizen began doing their part and working harder than before. The army was also split into two main divisions. One to follow under Oinktera, and the other under Lily, with Dormar helping her.
Lily wasn’t so proud that she didn’t know when to ask for help. Every one of her decisions was something she had discussed with the others first to ensure she was not making mistakes. She ensured that everything aligned with the goal of protecting Earth and the people of Serenity. Only during the meeting did she put everything together and announce that they were now official orders.
Lily didn’t waste time either. Once everything was set in motion, she visited her mother to check on her condition. After exchanging a few words with Nina, who would be in charge of looking after Desa while she was gone, Lily left with her army to begin the march south. Oinktera and his soldiers headed west. None of this would be fast. It was a long, thorough sweep for resources, hidden sites, and any dungeons they might have missed.
♦♦♦
On the outskirts of what used to be Rainford City, Lily and her army set up camp for the night. The air carried the earthy smell of damp moss drifting in from the great lake, and every small gust made the tents ripple like old battle flags. Torches and campfires burned in scattered clusters throughout the ruins.
“Princess, the perimeter is secure,” Domar reported.
“Thanks, Domar. It still amazes me that this lake used to be a city.”
“Apostle Juna really is amazing. Her strength alone placed her at the top of this world. And yet…” The fire cast moving shadows across Domar’s face, and his expression tightened. He hated feeling powerless.
“We will save her,” Lily said firmly. “Juna is part of our family. Domar, if you were taken, we would fight just as hard to get you back. No one in Serenity is left behind. We stand together and we fight together.”
“You and her Holiness both speak in the same way,” Domar murmured. “You don’t see your people as tools. You care about their well-being. A family of millions. You don’t care about race or bloodlines. You only see people for who they are.
“This is why the Holy Kingdom is safe. Women and children can walk after dark. No one ignores someone in distress. Laws are strict. There is real justice, not just a slap on the wrist. We've heard stories from other races. The women we used to kidnap told us Gorcs many things. We learned a lot and came to hate how corrupt the bigger governments are. We never understood how a simple tribe like the Gorcs could understand how to care for their people, but entire kingdoms could not.” Domar sighed and poked the fire with a stick.
“It’s greed,” Lily said. She knew the word all too well. Before her mother found her, she had seen what that greed looked like. As a child surviving on the streets, stealing to live, she learned quickly how cruel people could be.
“Mm… That’s why everyone loves and worships her Holiness,” Domar said quietly. “Her kindness has no limits, but she never runs from a fight.”
“Hehe…” Lily smiled and nodded. “Mama has always been like that. And when she wakes, she’ll still be the same.”
The two fell quiet, watching the snow drift down from the sky. Lily lifted her hand, letting several flakes land on her palm. They shimmered faintly before melting against her skin. “The snow still hasn’t stopped.”
“Her Holiness is shedding tears,” Domar said quietly.
His words struck Lily, and even the nearby soldiers paused. It was a simple thought, but it carried weight. The endless snowfall… it truly felt like Desaray’s grief made visible, a mourning for a friend and sister taken from her.
♦♦♦
After a night of rest, Lily and her army continued south. They searched every stretch of forest they passed, gathering herbs for potions and marking every resource they found. It was useful, but none of it offered the kind of strength they needed for the battles ahead.
Three days later, while they were moving through a dense patch of trees, a fairy burst through the branches and fluttered to a stop in front of Lily.
“Princess,” the fairy reported, her small voice clear, “far, far to the south are many tribes and several kingdoms. But one is very large. They appear to be a dragon clan—not from our world. Here is a map marking every location.”
Lily unfolded the hand-drawn map. A slow smile spread across her lips. “You’ve done well. We’ll head south immediately. I hope this nation has something we can use.”






Chapter 3
Within the walls of a black stone palace, tucked away in a forgotten corner where no one bothered to look, a young woman with blonde hair and black undertones sat alone in a crumbling courtyard, staring up at the sky. “Will today be the day? Will they poison me? Will they starve me to death…”
Her voice was flat, emptied by routine. She had asked herself the same questions every morning for years.
She never asked to be born a halfbreed. Her tail was thin and long instead of thick and powerful like the others. Her wings weren’t the leathery, imposing ones of her clan, but soft and ethereal, almost translucent. Everything about her was wrong in their eyes.
She was only four and a half feet tall, small even by fairy standards. And being part fairy, one of the races her clan had despised and warred with for millennia, made her existence unforgivable.
Ever since her father died in the last great war, the clan treated her like a stain. They spat at her, kicked her, beat her whenever she was found to have stepped beyond the courtyard gates.
She was technically a princess, but anyone looking at her would see only a beggar in tattered clothes. A disgrace to the royal line. They said her mother, a fairy taken as a consort, used her beauty to seduce a prince. That the child she bore was a curse.
Her mother had died the day she was born. Her father had spent his life on the front lines, and while he lived no one dared harm her. But when she turned eight, and word of his death reached the palace, everything changed. The world closed in on her and never let her breathe again.
She had survived by hiding, by shrinking herself down, by swallowing every insult. But now…
“Maybe I should just end it. Maybe I can see Mother and Father if I do…” Sixteen-year-old Kristy whispered the thought for the first time.
Her heart felt hollow, scraped clean by years of cruelty. But in the smallest corner of that hollow space, something pulled at her, faint but stubborn.
Wait…
Endure a little longer…
Your light is coming…
♦♦♦
“Princess, we got some information from the chief.” A soldier jogged up to Lily, a little out of breath. She was sitting on a makeshift stool made from a flipped log, a rough wooden table in front of her—also built by the soldiers.
They were camped outside a small Ratmen tribe. The further south they traveled, the more Lily understood that the races here didn’t come from the same world she had once lived in. The southern clans carried the customs and bloodlines of an entirely different realm, one where beast-kin and fairies had ruled long before their world merged with Earth.
She hadn’t met any fairies yet, but the beast tribes had treated her army with surprising warmth. Many were eager to join Serenity or even relocate entirely, all of them sharing the same story, families broken and homes destroyed by angels and gods.
One race, however, kept coming up again and again: the Black Dragons. A race so powerful their territories spanned multiple continents and rivaled only the fairy folk.
“Oh? What did he have to say?” Lily asked, genuinely curious. Even when the information wasn’t immediately useful, she always listened.
“The chief said that over a thousand years ago, there was a war that brought the fairy folk and the black dragons together. They fought a common enemy, gods.” The soldier paused to catch his breath. “The dragons and fairies created special barriers no god could break. The chief said his scout found that the barrier around the black dragon domain was still intact during the recent invasion. It only dropped after the gods disappeared.”
Lily’s eyes sharpened with interest. “It seems we found something we need. If the barrier is truly as strong as they say, we can use it to protect our people when we march into the heavens. Did they say how powerful the black dragons are?”
“That’s what worries me,” he admitted. “Their basic foot soldiers aren’t less than level 100… and they’re not even dragons.”
“Oh?” Lily blinked. That was new. “Then if negotiations fail, we’ll have a real fight on our hands.”
“Princess, we’ll overcome whatever stands in our way,” Domar said from her side, arms folded. “This is why we didn’t bring the weapons that can kill gods. We’re here to train and to fight. With you and me watching over the army, nothing will blindside us.”
“Hmmm… I don’t think I’m that powerful.” Lily shook her head. She never felt strong. Not compared to the others she’d grown up around.
“That isn’t true,” Domar said flatly. “You fight differently. You strike from the shadows. You move faster than most can track. If you take out their commanders then their front lines will start to fail, their entire chain of command collapses. Chaos spreads immediately.”
Lily nodded. He was right. She knew he was. “I’ll do it either way. We can’t afford losses. And just because this is training doesn’t mean we should assume an easy win.”
Her tail flicked once behind her, not from nerves but resolve. She would protect her people, no matter what tribe, race, or enemy lay ahead.
“What you say is true.” Domar smiled. “With that kind of thinking, you’re already ready to command.”
“I’ll do my best.” Lily glanced at the soldier still waiting nearby and dismissed him with a nod. Once he left, she turned back to Domar. “We need to be careful. Once we head further south, we don’t know if we’ll be detected right away or not. From what we’ve heard, their territory is larger than an entire country. The black dragons controlled a massive stretch of land.”
“We’ll be prepared for anything,” Domar assured her. “And with our fairy scouting ahead, we should be fine. Thankfully, our fairies look nothing like the ones the black dragons fought. Ours are the same height as dwarves.”
“So even if they’re spotted, they could be mistaken for a different race altogether.” Lily frowned slightly. “What worries me is whether they have any form of detection system. If they raise their barrier before we can make contact, we’ll be locked out. And with how large their territory is, approaching the capital without making it look like an invasion will be nearly impossible.”
“That would be troublesome,” Domar agreed. “But if the barrier doesn’t extend underground, it won’t be hard to get around.”
“That’s true. I didn’t think of that.” Lily tapped her chin. “We’ll have to wait and see. We’re still days away. But we only have a month to acquire this barrier if possible. If talks fail and we end up needing to go to war, we’ll need to move quickly. If they refuse to listen to us or won’t send a messenger… then we’ll just start taking territory.”
“Hahaha!” Domar burst into laughter. “You and her Holiness truly are alike. She would have said the exact same thing.”
“Hehe… I am my Mama’s daughter after all!” Lily lifted her chin, planting her hands on her hips and pushing her chest forward with a proud grin. Being compared to her mother made her heart swell every time.
A few more days passed before Lily and her soldiers reached a small village belonging to an ancient Amazonian tribe, nestled just outside the black dragon territory. They were one of the last indigenous groups who had lived untouched by the modern world until the apocalypse forced change upon everyone.
“So you’re saying this landmass appeared suddenly and merged into the surroundings?” Lily asked.
“Yes,” one of the tribesmen replied. “It fell from the heavens and wiped out our hunting grounds. The land there is dangerous now. We do not go.”
Lily exhaled slowly. These people were true natives of Earth, long before the merged worlds reshaped it. She had read about tribes like theirs in the old library books. They still wore their traditional clothing and lived off the land, but their closeness to such a high-level area made her uneasy. “Thank you for telling us. We need to head there regardless, but you should really consider moving north. It would be safer for all of you.”
The tribe’s chief shook his head firmly. “No. These are our lands. Changed they are, but still our lands.”






Chapter 4
Lily and her army crossed into black dragon territory without any trouble. A few monsters attacked along the way, but they dealt with them quickly. The real issue wasn’t the monsters, it was the silence. They had been inside black dragon lands for a full day, yet no one had noticed them. No patrols, no scouts, no messengers. Nothing.
Lily waited through the day and into the night, giving the dragons every chance to appear. When they still didn’t, she knew she couldn’t waste more time.
“Break camp. We’re heading to the nearest settlement. If they don’t have a detection system, then we’ll make them come to us.”
She didn’t plan on taking any territory yet. Her goal was simple: get the black dragon soldiers to reveal themselves.
After marching for half a day, they finally found their first village. But the moment Lily saw it, her nose wrinkled. The place looked abandoned, half-rotten buildings, collapsed roofs, and stretches of partially cleared out land that looked more like wasteland than farmland.
“Make camp. I’ll go in with Domar.” Normally, she wouldn’t go herself, but she wanted a firsthand look.
“We’ll hold camp, Princess!” Hargo, one of Domar’s men, a Gorc who served as third in command, saluted sharply.
“I’ll leave it to you, Hargo.” Lily gave him a small smile before nodding to Domar. The two slipped away from the busy camp setup, keeping their distance at around five minutes’ walk. Far enough to avoid appearing hostile, close enough to respond if anything happened.
“Princess,” Domar said as they approached the village outskirts, “what do you hope to gain by coming here with just the two of us? You could’ve sent scouts. What if this is a trap?”
“You sure worry a lot for someone from a race that fought constantly,” Lily teased lightly.
“I’m serious.”
“I know.” Lily’s expression softened. “But the moment I saw the terrain and the buildings from a distance, I felt like I needed to see it myself first. Something about it felt… wrong.”
They walked toward the village’s main gate, if it could still be called that. An old, battered wooden wall circled the settlement, the logs warped and splitting. Gaps big enough to crawl through stretched between several sections, and the entrance had no guards at all. The whole place felt like a shell that had been abandoned long before its people.
As Lily stepped inside, her eyes moved across the crumbling buildings. Roofs sagged under their own weight, many dotted with fist-sized holes. Window shutters hung crooked or had fallen completely out of their makeshift hinges. With the land outside stripped bare, she understood why. Wood was a resource they clearly didn’t have. The closest forest edge was at least a day away, and traveling that far through monster territory without protection was a death sentence.
“It’s worse than I expected,” Lily murmured.
The villagers who caught sight of her and Domar immediately fled. They ducked behind broken fences or slipped into their homes, thin hands yanking warped doors shut. Their bodies were gaunt, their cheeks sunken. Even their movements looked weak, as if they were expending all the energy they had just by running.
“It is,” Domar agreed quietly. “Princess, what do you plan to do?”
Lily’s jaw tightened. “If places like this exist, then there’s no point in negotiating with the black dragons. They’re neglecting their own people.”
She paused, a heaviness settling in her chest. She knew this kind of pain too well—the hunger, the hopelessness, the feeling of wanting everything to end. If her mother hadn’t taken her in, she would have died on the streets never knowing that life could be anything else.
“I’ve decided,” she said firmly. “Serenity will expand its borders and take control of all unclaimed lands, even if it means going to war with the black dragons. I won’t ignore people suffering like this.”
“I’ll send someone to bring supplies right away,” Domar replied. “If there’s one thing Serenity isn’t short on right now, it’s food.”
“Bring enough for a month. The snow is piling up here too. Even if it’s not cold, people shouldn’t have to wade through it. Have a few soldiers clear the paths. It’s temporary, but it helps. And see if we can get wood brought in to repair what we can. We won’t stay long, but once we talk to the leader here, we’ll send proper help as soon as we secure the surrounding lands.”
Work began immediately. Soldiers cleared snow, distributed food, and helped stabilize the worst of the structures.
Lily headed toward the largest house in the village. She raised her hand and knocked lightly. “Excuse me.”
“Who is it!? What do you want!?” a voice snapped from inside. The door creaked open just enough for a single eye to glare out from a deeply wrinkled face.
“My name is Lily Harris, Crown Princess of the Holy Kingdom of Serenity. I’ve come to give aid to your village.” Lily kept her tone steady as she met the old man’s gaze. His single visible eye widened in disbelief… then slowly shifted into something she recognized, hope.
The door flew open. The old man, barely reaching Lily’s shoulder, threw himself to the ground, forehead pressed into the dirt. “Have you truly come to aid us? To save this village!?”
“My mother, the ruler and Goddess of our Holy Kingdom, would never allow anyone to suffer without reason,” Lily said. “As her daughter, I cannot ignore your hardships either. As of today, your village will fall under the protection of the Holy Kingdom of Serenity. We will make sure you get what you need. And if you wish to relocate, we can arrange that as well.”
“Praise the Goddess!” Tears streamed down the old man’s wrinkled cheeks. “Praise the Goddess… The Black Dragons abandoned us long ago. This land was once fertile farmland, but now, beneath this snow, it’s nothing but dry, cracked earth. If a Goddess from a distant land shows mercy to strangers… such a Goddess is worth following.”
Lily smiled softly. For a moment, she wondered if she might be as good at converting people as An’ne. “First, we’ll clear the roads and bring in wood from the forest edge. Supplies are already on the way. It will take time, but we’ll get this place stable again. While we’re working, can you tell me about the nearby villages and towns?”
“Yes…” The old man wiped his eyes and straightened. “South of here, there are three villages, one town, and a fort. The fort is a trading post, but it’s in no better condition than the villages. The soldiers stationed there raid the nearby settlements for supplies. This whole region has fallen into lawlessness. They beat anyone who resists, but they do not kill them. They still have some morals left.”
Lily exhaled quietly. She couldn’t blame those soldiers. Survival was instinct, etched into every living being. These men were struggling just as much as the villagers they stole from. 
A thought formed. If she offered proper supplies… could she bring those soldiers over to her side?
“Thank you, and just wait a little longer. Relief is on the way.”
“Thank you! Thank you! Praise the Goddess!”
The once-silent village stirred as the news spread. Doors creaked open. People who had been hiding in the shadows stepped out, gathering tools, sweeping paths, clearing debris. Even in their thin, exhausted state, they moved with purpose. Lily could tell immediately that these were good people who simply wanted to live, not starve.
Domar stood beside her, arms folded, watching the villagers work with renewed energy. He nodded in approval. “They’ll be fine. The light in their eyes is coming back. Once things settle, they’ll be loyal to our kingdom without hesitation.”
“Mmm… I can relate to their struggles.” Lily’s tail flicked once behind her. “That’s why I’m not punishing anyone who stole or fought to survive. From what the chief said, the soldiers at the fort only beat those who resisted, they didn’t kill or kidnap. They’re desperate, not cruel. I used to live as a street rat, Domar. I know exactly how that feels.”
“Princess, if you keep that understanding, you’ll become a fine queen someday.”
Lily snorted and lightly punched his arm. “Mother will live forever. I will keep doing what I always do and help her however I can. Once she wakes up, the world will see a new dawn. We’ll invade the heavens and show those gods they can’t treat this world like a toy. Let’s just hope taking the shield from the black dragons is worth the trouble.”
“I think it will be.” Domar watched the villagers bustling around them, voices rising with cautious hope. “And at the very least, we’ll have freed the people who needed our help the most.”






Chapter 5
Similar scenes played out across the nearby towns, abandoned homes, hungry faces, and people barely holding on. It wasn’t until Lily reached the fort that she finally met resistance.
“Princess, they attack as soon as we step into their range,” a scout reported. “I don’t think they realize we mean no harm.”
“It’s fine,” Lily said. “I’ll sneak in and find their leader. If I tie them up and gag them, maybe they’ll be willing to listen once they stop panicking.”
“Princess…” Domar’s expression tightened. “I hate to say it, but I can’t allow you to enter an enemy encampment alone. Even if they’re weak, it isn’t worth the risk.”
He turned his head. “Pisi!”
“Here!” a voice chimed right beside Lily.
Lily flinched. A fairy popped into view as if she had materialized from thin air, wings fluttering lightly. Lily had good stealth, but having a fairy appear out of nowhere still startled her. She couldn’t help feeling a little overshadowed by someone half her size.
“Princess, this is Pisi. She was the Fairy Queen’s guard and attendant, but she also leads the Black Hand, the organization Apostle Juna created to secretly protect both you and Her Holiness. She belongs to the dark fairy clan, a lineage of fairies who have specialized in stealth and combat for thousands of years.”
“No wonder… I was starting to think my own skills were lacking.” Lily let out a small sigh of relief, her shoulders loosening. It was far less embarrassing to be outmatched by someone born and trained for centuries in the shadows.
“Hehe, Princess, there’s nothing for you to worry about,” Pisi said brightly, wings flickering like pieces of night-colored glass. “Your stealth already comes close to mine, and I’ve trained longer than most kingdoms have existed. My level just stagnated for too long.” She puffed out her cheeks before letting out a dramatic sigh. “But after joining Serenity and training under Apostle Juna, I finally broke through that stagnation and improved by leaps and bounds. It feels good to grow again.”
“Princess,” Domar said, voice steady, “Pisi will accompany you into the fort. If anything happens, she can protect you. I don’t think half-starved soldiers will be an issue, but this is the only way I’m allowing you to go in.”
“Understood.” Lily nodded gratefully. “Domar, it makes me feel much better knowing someone skilled is beside me. Having reliable eyes at my back while I move forward is something I’ll never decline.” She turned fully toward Pisi and smiled. “I’ll be in your care.”
“Likewise!” Pisi practically sparkled with excitement. “Princess, you have no idea how the rest of my order will react when I tell them I got to work with you openly. You’re adored by everyone in the kingdom.”
Lily felt her cheeks warm. It wasn’t embarrassment, just a quiet happiness she didn’t always know how to express.
Unlike the stories she had read where nobles looked down on their people as if they were disposable, she could never imagine treating anyone that way. The citizens of Serenity worked hard every day to keep the kingdom running; she cared deeply for all of them. How could a ruler ever belittle the very people who made their nation strong?
Greed and corruption had never made sense to her. What kind of monarch abused their own citizens until they broke? If the people chose to stop supporting the kingdom, if they simply gave up and let everything collapse, who would be left to rule?
A man sitting in a castle on their throne, in a land without a single citizen, is just a man sitting in a chair.
As night fell, Lily and Pisi moved out. They kept low, slipping between patches of snow-dusted brush before reaching the fort’s outer wall. With practiced ease, they scaled the stone, reaching the top in seconds. Once there, both activated their stealth skills, their forms blending into the darkness as if the shadows themselves had swallowed them.
They crept toward the nearest stairwell, stopping only when two guards’ voices drifted through the still night air.
“Has the captain sent out a messenger to the palace? Are they going to send reinforcements?”
“There’s been no word,” the second guard muttered. “The captain’s anxious too. That’s why we’re all on rotation. But honestly? I doubt the monarch will do anything. They’ve ignored every request we’ve sent for months. Ever since those damned gods showed up, they’ve changed. No one cares about any settlement outside the capital.”
“Are we really going to die out here?” the first guard whispered. “Our last raid on the villages barely gave us enough to stretch the rations. If we take any more, those villagers will starve.”
“We’ve got more than food to worry about,” the other replied bitterly. “This blasted snow hasn’t stopped for days. How much more do they expect us to clear? I don’t even know how that army managed to reach this far with the roads buried.”
“It’s strange… There aren’t even clouds, yet it snows so heavily. And it isn’t cold. Not even a little.”
“Snow won’t fill our stomachs either.” The man’s tone cracked. “If the empire keeps ignoring us… how are we supposed to survive?”
“We’ll do what needs to be done.”
Lily let out a quiet sigh. She knew that tone far too well. It was the sound of someone who had lost hope, someone who was finally ready to do anything, anything, to stay alive. She had spoken with that same voice in her past, in alleyways where hunger weighed heavier than fear.
She met Pisi’s eyes for a split second. Both could see well in the dark, enough to share a silent understanding.
They moved again, stepping past the guards without a trace and sliding deeper into the fort. The unfamiliar layout made navigation difficult. They had to backtrack several times, slipping behind crates or hugging shadowed walls whenever footsteps drew near. But every guard they overheard sounded the same, tired, hungry, and terrified.
Not one spoke of loyalty. Not one spoke of duty. Only survival. And that told Lily everything she needed to know.
After nearly an hour spent slipping through hallways, backtracking around patrols, and piecing together the layout from every corner they could scout, Lily and Pisi finally reached the room they assumed belonged to the captain. A weather-worn plaque hung crooked on the door, the wood splintered from age and neglect.
Without hesitation, the two melded into the shadows and slid beneath the door.
Inside, a gaunt man sat hunched at a small desk, his head buried in his hands. A single candle burned low beside him, its flame trembling with each shaky breath he took. In front of him lay a letter, the same one he kept rereading, the edges crumpled from his grip.
“Why…?” His voice trembled. “Why are they doing this to me…? There are only three hundred men left here. Three hundred men who are starving. And they expect us to fight a massive army already knocking on our doorstep!? If we don’t obey… they’ll execute us for treason…”
His words were filled with fear, despair, and something Lily recognized instantly, resignation.
She made her decision.
Moving without a sound, Lily stepped from the shadows behind him and drew her dagger. In one smooth motion, she appeared and pressed the blade gently to his neck. “Don’t make a sound,” she whispered, “and listen to me.”
The captain’s eyes flew wide. But the panic faded almost immediately. His shoulders slumped, and a hollow acceptance filled his gaze. He was ready, almost eager, to die. Ready to be free from hunger, guilt, and months of watching his men crumble.
“I’ll give you two options,” Lily said, voice steady. “Die here… or seek asylum under the Holy Kingdom of Serenity.”
She eased the blade away and stepped back, melding into the shadows before appearing again in front of his desk. Her blue eyes stayed locked on his, unwavering.
“If you choose death, I’ll make it quick and painless,” she continued. “If you choose asylum, I’ll have food and supplies brought here within the hour. You’ll be allowed to turn your sword against the ones who abandoned you.”
She took a breath, the memory of empty alleys and gnawing hunger tightening her chest.
“I don’t wish to take a life. I don’t want bloodshed. But the Black Dragons have something we need, and since they refuse to show themselves, I have no choice but to take their lands.”
Lily softened her tone just slightly. “The people of this region are suffering. I was taught that people are more precious than any jewel or treasure. I know what it means to starve. To go days without food. To do things you hate just to survive. I lived that life.”
She took one step closer.
“Captain… make your choice. Join me, or I will grant you a fast, painless death. I don’t want to kill you. I want you to live. I want you to stop suffering. But the choice must be yours.”
The room fell quiet, the candle crackling softly between them.
“Choose.”
The man stared at the small figure in front of him. Despite her size, an overwhelming pressure rolled off her in waves, pressing down on him harder than any threat he had faced in battle. His gaze drifted from Lily to the crumpled letter on his desk, the paper still damp with his own tears.
“You… will let my men join you as well?” he asked quietly.
“Of course,” Lily replied with a firm nod. “This fort and its people will become citizens of my Holy Kingdom. The Holy Kingdom of Serenity.”
The captain didn’t hesitate. “If you can give my men food and let us recuperate for a few days, we will join you.”
A girl so young, so small, had snuck up on him without a sound. If she wanted this fort taken, she could have done so alone. The fact that she offered mercy instead told him everything about her character.
“I’ll only ask that you protect the towns already under our control,” Lily said. “My forces will continue north. I need men stationed here to hold what we’ve annexed so far.”
She paused, then added, “Of course, this comes with a contract, an ice needle inserted into the heart. Magic that will instantly kill you if you dare betray me. Think of it as a vow of trust. It will only be removed when I can trust you fully.”
“That’s fine,” the captain answered, sounding almost relieved. “My men have suffered long enough. The nearby towns may hate us for the raids, but we acted out of survival. We’ll work to earn their forgiveness… and yours.”
He hesitated before adding, “But I want to follow you personally. If I guide you, you’ll move through these lands far easier. I know most of the local leaders all the way toward the capital.”
“Hmm… then we’ll do it like that.” Lily nodded once. “Pisi.”
A second figure appeared instantly in front of the captain, causing him to jolt so violently he nearly toppled out of his chair. Not one, but two people had infiltrated his office without him noticing. His throat went dry.
“Princess, what can I do for you?” Pisi asked, bowing respectfully while hovering in mid-air.
“I’m sure you’ve heard everything. This fort is now under our control,” Lily said. “Check the layout and structure. We need to be certain nothing collapses. It’s stone, so it should be fine, but I don’t want any surprises. Then send a message to Domar, tell him to break camp and prepare to enter the fort.”
“As you command.” Pisi vanished again, slipping into the darkness like she had never existed.
Lily turned back to the captain. “You should call a meeting. It’s best to announce everything immediately.”
“U-Un… understood.” The captain pushed himself to his feet, still trembling slightly. Only one thought filled his mind now.
This young girl wasn’t just a commander.
She was an angel.






Chapter 6
“Ty’hiel, how is it?” Lily asked once the noise of the fort settled.
The captain, now formally introduced as Ty’hiel, straightened before answering. “Between choking on their tears and choking on their food, the men are happy,” he said with a relieved exhale. “You kept your promise, Princess. I thank you.”
Ty’hiel dropped to one knee, bowing his head deeply. “As Knight Captain of the Fifty-Sixth Order, I thank you from the bottom of my heart. We still have a long road ahead to make amends for what we did to survive, but we will repay every debt.”
“The crimes of starving men aren’t the same as cruelty,” Lily replied with a calm smile. “But you must still ask for forgiveness. Survival doesn’t erase responsibility.”
She straightened and motioned toward the door. “Have your men help deliver food to the villages you raided. Your vice-captain will be in charge. You’re coming with me. We move out immediately.”
“Yes, Princess!”
♦♦♦
A week passed, and Lily carved a clean path through the north-west corner of the Black Dragon clan’s domain, now identified as the Lirgahard Empire. The empire’s name came from its first monarch, Lirgahard the Destroyer, a conqueror who seized the fairy lands and expanded until he controlled three whole continent-sized islands. What Lily was taking now was only the outermost edge of their territory, the remnants of what had once been a massive domain.
On the fifth day of her second week, she finally encountered organized resistance.
“Princess! Enemy soldiers ahead!” a scout shouted. “It looks like soldiers from the fort in the distance!”
“Hm?” Lily frowned. She was in the middle of eating roasted cockatrice. A rare treat. Her moment of peace evaporated instantly. “Everyone! Break camp and get to arms! It’s time for war!”
Within an hour, the camp was gone and her army of over fifteen hundred stood armored and ready.
“A messenger approaching, Princess!” another soldier announced. “They’re sending a messenger!”
“It’s about damn time.” Lily brushed her hands off and stood, amused at how long it took for the dragons to acknowledge her army. The land around them was kept meticulously clear; fields were partially maintained, roads swept of snow, signs of an active military presence. Even she had her own earth mages creating paths through the deep drifts to aid their march.
“Domar, with me,” she ordered. “We’ll receive the messenger. If anything looks suspicious, kill them.”
“Understood,” Domar replied.
This would be her first real face-to-face with a prepared enemy force. She had seen the aftermath of the gods’ war, but never two armies squared off in formation, waiting for the spark that would decide life or death. She scanned the rows of soldiers in the distance, memorizing every detail.
Depending on the messenger’s words, they would either negotiate… or be fighting until one side surrendered or died where they stood.
A beastman in polished silver armor rode toward Lily and Domar atop a massive long-haired rhino-like creature, its hooves thudding heavily against the snow-packed earth. Two soldiers followed behind him, each carrying the Lirgahard Empire’s black-and-gold banner. They stopped a few yards away, the beast snorting.
“Invaders of this so-called Holy Kingdom,” the leading beastman declared, voice sharp and carrying across the silent field, “turn back or be prepared to lay down your lives. Our monarch has decreed that your intrusion and theft of imperial land will no longer be tolerated. You are to retreat, return all territory you have taken, and prepare to pay reparations. A formal meeting will be held at a later date to determine the final amount.”
Lily stared at him, utterly dumbfounded.
Hundreds of metaphorical question marks might as well have hovered over her head.
She leaned toward Domar and whispered, “I think I’m losing my mind. Did he seriously just demand we retreat and return land… without even trying to negotiate?”
“Yes, Princess,” Domar murmured back, equally stunned. “That is exactly what he said.”
Lily nodded slowly. “I see… Kill all but one of these messengers. Send the last one back with a message: surrender or die. I’m not interested in anything else.”
“As you command.” Domar’s lips curved into a predatory grin.
He stepped forward, and then vanished.
A ghostlike afterimage lingered where he stood, fading as two sharp cracks echoed through the air. Blood erupted from the necks of two of the envoys before anyone even registered the movement. The remaining messenger found himself dangling in Domar’s grip, his feet kicking helplessly above the ground.
“My Princess has a message for your monarch,” Domar growled. “Surrender… or die.”
He tossed the man aside like a discarded sack and walked back toward Lily, each step unhurried. By the time he reached her side, the surviving messenger had staggered back to the man in golden armor and fallen to his knees, babbling out what had happened.
There was a brief exchange, then the golden-armored commander casually swung his sword and removed the messenger’s head.
The body toppled into the snow.
The commander raised his blade high. Domar mirrored him, lifting his own sword, the air between them crackling with the silent promise of blood.
Both lowered their blades at the same time.
The Domar roared, “Archers! Mages! Fire!”
And the world exploded into motion.
The battle erupted in full. This was Lily’s first true battlefield. Until now, every village and town she had taken fell into their hands without resistance, places with no soldiers left, with citizens who welcomed them because they were starving and desperate. But this… this was different.
War cries tore through the air. Blades clashed. Elemental spells flashed in streaks of red, gold, and blue, exploding across the sky and casting flickering shadows over the snow. The dull thrum of impact rolled through the ground beneath her boots as shields shattered and earth split open.
Lily watched it all and understood, fully and painfully, that the road ahead would be carved in blood.
To protect Serenity, her mother’s home, her people’s sacrifice, the countless lives that had been lost, she would have to keep moving forward, even if the ones standing in her way had never wronged her personally. She hadn’t wanted this path. But after seeing the abandoned villages, the starving families, the soldiers left to rot by their own empire, her resolve hardened.
She wasn’t going to take just what she needed anymore. She was going to take everything.
“Princess,” Domar said, stepping closer so his voice carried only to her, “let our men hold the front lines. We need you in the rear directing strategy. These soldiers are veterans, and their levels aren’t low. This battle won’t end quickly.”
Lily kept her eyes on the chaos before her, the snow churned into slush, the roar of magic, the clash of steel, and nodded once, sharp and steady. “I know,” she said. “Then let’s begin.”
♦♦♦
A pair of amethyst eyes blinked as they stared at the armored man in front of them.
“Princess, the Monarch wants to see you now.”
“Grandfather… I mean, His Majesty?” Kristy’s voice came out small, brittle. She was called a princess, but nothing about her appearance matched the title. Her dress was filthy, stitched together with uneven scraps. The patches of purple scales along her arms and neck were dull, unpolished; she refused to clean them. They weren’t the deep onyx her clan praised, so she saw no point.
Her skinny shoulders trembled. She wondered if this was the day. Maybe her grandfather had finally decided she wasn’t worth keeping alive. With her head lowered, she followed the man in black armor with empty, resigned eyes.
She felt like a prisoner being marched to judgment. The man she was about to face was the same man who had fathered her father… the same bloodline that had helped bring her into existence. Yet he had shunned her, rejecting her from the moment she was born, shoving her into a forgotten courtyard to rot. And now, after years of silence, he wanted to see her.
She hated it. She hated the fear, the helplessness twisting her stomach. She hated that part of her that still clung to the instinct to live even when she had wished for death a thousand times. She wanted release, but she was terrified of dying. Terrified of the unknown. All she could hope for now was that whatever awaited her would be quick.
The palace hall stretched before her, polished black stone that gleamed like glass under the lantern light. Decorations, priceless metalwork and carved stone reliefs, were placed with perfect, almost obsessive precision. To Kristy, it looked like something from another world entirely. She lived in a crumbling courtyard with broken walls and leaking roofs. Here… everything shone as if touched by the heavens themselves.
She kept her gaze down, her small feet padding quietly behind the guard. She didn’t dare stare too long at anything, even though a part of her wondered how this was the same palace she technically belonged to.
When they reached the throne room doors—massive slabs of black stone carved with ancient dragon motifs, her breath caught. Sweat formed on her forehead and down her spine. She hadn’t bathed in months. Her clothes were stiff with dirt. She knew she must smell awful. Shame burned through her, but she couldn’t stop. The soldiers didn’t even announce her name; they simply pushed the heavy doors open and stepped in, forcing her to follow.
Her heart pounded as she crossed the threshold, the vast chamber swallowing her tiny frame whole.
With each small, hesitant step, Kristy crossed the soft black carpet that ran the length of the throne room. The fabric swallowed her bare feet, plush and warm, almost unreal. It felt like walking on a cloud, nothing like the hard stone and splintered wood of her tiny, crumbling courtyard. The contrast alone made her chest tighten.
“General I’th, what is this disgusting thing?”
The voice crashed down from the throne like a hammer. Kristy flinched. Her shoulders hunched, her head dropped even lower. She hadn’t even reached the center of the room, yet the man who shared her blood, her grandfather, was already stripping her down with words sharper than any blade.
“Your Majesty, this is Princess Kristy. You asked me to bring her,” General I’th replied, bowing without emotion.
“Oh? The halfbreed.” The Monarch leaned back with a sneer. “That son of mine truly did create something foul. No matter. I have a use for you.”
Kristy’s breath hitched.
“You will go to the front lines and assist in removing the invading army,” the Monarch said, waving a hand as if brushing away dirt. “You will not command. You will simply be a soldier. You will obey whoever is placed above you. Since you carry a drop of our blood, you can at least die for the Empire and make yourself useful. General I’th, take her to the barracks and have her deployed immediately.”
“By your command, Your Majesty!”
Kristy’s lips trembled. So that was it. No mercy. No explanation. No name. No recognition. Just an order to throw her into a battle she wouldn’t survive. A death sentence delivered with the same tone one would use to discuss trash disposal.
She had prayed for a painless end… but even that was denied.
‘Maybe this is for the best,’ she thought, a hollow ache spreading through her chest. ‘Maybe this time… I’ll finally get to die.’






Chapter 7
“How is it?” Lily asked as Domar stepped into the tent. The barrier outside hummed faintly, keeping stray spells from tearing through the canvas as the distant clash of steel and magic echoed across the battlefield.
“They’re much stronger than we expected,” Domar replied. “We haven’t lost anyone yet, our medical teams are retrieving the fallen fast enough, but the front line hasn’t moved an inch.”
“How’s Ty’hiel?” Lily asked quietly. She wasn’t sure how the man handled fighting his own people… or whether he was holding back now that she had given him command of a squad.
“He’s doing well. He’s not hiding behind anyone. He’s on the front, fighting hard. If anything, he’s more focused than anyone out there. It seems he’s determined to bring the Empire down himself.”
Lily nodded. “After being starved nearly to death, I understand. He’s a knight at heart. You can see it in how he carries himself. He had to betray his own code just to survive. I’m sure he feels betrayed by the Empire… and ashamed of the things he had to do. That kind of guilt cuts deep.”
She turned her attention to the map spread across the wooden table. She tapped three marked locations. “Here, here, and here. These choke points run through the valley. The bridges are the only way across. Our scouts say they’re heavily guarded. If we can push them back and take these crossings, we control everything on this side of the river. From there, we can push deeper into their territory.”
Her jaw tightened. “I hate to admit it, but this war might last months.”
“Princess,” Domar said, “war is unpredictable. But you’re a good leader. Trust what you see. At the very least, our people are gaining experience and levels. And because of the war with the gods, our medics can bring someone back even at the brink of death. But losses will still happen.”
“I know…” Lily’s voice dropped, weight settling onto her shoulders. “I hate it. But I know.”
Her gaze hardened as she stared down at the map. “If this barrier really can stop attacks from the gods, then we need it, no matter what. But I swear…” Her eyes turned cold. “If this barrier turns out to be just another normal one… if it only stops high-level attacks… I will kill a black dragon for every life we lose.”
Domar hesitated. “…Princess…” He wasn’t sure if he should say it.
“What!?” Lily snapped, then forced herself to breathe. “They didn’t even give us a chance at diplomacy. They abandoned their own people. They let entire villages starve. This planet needs to be unified if we’re going to survive what’s coming.”
Her voice quieted, the anger giving way to something rawer. “I don’t like death. I don’t want any of this. But…”
She swallowed hard.
“We don’t have a choice.”
Domar placed a fist over his heart. “Princess… do what you think is right. We’ll follow.”
♦♦♦
On the west coast of what was once North America, grand metal-clad ships sliced through the calm surf and anchored just beyond a secluded stretch of white sand. Crews leapt into action the moment the ramps dropped. “Move! Activate the portals! Get the camp established! Her Majesty wants back what was stolen!”
The banner of the Kiliean Empire snapped in the ocean wind, crimson and gold stark against the sky. Princess Tilly had sent her swiftest vessels, what few remained after the great merger. It had taken them weeks to cross waters that ordinary ships would have taken months or even years to traverse. Now, they had reached the shores of what was once California.
Portals flared to life on the decks, and soldiers poured through, boots hitting the sand in steady waves. Orders were shouted, repeated, and executed without hesitation. A tent city rose almost immediately, rows of canvas shelters supported by fresh-cut beams. Earth mages shaped thick stone walls to encircle the camp, forming a fortified outpost in mere minutes. The Kiliean Empire had secured its foothold.
High above them, at the thin border where reality shimmered, a small fairy hovered unseen. She crossed her arms, glaring down at the scene below. “These people never learn…” she muttered with an irritated flick of her wings.
She pulled a small communication device from her belt and pressed it to her ear. “Flora, come in.”
“HEEEEEEREEEE!” a cheerful, singsong voice exploded through the tiny speaker.
“Be serious!” the little fairy hissed. “You’re working! Send a message to the bad lady and report that the Kiliean Empire has made landfall and built a fort. Ask if we should notify Apostle Oinktera.”
“On it! I’ll deal with it right now!” Flora chirped before the line clicked off.
In the Middle East, on the land that had once been nothing but endless dunes of the Empty Quarter, a vast forest now towered over the marshy ground. Thick roots twisted across the earth, turning the desert into a deep, humid wilderness. Beneath one of those roots, tucked neatly in its shade, sat a small grass hut.
From the outside, two black-furred tails flicked back and forth in irritation. “Damned humans! I’ll kill them all! And then I’ll kill that bastard Erebus!”
Nergal growled under her breath. She was still nursing wounds that refused to heal cleanly. Even sitting upright made her ribs ache. Most of her remaining strength had gone into building the hut she was forced to use as a hiding place. The one mercy was that her divine aura still clung to her strongly enough to keep the local monsters at a distance. Even so, she had never felt this weak in her entire existence.
She shifted on her makeshift bed, broad leaves layered into something surprisingly soft for how crude it looked. It was the only thing in her life she didn’t have a complaint about. Everything else was misery. Nergal gritted her teeth as she rolled onto her side. She hated being trapped here, hated being injured, and hated that she was still trying to avoid Vinee.
“I just need to stay put for a while longer…” she muttered to herself.
“Oh? Staying put?”
A voice drifted in casually from outside the hut.
“Yep. Staying put, or else Vinee will—wait.” Nergal froze mid-sentence. Something wasn’t right. The hairs on her tails began to rise. She turned her head slowly toward the window.
A face stared back at her.
A beautiful face twisted into a dangerous smile. Eyes that held no warmth. No amusement. Only irritation.
“Vi…”
“Vi?”
“Vinee! What are you doing here!?” Nergal practically squeaked.
Vinee stepped inside, brushing a loose vine aside as if entering her own room. “Wondering why the girl I assigned a simple task to can’t even complete one request. Nergal, remind me, why should I keep you around?”
Nergal gulped, forcing herself upright despite the stabbing pain in her ribs. If she had to fight, she would. Even if it meant dying. But she also wasn’t stupid.
Think. Think. Think.
And then it hit her.
“Vinee… you never told me who or where this person even is!” Nergal blurted. “I went to the first kingdom I found and attacked the first group I saw! How was I supposed to know they had god-killing weapons!? You can’t blame me for failing a mission when you didn’t even tell me who you want dead!”
Vinee rose to her feet, fingers flexing as if she were about to remind Nergal exactly where she stood. But just before she lashed out, her eyes narrowed. A thought struck her, and irritation flickered across her expression.
Nergal wasn’t lying.
Vinee had never actually told her who to kill, because at the time, she herself hadn’t known. The realization made her jaw tighten. Admitting fault was beneath her.
So she didn’t.
Instead, she shot Nergal a glare sharp enough to make the goddess shrink back into her bedding. “Just finish the job. You will get no second chances.” She didn’t wait for an answer. Her form blurred and vanished into the thick forest air.
Nergal stared at the empty space Vinee had left behind. “She left again without telling me who to kill! That bitch!” She dragged both hands down her face. “What does she want me to do, kill every woman on the planet!?”
A cold shiver ran down her spine as another thought surfaced. There was one place she absolutely could not go. One place every surviving traitor god and Erebus himself were guarding with their full strength.
“Wait… protecting… don’t tell me…”
Her tails bristled. She shook her head so hard her ears flopped. “Nope. Not happening! Vinee wants me dead!” Nergal puffed out her cheeks angrily. “Does she think I can just stroll into a place guarded by people who can kill Thor!? I’d have to be insane to walk into that nest alone. High gods everywhere, no chance.”
With that, she flopped back onto her bed of leaves and crossed her arms.
“Forget it. Once I’m healed, I’m disappearing. I’ll go live somewhere no one can find me and return to my peaceful, lazy life.”
She nodded firmly to herself. If there was one thing Nergal treasured above all else, it was her own life. And she had no intention of handing it over to anyone.
♦♦♦
Kristy stepped into the base camp, and dozens of eyes turned toward her. None were kind. None were curious. Every soldier she passed looked at her with open disgust, as if her very presence were an insult. Compared to them, grizzled, scarred, hardened by battle, her thin arms and dirt-stained clothes made her look more like a stray animal than a princess.
“Princess, over here.” A black dragon clan Captain waved her toward a supply tent, his lip curling. “You’ll be given a sword and some armor. His Majesty said you should at least kill one person before you die.”
Kristy flinched. The bluntness wasn’t surprising, but it still hit hard. A small part of her had hoped they would at least pretend she had a place here, but no, she was being thrown at the enemy like garbage.
She wondered if a blade sliding through her ribs would hurt as much as she feared. She wondered if death itself would be warmer than the life she’d been forced to endure. She knew why she was here. She was meant to die. Her grandfather wanted his stain erased.
But she had never chosen how she was born.
And she would never regret it. Her mixed blood was all she had left of the parents who had loved her.
Inside the tent, the stench of old blood and sweat hit her like a wall. A battered set of armor lay on a table, pieces dented, straps frayed, everything three sizes too big. She tightened every buckle until the metal dug into her skin, just to keep it from slipping off. The sword they handed her was nearly half her height. Her thin fingers curled around the hilt as she forced herself to lift it.
Step by step, she walked back out into the daylight.
The Captain snorted when he saw her. “You’ll go straight to the front lines. I’ll take you there myself. Kill as many as you can before you die, even if you have to bite their ankles.”






Chapter 8
“We can’t keep this stalemate going.” Lily leaned over the map, fingers pressed against the parchment. Days had passed without even an inch of movement. Worse, they had finally begun losing people. “Domar, what’s our best option to weaken them?”
“Supply lines,” Domar answered without hesitation. “If we cut them off, we force their hand. They’ll either retreat or lose ground.”
Lily nodded slowly. “Then how about Pisi and I handle that?”
Domar immediately frowned. “Princess, I’ll only approve this if you limit yourself to the supplies. No going after commanders. We don’t know what protections they have. If they capture you—”
“I know,” Lily cut in gently. “We’ll scout first. We won’t take unnecessary risks. I promise.” She flashed a small smile; she understood his worry, but she also hated sitting in the command tent while her people bled for her.
Domar let out a slow breath. “Then I’ll await your return.”
“We leave at dusk. Pisi?” Lily called out even though the tent appeared empty.
“Yes, Princess.” The tiny fairy materialized on the edge of the desk, dropping to one knee with a bowed head. “Command me as you wish.”
“Good. Then it’s settled.”
♦♦♦
A few hours later, as spells lit the night sky in violent bursts of color, two faint shapes slipped into the darkness, moving toward the rear lines of the Black Dragon Clan.
“They must be really overconfident,” Lily whispered, eyes narrowing at the lax defense. “Their back line only has four lookouts.”
“They’re relying on numbers,” Pisi responded quietly. “They think their reinforcements reach the battlefield faster than ours. Even if this drags on for months, they think constant pressure will stop us from hitting their rear.”
Pisi's quiet observation made Lily smile. “Do they really think we’re relying on the same soldiers the entire time? We already set up a transport point to rotate our troops. No one on our side is fighting beyond their limit.”
“That is only because your leadership allows it,” Pisi replied. “Prideful nations rarely consider such things. I’ve watched many rise and fall over the centuries.” Her tone carried age-born wisdom, though her instinctive fairy cheerfulness was still there beneath the surface. Only during missions did she become this calm.
“Let’s hope their pride keeps blinding them,” Lily murmured. “The longer they believe they’re winning, the easier it will be to push all the way to their capital.”
“Princess,” Pisi said, “if their supplies are unguarded and we destroy them, it will only work once.”
“I know,” Lily answered. “But there’s more than one way to cripple an army. For now, we infiltrate, listen, and find where the supplies are. Once we know, we retreat and plan.”
“Understood.” Pisi paused, curiosity surfacing. “But… why did you come personally for such a trivial task?”
“To stretch my legs,” Lily said plainly. “And to understand things with my own eyes. You can’t command properly from a tent forever.”
Pisi accepted that without argument. She would die for Lily if needed, she was the daughter of their Goddess, and losing her would bring a wrath no one wanted to imagine.
The two reached the rear line and stopped in the shadows just outside the camp. Lily pressed her fingers to her lips, pointed forward, then held up two fingers. Two guards. Pisi nodded and vanished. Lily slipped into the darkness as well. Both figures dissolved into shadow and entered the camp without a sound.
Laughter and voices rolled through the air. The rear-line soldiers lounged around fires, drinking and eating without a care in the world. The sight made Lily’s jaw tighten. These men lived in comfort while the villages behind them starved.
It also gave her ideas…ugly ones…about how to break their morale if needed.
Lily turned her head toward where she sensed Pisi, then pointed to the left of camp, before pointing to herself and then the eastern side. No words. No confirmation required. Scouts didn't speak unless they had to. And Lily, trained hard and long under those same principles, slipped deeper into shadow and continued her quiet sweep.
Lily slipped through the camp with practiced ease. The layout was loose and sprawling, tents scattered far apart. Shadows stretched everywhere, giving her more cover than she needed, and the constant roar of drunken laughter and rough banter masked even the slightest sound she made. Her steps were quick and precise as she searched for supply caches and listened in on any conversations worth hearing.
“I heard that waste of a princess got thrown onto the front lines.”
“Haha! I saw her when she arrived. Looked like a filthy beggar. Hair all clumped together, clothes hanging off her like rags. Even the Captain didn’t bother pretending to care. Told her to kill whoever she could before she died.”
“Heh. Shame she looked so disgusting. Maybe I would’ve had some fun.”
“Hah! You’d die from the diseases she’s carrying. She’s half fairy. Your little brother would fall off before you even got a kid out of it.”
“Like I could get a wife stuck out here all year.”
“Hahaha! Just wait until we catch a few beauties from the invaders. I’ve seen some worth dragging home.”
Lily clenched her jaw so hard her teeth hurt. It took everything in her not to end these men here and now. It would’ve been easy. A flick of her wrist, a shadow step, and their future crimes would never happen.
But she forced herself still. She needed information more than she needed justice tonight.
And between the filth in their conversation, she found exactly that.
A princess they despised, a half fairy, mistreated, thrown into battle to die, was here. Worthless as a political tool, maybe, but her knowledge of their palace grounds would be invaluable. Lily filed it away coldly. If she could find the girl, she could use her to navigate the empire’s stone palace.
A small smile tugged at Lily’s lips. Intel gained. Supplies located. Time to regroup.
She moved through the last stretch of camp, noting that the supply tents were spread far apart. It would take careful timing to hit them all at once. Sloppy planning wouldn’t work here.
She reached the meeting spot first and crouched low in the shadows, waiting. Pisi appeared a moment later, barely a whisper of movement before her small form materialized beside Lily.
“How was it?” Lily asked quietly.
“I found the commander’s tent,” Pisi replied. “They’re planning a full push tomorrow. They want to break our line at dawn. Supplies are scattered. Hitting all of them at once will take coordination.”
“Same on my side,” Lily said. “But I picked up something useful. Very useful.”
Pisi tilted her head. “Enough that we change tactics?”
“Enough that we call a meeting,” Lily answered, already turning toward the rear of the camp. “Let’s get back.”
“Understood.”
The two slipped back into the shadows, moving fast and silent until the lights of their own camp came into view. As they stepped out of the darkness, Lily spotted Domar pacing in front of her tent, chewing on a fingernail like it was an enemy’s throat.
“Domar,” Lily called out, “your wives will kill you if that becomes a habit.”
“I wouldn’t be doing it if you returned faster, Princess,” Domar shot back, dropping his hand. The tension left his shoulders the moment he saw her unharmed.
“Hehe… let’s have a meeting. We’ve got things to prepare. Call the captains.”
“I’ll bring them now.”
♦♦♦
An hour later, Lily sat at the head of the command table, Domar at her right, Pisi perched near the maps, and the captains lined along both sides, armor clinking softly as they settled into place.
“First,” Lily began, tapping her finger on the table, “the enemy plans a heavy push tomorrow morning. They’ve brought in reinforcements. We’ll need to dig in and brace for impact. No one gets caught off guard.”
“That’s good intel to have,” Domar said, jotting down notes.
“Next,” Lily continued, “we need to start looking for a girl on the battlefield. Someone out of place. She should look… half-starved. Clothes in tatters.”
A captain on her  left raised a hand. “Princess, I saw someone like that earlier. Couldn’t lift her own sword. Our troops ignored her since she wasn’t a threat.”
Lily’s eyes sharpened. “Where?”
“Southwest corner of the battlefield.”
“That’s her,” Lily said immediately. “I’ll bring her back tonight. If she’s who I think she is, she’s a neglected princess, hated by her own empire. She might know the layout of their palace grounds.”






Chapter 9
Lily didn’t waste a second. She slipped into the darkness and moved toward the location the captain had described. The battlefield was still alive with distant shouts and clashing weapons, but the area she headed for had thinned, just pockets of soldiers struggling to hold their ground.
It didn’t take long to find the girl.
She was about Lily’s height, swinging a sword that was far too heavy for her. Every strike threw her off balance, sending her stumbling into the mud and blood-soaked dirt. Each time she fell, she pushed herself up only to collapse again. Tears streaked her filthy cheeks, mixing with the grime already coating her.
“Why…?” the girl sobbed as she tried to lift the sword again. “Why won’t they just kill me…? I just want to die…”
Lily’s chest tightened. Whatever this girl had endured had broken her long before she ever stepped on this field.
Keeping to the shadows, Lily moved in until she was standing at the girl’s side. She raised her hand to strike the back of the girl’s neck, then hesitated as the girl’s voice cracked again, raw, desperate, hollow.
Enough, Lily decided.
She delivered a clean chop to the back of the neck, catching the girl before she hit the ground. With practiced precision, Lily pulled her into the shadows and carried her all the way back to camp, the girl limp on her back like a forgotten doll.
Domar was already waiting at the perimeter. “Princess, you’ve worked hard.”
“It’s nothing,” Lily said, shifting the girl gently into Domar’s arms. “She’s our guest. Treat her like one. But keep her under guard. Have a healer and two other women clean her up.”
“Understood.” Domar bowed his head, then carried the unconscious girl away.
Lily watched him go, replaying the girl’s words in her mind. Wanting to die… swinging with her eyes closed… abandoned by her own people. Lily couldn’t fathom the life she must have lived to reach that point. She was relieved her soldiers had ignored the girl instead of killing her, they’d been trained well to recognize someone forced into battle.
“Pisi.”
The tiny fairy appeared beside her instantly. “Yes, Princess?”
“Tell the captains to start preparations. Help the earth mages get into position on the flank and begin building the trap. If the enemy wants to charge, we’ll make it difficult for them.”
“Understood,” Pisi replied, bowing her head before vanishing back into the darkness.
♦♦♦
Kristy blinked at the cloth ceiling above her, disoriented. “Did I finally die…?”
“Far from it, young lady.” 
The voice came from her side. Kristy turned to see an older woman with long black hair tied neatly behind her shoulders, glasses perched on her nose, and a white healer’s coat draped over her frame. Her tone was calm but firm. “Our princess went to considerable lengths to pull you off that battlefield alive. It would be shameful on our part if we failed to keep you breathing. Physically, your only issue is severe malnutrition. I don’t know what you’ve endured, but you won’t be returning to that battlefield. Whoever sent you there intended for you to die.”
Kristy’s throat tightened. She pushed herself upright, and the tears came instantly. “Why… Why did you save me? Why didn’t you let me die!?”
“Why should you die?” the healer replied without hesitation. “What crime did you commit to deserve that? If you had been a threat, our people would have cut you down where you stood. But you were still alive while soldiers around you fell. That alone tells us plenty. Now… rest. I’ll go call our princess. She wishes to speak with you.”
Kristy watched the woman leave, confusion swirling in her chest. She didn’t understand any of this. She had wished for an end, yet these strangers had dragged her off the field. Was this some new punishment? A new cruelty she didn’t yet understand?
The tent flap lifted.
A young girl stepped inside, dressed in fitted leather armor. Her fox ears stood alert atop her head, and a long fluffy tail followed behind her. A large man, broad and imposing, walked in after her, his presence radiating strength.
The girl didn’t approach with softness or pity. She stopped a few paces away and met Kristy’s eyes directly.
“I have one question for you,” Lily said, voice steady. She had no intention of dancing around the point. “Are you the princess of the Black Dragon Clan?”
Kristy bowed her head, trembling. “Yes… will you kill me now?” Her voice shook with a fragile hope, as if death was the only kindness she could imagine.
“Kill you?” Lily shook her head. “Far from it. You’re an important guest, someone I wanted to speak with. Because you know the same pain I do. The pain of trying to survive. The pain of wanting it to end, but being too afraid to end it yourself.”
She stepped closer and pulled a chair to the side of the cot, sitting so she was level with Kristy’s downcast eyes. “I am Lily Cambel Harris, Princess of the Holy Kingdom of Serenity. May I have your name?”
“It’s… Kristy… Princess of the Black Dragon Clan… or at least I think…” Kristy whispered, lowering her head.
“Kristy,” Lily said gently, “have you ever wished to get back at the ones who mistreated you? The people who turned you into what you are now?”
“I…” Kristy’s fingers curled tightly around the blanket. She forced herself to lift her gaze. The young fox girl across from her seemed even younger than she was, yet her eyes held a steadiness Kristy had never seen directed at her before. Slowly, she nodded. “I dreamed of it every day. To learn how my parents really died. To get back at the ones who beat me, the ones who left me to rot. I… wanted revenge on all of them.”
“Then, Kristy, no, Princess Kristy, what would you say to overthrowing your monarch and taking the throne yourself?” Lily leaned forward, voice firm but calm. “If you help me, I can make you strong. Strong enough to take your land back. Strong enough to fix a country that threw people like you away. With my Holy Kingdom behind you, I promise you’ll learn the truth of your parents’ deaths. And you’ll get complete and utter revenge on every person who harmed you.”
Kristy froze.
Her heart hammered so hard it hurt. Take the throne? Change the empire? Learn the truth? A life she had only dared to imagine in her loneliest moments suddenly felt close enough to touch.
“I…” Her voice trembled. The fear was still there, fear of failing, fear of being too weak, fear of being dragged back into the dark again. But something inside her, something small and stubborn that had survived years of suffering, stirred when she looked at Lily. A quiet feeling that whispered: ‘Trust her. This girl will not lie to you.’
“Even if… even if I can’t be a monarch,” Kristy said shakily, “if I can learn the truth about my parents… if I can stop others from suffering like I did… that alone would be enough for me.”
“I will put my trust in you.” Kristy swallowed her fear and forced herself to breathe. She had nothing left to lose, and perhaps, just perhaps, something to gain. Even if this path failed, death was the outcome she had always expected. At least this time it would be on her own terms.
Lily’s smile softened. She liked the fire she saw in Kristy’s eyes now, faint but growing. “Good. I promise you, we will make it happen.”
♦♦♦
Morning light seeped over the horizon, washing the battlefield in a pale gray glow. Fog clung low to the torn earth, masking shapes and lowering visibility, perfect for what Serenity had planned. Soldiers moved with calm precision, packing up their temporary fortifications and preparing for a coordinated withdrawal. They knew the exact line they needed to fall back across. Once the enemy crossed it, their earth mages would do the rest.
A horn split the quiet.
Across the field, the commanders of the Black Dragon Clan’s army bellowed the order to charge just as Serenity’s officers shouted for the retreat. The shift happened fast, the front line collapsed backward, pulling away in a controlled withdrawal while the black dragon soldiers surged forward with renewed morale. They saw their enemies running and believed the battle was theirs.
Then the earth gave way.
The ground beneath the charging army split like a hungry maw. Hundreds of soldiers plunged into the massive pit before they had time to scream. Those behind them skidded to a halt, panic spreading through their ranks as they watched an entire row of comrades vanish into the collapsing earth. The pit shut just as quickly, sealing the trapped soldiers beneath tons of dirt and stone.
The enemy commanders standing on the ridge went pale.
“Retreat! Fall back! Fall back now!” one shouted, barely able to keep his voice steady.
Serenity’s forces, who had retreated only moments before, reversed direction and charged. Their timing was perfect, slamming into the panicked black dragon soldiers like a tide returning with fury.
Back at the enemy command tent, the general brought his fist down on the table hard enough to crack the surface. “They countered our charge!?”
“Yes, sir,” a subordinate reported, face tight with fear. “They pulled back exactly before we committed. The ground opened as if they already predicted our movement.”
“Damn it!” the general snarled. “Did spies get into the camp!?”
His eyes flicked to the map, his teeth grinding together. Reinforcements were still a full day away.
“Hold the line as long as possible. If they push too hard, you retreat, don’t hesitate. We will evacuate the camp and regroup at the second defensive position. We must hold until reinforcements arrive.”
“Yes, sir!”
♦♦♦
Back on Serenity’s side, Lily sat with Domar inside the command tent, a wide grin pulling at her lips. The battle still raged in the distance, shouts and explosions echoing faintly through the barrier. “It’s time to push even harder. I’m authorizing the use of the tactical mana bomb. We need to force them back. We’re still far out from their capital, and the further they fall, the better. Ideally, we push them past the river.”
Domar stiffened. “Princess, the tactical mana bombs have never been field-tested. Not once.” His voice carried genuine concern. A miscalculation here could be devastating. 
“I know,” Lily said, leaning back as if she were discussing dinner plans rather than an untested weapon. “That’s why I had them brought. Uncle Regal already confirmed they’ll behave exactly like intended. Limited radius, high output. No wild magic spillover. They’re designed to mimic a standard explosive, only stronger. Much stronger.”
“I heard that as well,” Domar admitted, rubbing the bridge of his nose, “but Princess…”
“A weapon is only useful if we know how it behaves in a real fight,” Lily cut in. “If it fails here, we adjust. If it works here, then Regal can finalize the next version.”
Domar sucked in a steadying breath. “Princess, with all due respect… testing something like that on an active battlefield makes my skin crawl.”
Lily tapped the map. “Domar, if we keep grinding forward foot by foot, we’ll lose too many people. Their reinforcements come faster than ours. We need a shock. Something to break their confidence. Toss it deep, far into their back line. Warn our people first and keep everyone alert. But we need this.”
Domar finally nodded, though tension still clung to him. “I will carry out your command… but I hope Regal’s confidence matches reality.” He stood and reached for the communication talisman.






Chapter 10
“All Captains, Code Black!” Domar’s voice cracked across the battlefield like a whip, amplified by mana until it rolled over the front line. Every captain knew what those words meant. Pull your men back. Stop the chase. Something catastrophic was incoming.
In almost perfect synchronicity, Serenity’s advance halted and reshaped itself into a clean, disciplined wall of shields and spears. Even while pressing the retreat, the line adjusted formation with the precision of a single organism. From behind them, five sharp flashes burst upward, thin streaks of light cutting through the smoky sky, followed by the distinct rising howl of engines.
It wasn’t gunpowder. It wasn’t steam. It was a rocket, an ancient concept rebuilt with magic. Each projectile arced high, trailing pale threads of mana, then dipped sharply and slammed into the enemy’s rear formations.
A stillness fell.
Even the wind held its breath.
Every Serenity soldier felt their skin prickle as the world seemed to tense around those impact points. Mana, vast amounts of mana, tore free from the air and rushed inward like a starving beast. It coiled and twisted violently, condensing around each impact until a small black sphere no bigger than a golf ball formed at the center.
Tiny. Harmless-looking. Yet every man from the Black Dragon Clan who saw it felt their heart squeeze in primordial panic.
Some soldiers stumbled back. Others stepped forward, curiosity overriding their instincts. None of them had ever seen such a thing, no weapon, no spell, no artifact radiated such suffocating danger.
Then the spheres flashed.
A thin purple glow.
A blinding white.
Light so sharp it sliced through shadow.
The ground trembled.
And then…
*BOOOOOOM!*
The explosions didn’t erupt outward like normal fire, they unfolded. Great domes of compressed mana bloomed across the battlefield, overlapping and merging into a single expanding wasteland of raw destruction. Soil vaporized. Armor melted. Screams were swallowed before they could reach the air. Over a thousand Black Dragon soldiers vanished in an instant, leaving only scorched earth and drifting dust.
At the distant command post, the Black Dragon general went pale. “What…what was that? When did they have a weapon like that!?”
He staggered back from the edge of his table, staring at the devastation spreading across what had once been his rear guard.
“Retreat!” he barked, voice cracking. “Pull back! Fall to the fifth defensive line! MOVE!”
Terror rippled through his ranks. The certainty they once had, that their numbers, levels, and pride would win the day, shattered beneath the weight of that single blast.
There was no choice; he had to retreat as far as possible. If the enemy possessed weapons of that magnitude, only a fortified zone could give them the slightest chance of surviving the next clash. The nearest defensible point was Ga’ling Base, the first major stronghold of the northern territory. Its walls were carved with ancient barrier inscriptions, dense, interlocking lines of magic etched by master craftsmen centuries ago. It was the only place within reach that could withstand an attack capable of vaporizing a battalion.
He also needed to send word back to the capital. Such a weapon could overturn a war. If they could not counter it, they would have to steal it. That thought alone sent a chill down his spine as he watched his forces scatter.
The retreat descended into chaos. Soldiers who had lost their will to fight dropped their weapons and were captured. Others fled blindly, trampling their own comrades as they tried to outrun nightmares still ringing in their ears. More men died in the panic than would have fallen if they had held steady and fought. The tactical mana bombs hadn’t just taken lives, they had shattered the army’s discipline.
Back at Serenity’s forward command, Lily’s hands trembled uncontrollably. Over a thousand lives extinguished, by her order, by her word. She clasped her shaking fingers together, knuckles whitening as she bowed her head. She had always known war was ugly, but witnessing the results of her command drove the truth into her bones. This was a war she had started. These deaths were the consequences she had chosen.
She closed her eyes, steadying her breathing as she remembered the starving villages, the abandoned forts, the beaten men and women struggling to live under the empire’s rule. Slowly, the trembling eased. “A hard decision,” she whispered, voice tight.
“Mmm… Princess, it is hard,” Domar answered softly. He stood beside her, posture firm, eyes steady. “And the next time will be just as hard. But you are doing this for the people of this land, to free them and to gain the power we need to defend against the gods when we invade the heavens. This is necessary.” He lifted a hand toward the battlefield where the mana still shimmered faintly in the air. “Think of it like a dungeon, if that helps. Your order raised the levels of countless soldiers. Our people gained strength they desperately need.”
Lily exhaled sharply, chest tight. “I know… I know it’ll never be easy. But I must push forward. Without my mother… without the other gods… we can’t storm the gods realm with raw force. We need unity. We need strength. We need this empire under our control.”
She took another breath, slow, deliberate, until the fire returned to her eyes. The hesitation faded. Determination settled into place like armor.
“Break camp. We move forward. Send scouts to track the enemy. Watch how far they retreat, but do not engage.”
“Understood, Princess.” Domar paused, gauging her expression. “Should I send word for additional tactical mana bombs? The five we had were all used.”
“Yes… bring five more,” Lily answered, gaze fixed on the distant smoke. “But we will use them only as a last resort. And gather our dead. Return them home. Let every fallen soldier have a proper funeral.”
Domar placed a fist over his heart. “As you command.”
Outside, the camp moved with renewed purpose, shadows stretching long across the torn earth as Serenity marched deeper into enemy land. Lily watched the movement in silence, the weight of her choice still lingering—and the resolve to carry it growing stronger with every beat of her heart.
♦♦♦
Snow drifted down in slow, lazy spirals, settling atop Lily’s hair and shoulders as she stood before the ruined earth. White and gold flakes blanketed the scorched land, softening it, hiding nothing. The contrast made the devastation feel heavier, not lighter. She let out a long, steady breath. “The mana here is incredibly dense… This place will become a breeding ground for monsters. We need to avoid using those weapons unless absolutely necessary.”
“Princess, everyone is ready to move,” Domar reported as he approached.
“All right. Have Princess Kristy walk with me. She still seems frightened of everyone else.” Lily had noticed the girl flinch at nearly every passing soldier. Her head stayed bowed, her fingers twisted her sleeves until her knuckles whitened, and she broke into a sweat the moment anyone unfamiliar stood too close.
“Understood. I’ll bring her over.” Domar saluted and left.
Lily looked out across the ravaged stretch of land one last time. The air shimmered faintly with leftover mana, like heat rising off summer stone. “I made this choice,” she murmured. “I may not have Mama’s power… but I can still raise our chances of survival. I just hope this wasn’t all for nothing…”
And that was the part that scared her most.
That she had started a war, killed thousands, only to learn the legendary barrier was nothing more than myth. Or worse, that it existed but was too weak to stop anything meaningful. Gods could create barriers with their own power, yes, but what she sought was a device. A tool. Something mortals could use against the heavens.
If her mother hadn’t stolen those god-killing cannons, Lily would never have ventured this far for conquest. She would have come only to annex the suffering territories and protect the people living in them. But she had chosen a harder path, her own path. Whether her mother praised her or scolded her later… Lily was prepared to accept it.
“Princess Lily…”
Kristy approached hesitantly. Even cleaned up and fed, she stood like a cornered animal, hands clasped tightly, shoulders hunched.
“Princess Kristy, you can just call me Lily. There’s no need for honorifics,” Lily said with a small smile. “We’re close in age. I’ll call you Kristy from now on too.”
Kristy blinked, startled, then nodded. “O-Okay… Lily. You wished for me to walk with you?”
“Yes. We’re marching out soon. It might be rough for a while, so please bear with it.”
Kristy lowered her gaze. “I am used to hardships, so do not worry about me.”
The way she said it, quiet, resigned, as if hardship was the only thing she expected out of life, made Lily’s heart tighten. 
“It’s not a bad thing to go through hardships.” Lily’s quiet voice made Kristy flinch, caught off guard by the unexpected statement. “Hardship does two things. First, it forces you to grow, your body, your resolve, your instincts. Second, it lets you understand the people beneath you. You can’t rule properly unless you know what they feel.”
Kristy raised her eyes slightly, uncertain, as Lily continued in a steady, direct tone.
“I’ve come close to death more times than I can count because of starvation. I stole from street vendors. I got beaten for it. But because of that life, I learned compassion. I learned what real suffering looks like. And I was lucky, Mama took me in and gave me a home, a future, and warmth I didn’t know existed. Kristy, you will be a fine ruler one day. I can see that clearly. And while we’re taking lives on our march toward the capital, it’s a loss forced onto us. If they refuse to lay down their arms, there’s no other path.”
“I know…” Kristy whispered. “I saw how the captured soldiers were treated. They aren’t harmed. They’re fed. If it were reversed… I’m afraid the men would be killed, and the women…” Her voice cracked. She had heard enough palace whispers growing up. Horrors she wished she could forget.
“Yes,” Lily said plainly, “but that doesn’t mean we become like them. As we push forward, the number of prisoners will grow. They’ll be transported peacefully to Serenity and held until the war ends. War is ugly. I understand that better than most. While the Black Dragon Clan hid under their barrier, my people fought the gods face-to-face.”
“I… I’m sorry…” Kristy bowed her head, shame trembling through her voice.
Lily reached over and gently patted her back. Her touch was light, but steady. “The blame doesn’t fall on you. It falls on the ones in power. Protecting your nation is fine, it's natural, but it should never be done at the expense of the world.”
Kristy swallowed hard and nodded. She couldn’t find any words. Everything Lily said made sense. And deep down, she knew it was true: if Serenity hadn’t fought the gods, the Black Dragon Clan’s barrier would have been the next target. It was strong, yes, but even she didn’t know how strong. It was an artifact from a time long before she was born, its limits lost to history.
For the first time in her life, Kristy felt something she wasn’t used to.
Hope.






Chapter 11
Half a day later, a fairy appeared in front of Lily, kneeling in the air. “Princess, we have scouted ahead. The enemy has crossed the river and seems to be heading toward a fort further south.”
“Alright. We will set up base camp on the other side of the river. Tell Domar to gather everyone for a meeting once the camp is set up. We don’t know what awaits us if we get close to the fort.”
“Ga’ling, the fort they are heading to is called Ga’ling,” Kristy spoke up quietly. “If I am not mistaken, it’s a fort with a powerful barrier inscribed directly into its walls. It will not be an easy fort to take.”
“If that’s the case, we’ll have our work cut out for us. Make sure Domar hears that as well.” Lily waved her hand dismissively, and the fairy saluted before darting off.
By mid-afternoon, Lily’s army reached the other side of the bridge. Camp took shape quickly, tents rising in neat rows while food simmered in large iron pots. Soldiers laughed around small fires, the sound carrying through the air, proof that morale was still high despite injuries and the loss of life.
Inside her circular command tent, Lily sat in her usual chair with Domar and the commanders gathered around her. “This is what Kristy told me about the fort they’re heading to. Do any of you have thoughts on how to overcome this barrier?”
“Princess,” one commander said after a moment, “unless we attack the fort outright, we won’t know how strong the barrier is. If we stage an attack to test its defenses, we could walk straight into a trap that costs many lives.”
“That is what I’m worried about,” Lily admitted. “That’s why I’m holding this meeting. Any idea is welcome as long as it can help us capture this fort and use it as a base.”
“I have a suggestion.” One of the undead commanders raised his hand. “What if we ask Lord Ricky? I heard he fought against the gods alongside Apostle Oinktera.”
“That… Grandpa…” Lily’s expression tightened. She knew how powerful he was, but dragging him into a war she started was something she wasn’t ready for. And the thought of being scolded now wasn’t appealing.
“Princess, if I may,” Domar added, “I think his suggestion makes sense. Lord Ricky’s strength is great. He could really help in this situation. And… I don’t think he wishes to sit around doing nothing. He would be a great help in this and in the coming battles.”
Lily let out a long breath and finally nodded. Domar’s calm judgment carried weight. “Send word and see if he’s able to come. If not, we’ll need another plan. For now, we hold this region until we get word. Dismissed.”
“Yes, Princess!”
The tent cleared out, leaving only Lily and Domar.
“Uncle Domar,” Lily said with a sigh, “do you think Grandpa is going to yell at me?”
“That is not something I can say. Lord Ricky is your grandfather and her Holiness’s father. I cannot predict what he will say or do.”
Lily slumped in her chair. “Right… let’s just leave it at that. I’ll go see how Kristy is doing. Once she gains a bit of courage, she’ll come out of her shell. When she does, she’ll make an amazing leader.”
“Princess, you’ve always had a good eye for people,” Domar replied. “I’m sure she will be. But for now, meet with her, then rest. You hardly slept last night.”
He was right. Her thoughts had been foggy all morning. Lily nodded and pushed herself to her feet, stepping out into the lukewarm afternoon air. Her tent sat beside a smaller one where Kristy was staying, close enough to show trust but not so close as to overwhelm her.
As she walked, Lily hoped things wouldn’t grow harder from here. She still had no clear picture of the full scale of the Black Dragon Clan’s army. The empire was large enough that sending tens of thousands of soldiers wasn’t impossible. She prayed they wouldn’t.
Time was a luxury she didn’t have, and she needed to minimize losses on her side as much as possible.
If the stalemate battle had taught her anything, it was this: the soldiers of the Black Dragon Clan were strong, strong enough to match her own.
And the real fight hadn’t even begun.
♦♦♦
The next day, Lily made her way toward the tent at the center of the encampment where her grandfather waited. Ever since it had been decided to call Ricky to the front, a dull weight had been sitting in her chest. She walked through the camp with her head slightly lower than usual, boots crunching over packed snow and trampled earth. Soldiers moved around her in steady lines, checking gear, tightening straps, murmuring to one another, but each step she took toward the tent only made her more tense, as if her body itself was reluctant to present her for judgment.
She reached the entrance, took a slow breath, then pulled the flap aside and stepped inside.
The air was heavy with the familiar scent of sandalwood, faint but comforting, a smell she associated with home and evenings in Serenity rather than this cold battlefield camp. The light in the tent was muted, cloth walls softening the glow from a single mana lamp. Her grandfather sat waiting, perched on a battered wooden stool as if it were a throne he had used a hundred times before. He wore his usual white leather armor, scuffed and worn at the edges from countless fights, but still well maintained.
Ricky looked at her for a long moment without speaking, dark eyes steady on her face. Lily, trembling with a mix of pride and shame that twisted together in her stomach, dropped to her knees on the mat and bowed her head until her hair brushed the fabric. She braced herself for the thunderous rebuke she had imagined: ‘How dare you? What were you thinking? You impetuous child.’
The tent stayed silent, apart from the faint whisper of canvas shifting in the wind and the soft, controlled sound of his breathing.
Eventually, Ricky let out a breath that sounded more like quiet amusement than anger. The toe of his boot nudged her shin, not harsh, just enough to get her attention. “Lily… you don’t need to kneel.”
She lifted her head, blinking. The urge to cry hit her so suddenly and so hard that her throat tightened.
“I’m not mad,” he said calmly. “I think your mother would have done the same.”
For a second the world seemed to tilt. Lily almost lost her balance even while kneeling. She pressed her fists into her thighs, fingers curling into the fabric to keep herself grounded as she forced her breathing to even out.
“I understand why you are doing what you are doing,” Ricky continued. “We have all heard about it already. It was surprising at first, but after hearing the details, I agree with you on this.”
His hand, dry and warm, settled on her shoulder. The touch was light, but it steadied her as if someone had run a support beam through her spine.
“You agree?” Lily’s voice came out small and a little warped, betraying how young she still was under the armor and titles.
“This is the only way to get what we need to fight the gods,” Ricky said. “You have to defeat the Black Dragon Clan or make them submit if you want a better chance to stand against the gods.”
For the first time in what felt like days, a long, shaky sigh slipped out of Lily. She straightened slowly, blinking away the moisture at the corners of her eyes and trying to pull her composure back into place.
“I thought you would scold me for starting this war,” she admitted, a flicker of embarrassment passing over her face.
Her grandfather leaned back slightly and let out a low chuckle. “You’re old enough to do what you want. I have no right to scold you for your choices.” His gaze lingered on her, sharp but not unkind. “You’ve been running the kingdom well in your mother’s absence. If you feel this is the only way, then I’ll do what I can to help you.”
The words landed like a solid promise. Lily felt tension she hadn’t even realized she was carrying slowly drain from her shoulders and back. When she tried to stand, she realized her knees had gone numb. She wobbled, almost toppling forward, and caught herself on his sleeve with a small, half-hysterical giggle she couldn’t quite hold back.
Ricky grinned, showing all his teeth. “Careful. The world would be lost if you fell over and cracked your skull open.”
Lily smiled back, the expression feeling strange after so many days of grim focus. She had to consciously relax her face to hold it. “Thank you. I mean it. I know what I’m doing is dangerous and maybe selfish, but I can’t see any other way. If the barrier is really as great as they say, then we’ll need it no matter what.”
“I heard about that,” Ricky replied. The warmth in his tone cooled, replaced by something harder. A faint crease formed between his brows. “If they are not willing to talk, then there is nothing we can do. They attacked you first, right?”
Lily clenched her fists and nodded once. “Yes. They attacked us without even giving us a chance to talk. They made demands without proper diplomacy, which is why I gave the order. Since then, not a single one of their commanders has tried to speak with me. I know I started this by bringing my army in, but it was to provoke a response, to talk to someone who had authority. Sadly they choose war.”
“And now they have retreated to the fort after the tactical mana bombs…” Ricky’s words trailed off as he lowered himself back onto the stool and stared up at the cloth ceiling, thinking.
“The fort is supposed to have a barrier inscribed into its walls,” Lily said. “Domar and the others had me call you, hoping you could help break the barrier, or at least test it.”
Ricky nodded, folding his arms across his chest. “We will figure something out. If the barrier is too powerful, even my fists won’t be able to break through it. But I can at least give it a test and see if it’s possible or not.” He shifted his weight forward, expression settling into that familiar, serious focus she knew so well. “But we will need a distraction. Gather the commanders. We need to come up with a solid plan before anyone moves.”






Chapter 12
Inside the fort, the enemy commander stood tall yet held a grim expression. His presence, which should have emanated strength and power, now felt much weaker. His dark armor shone in the dim light, his sword at his side glinting menacingly. Next to him, the general in charge of the fort stood with a steely expression, his hand resting on the pommel of his own sword. “General Yi’tik, to think I would see a day when you would need to retreat. Is the enemy that strong?”
“Stronger than you can ever imagine. The weapons they have are something that will give me nightmares for years to come, if I live past this battle. General Uh’mij, the barrier might fall this time. We need to make plans just in case it does.”
General Uh’mij frowned. He had heard the reports and had also come to the same conclusion way before General Yi’tik arrived. “I have some ideas, but it depends on how the enemy moves. If they use the weapon in question right off, it will be hard, but if not, we may still be able to fend them off.”
“I will follow your plans. My soldiers are yours to command. If the Empire falls to a small number of enemy soldiers, then how will we face our kin in death?” General Yi’tik let out a sigh. He had already failed to stop them once, and now they occupied more territory than any enemy they had ever fought before. Even the fairies couldn’t take so much land from the Empire, and now…
“We will wait for their first move. Old friend, you know as well as I do that we must always win. The Empire was not built on the blood of many for us to fall now.” General Uh’mij gave a bitter smile. To those in the military, failure was death.
♦♦♦
By the river at the Holy Kingdom of Serenity’s encampment, Lily and her grandfather stood just outside the camp, looking towards the large fort off in the distance. “We will put our plan into motion in three days. I want to see what the enemy will do first.” Lily gazed at the fort using her Hawkeye skill in hopes of seeing anything that may be of use. “I will also have a few scouts try to peek inside the fort. It would be beneficial to know the location of their supply caches. To fully take a fort like that by force would be impossible with our current numbers. But to do any damage, we must first break a hole in the fort walls.
“Mmm… I was thinking the same. A fort of that size must be able to hold tens of thousands of soldiers. It’s by no means a small fort.” Ricky fully agreed. While their people would need to act as a distraction when the time came, they could prioritize the safety of their soldiers instead of trying to break through the enemy gates. They would only need to hold out long enough until the scouts can do their thing.
Lily returned to her tent, where she found Kristy sitting there waiting for her. “I made tea.”
“Thank you. How are you feeling today?” Lily asked as she sat down and watched Kristy pour her a cup of tea.
“I’m feeling much better. I have hope for the future. Even if this empire collapses under my rule, I will have no regrets, since I will have been able to get back at those who looked down on me and sent me off to die.”
“I don’t see the empire collapsing at all. If you want nothing to do with it, we can have it come under Serenity’s rule.”
“I don’t see why you don’t want to take it for yourself to begin with.” This was puzzling for Kristy. To take down the empire, yet give it away to someone else to rule over. It didn’t make sense to her.
“Because I am only here for one thing, the technology to create the barrier. At first, that was all I wanted. But when I saw the people starving to death without any assistance from the empire, I decided to take it down. If you had not shown up, maybe I would have done as you said and taken it all, but you showed up, and I can see that you will be a fine ruler that Serenity can align itself with. Power itself does not define a great ruler, it’s the person and whom they surround themselves with.”
“Hehe…” Kristy smiled and giggled. “Sometimes you sound like a great scholar.”
“Well I did spend many days buried in books and still do when I have free time.” Lily replied, causing both of the girls to break out into fits of giggles.
Ricky, who had come looking for Lily, stood outside the tent and smiled. He was happy that his granddaughter had met a friend. Someone her age with whom she could talk and laugh. “I’ll come back later.” Ricky turned and walked away while whistling. He didn’t have anything important to say anyway; he could wait.
The following morning, Lily found herself in a strategy meeting with Pisi, her grandfather, and Domar. Pisi’s wings shimmered with iridescent light as she stood in the air before them.
“I’ve selected our best scouts for the mission, Princess,” Pisi said, her words melodic yet firm. “Jirella and Miko have the keenest eyes of all our scouts. They can spot a needle in a haystack from a few miles away.”
Lily nodded, her fox ears twitching ever so slightly as she considered the plan. “They’ll need to be careful. The fort may have archers watching the skies. Maybe even hidden scouts.”
“There is no need to worry, they know how to use the cloud cover and the sun’s position to their advantage,” Pisis assured her. “They’ll fly high enough to avoid detection but still observe what we need.”
Domar leaned forward, his massive frame causing the wooden chair beneath him to creak. “What exactly are we looking for, Princess? The same as before?”
Lily unrolled the map of the fort on the table. “As we discussed, we need to know where they are storing their supplies, food, weapons, and especially any magitech. If they’re visible in the open courtyards or hidden away inside the fort. Also, any unusual movements or fortifications they might be building.”
Ricky stroked his chin before cutting in. “The barrier is our primary concern. We need to identify any potential weaknesses. If there is, the mana radiating from it should show some sign of weakness. And if there is such a point, one of my skills might be able to break that section down.”
“What Grandfather says is right. But it could still be very dangerous.” Lily said, her brow furrowing with concern.
“It’s what we have already discussed,” Ricky replied. “We need to know if we can break through it or not, and if such a weakness exists, then we can take the fort. We can see just how strong they hold up against my skills, giving us valuable information.”
By midday, Jirella and Miko had taken to the skies. Lily watched them ascend until they were mere specks in the sky. The fairy scouts’ wings caught the sunlight as they flew upward.
Hours later, as the sun began its descent, the scouts returned. Their faces were flushed with excitement as they landed unsteadily before Lily’s command tent.
“Princess!” Jirella began, tucking a strand of silver hair behind her pointed ear, “We’ve scouted out the fort thoroughly. Their supplies are not in the open as far as we can see. They seemed to have constructed three large underground chambers beneath the northern, eastern, and western walls.
Miko nodded eagerly. “We could tell by the ventilation shafts and the patterns of the soldiers’ movements. By how they were rotating guards at specific intervals around those areas.”
“And their preparations?” Lily asked, leaning forward.
“They’re reinforcing the northern wall,” Jirella replied. “Extra archers, more patrol units. They seem to expect an attack from that direction.”
“Which means,” Domar interjected, “we should consider approaching from the south or east.”
Lily’s mind raced with possibilities. “Did you see any weaknesses in the barrier itself?”
“Miko’s wings fluttered nervously. “It’s uniform in appearance, but there was a slight shimmer near the southwest corner. It was almost undetectable. It may have just been the sun, so I can’t say for sure, but…”
“Or it could be exactly what we need,” Lily finished. She turned to Ricky. “That’s where you will test the barrier. It’s our best shot.”
As night fell, they finalized their plans. Lily would lead a diversionary force to the north, drawing attention with a display of magic and the movement of troops. Meanwhile, Domar would position archers and another squad of mages to the east, creating the impression of a flanking maneuver.
“And I,” Ricky said, his voice resolute, “will approach from the northeast under cover of darkness. When their forces are diverted, I’ll test the barrier with my skills and hope one of them breaks through.”
Kristy, who had remained silent throughout the meeting, suddenly spoke up. “What if it doesn’t work? What if the barrier holds?”
Lily met Kristy’s concerned gaze and smiled. “Then we adjust. War is like a river; until it is dammed, it will keep flowing. We just have to keep changing our strategies.” She turned back to the map, her small finger tracing the outline of the fort. “But it will work. It has to…”
The next evening, as the stars began to dot the sky, they moved into position. Lily watched her troops spread out along the northern approach, carrying magical lanterns that would soon create the illusion of a much larger force.
“Ready the signal,” she commanded, her voice steady despite the fluttering in her chest. This was it, their first actual test against the Empire’s defenses.
From her vantage point, she could just make out her grandfather’s silhouette moving toward the southwestern corner of the fort. Even at a distance, his imposing figure radiated strength and determination.
“Now,” Lily whispered.
The night erupted in light and sound as her forces launched their diversion. Magic spells shot into the sky, illuminating the landscape in a brilliant display of colors. Drums thundered, and war horns blared, creating an illusion of a massive army approaching.
On the fort’s walls, the soldiers scrambled to their defensive positions. Just as the fairy scouts had reported. The northern wall was filled with archers and spearmen, their attention fixed on the incoming threat.
Lily held her breath as she watched from afar as her grandfather reached the barrier. Ricky now stood before the shimmering, faintly glowing fort wall, his prosthetic arm glowing with accumulated mana. He drew back, his stance widening, and then thrust forward with everything he had.






Chapter 13
Ricky’s fist connected with the barrier, mana crackling around his knuckles like blue lightning. The energy dissipated harmlessly against the stone wall, not even a ripple showing where he had struck. He flexed his fingers, feeling the familiar ache of his weakest skill.
“Damn it,” he muttered, rolling his shoulders back. “Let’s try something a little stronger.”
Drawing deeper from his mana, Ricky channeled the mana through his arms until they glowed with amber light. “Flaming Smash!”
His fist crashed against the fortress wall with twice the force, the impact sending vibrations up his arm. Yet still nothing. Not even a scratch or crack on the smooth stone surface. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he prepared for his third attempt.
♦♦♦
On the northern face of the fort, chaos reigned. Lily watched from behind the hastily constructed bulwark as her mages unleashed a barrage of fireballs and lightning strikes against the fortress walls. Archers loosed volleys of arrows that arced gracefully through the air before raining down on the fortress.
“Keep up the pressure,” Lily ordered, her white fox ears twitching as she detected the panicked shouts from the fortress walls. “But maintain your distance. No one approaches those walls.”
A messenger dropped to one knee beside her. “Your Highness, General Domar reports success on the eastern flank. The Black Dragons are diverting significant forces to counter his feint.”
Lily nodded, satisfaction warming her chest despite the calm tactical face she maintained. “Perfect. The more attention we draw away from the south, the better Grandfather’s chances.”
♦♦♦
Inside the fortress, General Uh’mij slammed his fist against the wooden table, scattering miniature troop markings across the map.
“Report!” he bellowed at the harried soldier who had just burst through the door.
“Sir, we’re under attack from the north and east, but… something’s wrong. They’re not advancing. Just hammering us with ranged attacks.”
“What of the western and southern walls?”
“Quiet, sir. Too quiet.”
General Uh’mij narrowed his eyes and glanced over at General Yi’tik. “A diversion, maybe? But for what purpose?”
General Yi’tik studied the map, tracing the fortress perimeter with one finger. “The Barrier Nodes…”
♦♦♦
Ricky’s breath came in ragged gasps as he struck out once more. His arm burned with exertion, muscles quivering as golden light spiraled around his limbs, drawing patterns in the air. “Fist of the Ancient Sun!”
The blow landed with the force of a battering ram, a shockwave rippling outward from the point of impact. For a heartbeat, nothing happened. Then, a hairline crack appeared on the fortress wall-barely visible, but definitely there.
Ricky grinned through the pain. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”
He drew himself up, digging deeper into his mana reserves than he had before. The air around him began to shimmer with heat as he prepared his next strongest skill, knowing the noise would soon alert the guards. It was a race against time now.
♦♦♦
Lily felt it before she saw it, a disturbance in the mana currents flowing around the fortress, like ripples in a pond. She closed her eyes, focusing her senses southward.
“Grandfather’s broken through the outer layer,” she whispered, then raised her voice. “Signal Domar! Phase two begins now!”
The messenger nodded and lifted the signal mirror, flashing a coded message toward the eastern flank. Lily drew her dagger, its enchanted blade humming with anticipation. “Prepare the strike teams. Watch the mana flow. If it weakens at all, attack!”
Around her, the soldiers of the Kingdom of Serenity checked their weapons one final time. They would have only moments to exploit the breach before the Black Dragon Clan realized what was happening.
Lily’s tail swished behind her as she scanned the fortress walls, counting the seconds until the battle truly began.
♦♦♦
High above the southwestern wall, a scout spotted movement below. Squinting against the dim light of night, he caught sight of a lone figure hammering away at the wall with increasingly powerful trikes.
“Sound the alarm!” he shouted. “Someone’s attacking the southwest wall!”
♦♦♦
Oblivious to the commotion he’d caused, Ricky gathered every ounce of mana left within his body. Golden light gathered around his fist, so bright it hurt to look at it directly. The energy spiraled down his arm, concentrating into a single point. “Dragon’s… Impact!
Ricky’s fists slammed into the wall with such force that the ground beneath him cracked. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, a spiderweb of fissures erupted across the stone surface, spreading outward from the point of impact. The wall groaned, a deep rumbling sound that seemed to reverberate through the earth itself.
With a deafening crack, the wall collapsed inward, revealing a gaping hole large enough for three men to walk through side by side. Dust billowed outward, enveloping Rick in a cloud of pulverized stone.
Ricky staggered backward, drained but triumphant. “I did it,” he whispered, staring at his trembling hand. “I actually did it.”
♦♦♦
Within the fortress, a mana fluctuation spread out in all directions like ripples in a still pond struck by a boulder, the invisible energy waves pulsing through the stone and air alike. Dormant runes etched into the fortress foundations flickered to life with an eerie blue glow, then dimmed as the protective enchantments faltered for the first time in centuries.
“The southwestern node!” General Yi’tik shouted. “We were too late, it’s been destroyed!”
General Uh’mij was already barking orders. “Send the third squad to the south-west wall immediately! Move!”
Even as the soldiers scrambled to respond, a soldier burst into the room. “Sir! The barrier… It’s falling everywhere! The enemy is advancing from the east and north!”
♦♦♦
Lily felt it the instant the barrier weakened. A sudden shift in the mana currents, like a taut rope snapping. Her ears perked up, tail bristling with excitement.
“Now!” she shouted, leaping to her feet. “The barrier is weakened! Advance now!”
The Kingdom of Serenity’s army surged forward like a tidal wave. Mages unleashed their most potent spells, no longer holding back. Walls of ice erupted from the ground, smashing against the fortress. Lightning arcs and fireballs tore through the air, striking the weakened barrier and shattering it further.
Lily drew her daggers, the blades glinting in the moonlight as she led the charge. “Take it down!” She cried, her voice carrying across the battlefield.
The test of the fortress’s defenses had become their actual assault, and the Black Dragon Clan was caught off guard.
Domar’s booming voice carried from the eastern flank as his forces redoubled their efforts. “Break it! Break the wall down now!”
Walls crumbled under the combined assault, rendering the barrier useless. Serenity’s soldiers poured through the breaches, engaging the disorganized enemy soldiers in fierce combat. Steel clashed against steel, magic flared in brilliant bursts of color, and the air filled with battle cries.
Lily fought her way through the chaos, dispatching two guards with quick, precise strikes. As her forces secured a foothold inside the fortress, she turned over command to her Captain.
“Take command here,” she ordered, sheathing her daggers. “I’m going to hit them where it really hurts while we have a chance. Just in case we get pushed out.”
The Captain nodded grimly. “Be careful, Your Highness.”
Lily slipped away from the main battle, her small stature allowing her to move unnoticed through the confusion. She made her way to the ventilation shaft her scouts had identified the day before. It was a narrow opening, barely visible even when standing right in front of it.
With a quick glance to ensure no one was watching, she squeezed into the tight space, her fox ears flattening against her head. The shaft descended at a steep angle, forcing her to brace her feet against the opposite walls as she inched downward.
The ventilation shaft opened into a vast underground chamber filled with row upon row of food stores. Barrels of preserved meats, sacks of grain, and crates of dried fruit lined the walls and filled the center space. Enough to feed an army for months.
“Perfect,” Lily whispered, summoning her foxfire. Blue flames danced across her palm, casting eerie shadows through the room. She touched the flame to the nearest grain sack, watching as the fire spread with unnatural speed.
The fire caught quickly, spreading from one food store to the next. Lily didn’t wait to watch it burn. She spotted a heavy wooden door at the far end of the room and made her way toward it, careful to avoid the rapidly spreading flames.
The door led to a narrow tunnel, dimly lit by mana-powered lanterns spaced along the rough-stone walls. Lily moved swiftly, following the passage deeper into the fortress’s underbelly.
♦♦♦
Ricky stared at the breach he’d created, a mixture of pride and alarm washing over him as he heard the sounds of battle erupting throughout the fortress. What had been meant as a test had become the catalyst for the full assault.
“Time to go,” he muttered, backing away from the wall. The last of his mana was spent, leaving him vulnerable. He needed to join the main force before the enemy soldiers found him.
As he turned to retreat, he heard the sounds of Serenity's soldiers pouring into the fort. The battle had begun in earnest.
Staying low, Ricky began making his way toward the northern side of the fort. He would have to circle around, but it was the only way to allow him time to regenerate mana and join the fight.
Going through the hole he made was out of the question.






Chapter 14
Lily emerged from the underground storerooms, her boots flicked with spilled oil and wine. The acrid smell of the smoke hung in the air as she climbed the final steps into the fortress proper. The sounds of battle, metal against metal, shouts of pain, and the crackle of magical energy grew louder with each step.
She pressed herself against the stone wall, peering around the corner. Her forces had penetrated the outer defenses as planned, but the Black Dragon Clan was once more showing they were stronger than she had expected. The courtyard had become a killing field.
A knot formed in her stomach as she watched one of her soldiers being run through by swords. Three more Gorcs lay motionless near the eastern wall, their armor torn and bloodied. For every enemy combatant that fell, one of her own would be severely injured, if not dead.
“This isn’t working,” she whispered to herself, her fox ears flattening against her head. The barrier had been weakened. They could easily break down the walls. Staying any longer when they were at a stalemate would cause too much loss on her side.
A young soldier stumbled past her, clutching a wound at his side, blood seeping between his fingers. His eyes were wide with pain and fear. She caught him before he fell.
“Princess,” he gasped as he turned his head to see the familiar white fox ears.
“You have done well.” Lily held the young man up and looked at the situation before her.
Lily’s mind raced through calculations. They had accomplished more than their primary objective. They not only tested the barrier that protected the fort but also weakened it to where they could break into the fort itself, creating multiple entry points. She was even able to destroy the supplies hidden under the fort. Continuing now would only result in needless deaths. The fort could be taken later, when her forces were at full strength.
She made sure she had a good grip on the young soldier and blended into the shadows, moving unseen through the battlefield, past the struggling soldiers and fallen comrades, until she reached the rear lines.
As she materialized from the shadows, she quickly handed off the young soldier to one of the medics. “He’s been stabbed in the side.”
“Understood.” The young soldier was gently handed off to the medic and evacuated from the battlefield.
“Lily,” Ricky called out, relief evident in his voice. He had been searching the battlefield for her and had been worried when he hadn’t seen her this entire time.
“Grandpa. I am glad you were able to make it back here safely.” Lily gave a faint smile before turning to Domar. “How is it?”
“Thirty-seven confirmed dead, double that wounded at least. The injured are still being pulled off the battlefield.”
“Alright…” Lily sighed and turned towards the battle that was still raging on. “We will retreat. We have accomplished much more than I had hoped for. Fighting a stalemate is not going to help us take this fort and would be a waste of lives. Have the medics gather the injured and dead as we pull back. I do not want to leave a single fallen here in this fort.”
Domar nodded and bowed his head, “As you command.”
Within minutes, horns sounded across the battlefield. Three short blasts followed by one long note. The signal to retreat.
♦♦♦
The camp by the river was somber that evening. The water’s gentle gurgling seemed at odds with the mood of the soldiers as they tended to their wounds, repaired their equipment, and mourned fallen comrades.
Lily sat at the head of a large wooden table inside the command tent, maps and reports spread before her. The captains of the various units gathered around, faces drawn with exhaustion.
“Forty-two dead,” she said, running her fingers along the casualty report. “One hundred and seventeen wounded, thirty-four severely.” Each number was a person with a name, a family, a story now cut short or forever altered.
Lily stood up and bowed her head toward the captains. “I’m sorry… because I gave the order…”
“Princess, please raise your head!” One of the captains shouted; the others were also in a panic. “We all know what we are fighting for. We know that we need to keep moving forward toward the capital and force them to turn over the barrier technology. All so we can survive in the true war to come. We may have lost lives, but this is a form of training as well.”
A murmur of agreement swept through the gathered officers, their expressions firm despite the fatigue etched into their faces. Some placed a fist over their chest, others dipped their heads in solidarity, each gesture steady and deliberate. They were reminding her, without accusation, that every person in this tent had chosen to follow her lead. Their loyalty was not blind, nor born of fear, but of trust forged battle by battle. Lily felt something in her chest tighten at that unspoken unity, a mix of gratitude and a deeper sense of responsibility settling on her shoulders like a physical weight.
Lily drew in a steady breath and lifted her head. “Thank you… all of you. You should all get some rest. That will be all for tonight.” Her voice was soft but carried enough authority to signal the meeting’s end. The captains exchanged brief nods before stepping back, giving her one last salute before leaving the tent.
The last of the captains bowed and stepped out into the cold night air, their armor glinting dully beneath the torchlight. When the tent flap fell shut, silence settled over the command tent, broken only by the soft flicking of the magic lamp and the whisper of the river outside.
Lily remained still for a long time, the maps before her blurred in the lamplight, lines of ink swimming into the chaos. The casualty report lay atop them like a wound that refused to close. She closed her eyes, steadying her breath.
Footsteps approached. She didn’t need to look up to know who it was.
“You dismissed them too early,” Ricky said, his voice quiet but edged with a familiar roughness. “They would have stayed until dawn.”
“They have given more than enough for one day,” Lily replied, shuffling the papers in front of her. “They need rest more than I need company.”
Ricky grunted in response, but the worry could be seen in his eyes. He came to stand beside Lily, gazing down at the maps on the table. “You’re overthinking things again.”
Lily allowed herself a faint smile. “Is it that obvious? I am trying to come up with an idea to keep my people from dying. It’s hard. Dealing with the loss of life that you yourself are partially to blame for. I sent these people to die for a war I started.”
“I think it’s more than just that.” Ricky placed his hand on top of Lily’s head, ruffling her hair. “Watching those who die in front of you who could have lived a peaceful life is not easy. I have had young kids die in my arms more times than I wish to count. You may have given the order this time, but at the very least, it was not in vain, now was it?”
Ricky’s finger tapped on the river sketched out along the fort’s western side. “Your eyes keep drifting here. What are you seeing?”
“Opportunity,” Lily answered softly. “The fort’s barrier is gone. The outer walls have been broken down, but they will most likely mend them with earth magic before sunrise. If we wait too long, all of this…” She gestured at the casualty report. “It would be meaningless.”
“You’re not thinking about direct assault?”
“No.” Lily shook her head firmly. “We’ve lost too many already. I want something cleaner. Quieter.”
Ricky tilted his head, waiting for her to continue.
“According to our scouts, the river runs deep on the west side.” Lily began. “If we divert the channel and flood the lower tunnels that had the fort’s supplies, if my mapping was correct while I was down there, we could collapse the foundation under the southern wall. While they scramble to contain it, we can use another tunnel here in the north to sneak small teams through.”
Lily paused, “It’s here that we will sneak into the command center of the fort, which, if I am not wrong, should be in this part of the building here. If we take out the enemy’s chain of command, we can take the fort. But it will not be easy. We will need to keep each point we arrive at inside the fort secure. We still don’t know how strong the generals are.”
Ricky said nothing more after that. The tent was quiet again, save for the flick of the lamp flame and the rustle of paper as Lily began to write. Her pen moved in clean strokes. She wrote up the plan for each squad, making sure to seal it with her magic seal. Outside, the steady murmur of the river almost sounded like it was listening.
When she finished the last note, she leaned back and sucked in some of the cool night air and closed her eyes. “We’ll move before dawn,” She said finally. “The earth mages will start digging at the location on the map. Those skilled with water magic will help hold the water back while the tunnel is being constructed.”
Ricky folded his arms, watching Lily work. “You already came up with a plan of action before I walked in.”
Lily nodded once. “I only needed to say it aloud to finish gathering my thoughts.” She rolled the maps together in a neat bundle. “We’ll flood the southern tunnels and let the river do most of the work. While that happens, the strike team, led by me, will take the new western passage and make our way into the command center. Domar will draw their attention by striking the eastern wall again.”
“Just be careful. They will not be as easily fooled as they were before.” Ricky had to make sure Lily knew this.
“I will.” Lily let another smile creep up on her lips.
“Your mother would be proud.”
“She would have ended this before the war even started. You know how she is. Appear before the leader, make a threat, and take what she wants before leaving without a single act of aggression. Sadly, I am too weak. But I will settle this cleanly from now on. No more frontal attacks. At least, unless it is necessary.”






Chapter 15
As Ricky stepped out into the night, Lily let herself relax again, letting her eyelids drift downwards. The sound of activity outside began to rise again. Soft footfalls, muted voices, the distant thuds of hammers. Her people were already in motion.
“I can’t rest just yet…” Lily forced her eyes open again before a much-needed slumber could consume her. She got up and pushed aside the tent flap and stepped out into the night. Snowflakes still fell from the sky. The night temperature had dropped quite a bit, even though there was not a cloud in the sky. But none of this bothered Lily, who wouldn’t even freeze under her mother’s aura. In the distance, the outline of the fort loomed, scarred but still standing, a dark tooth against the horizon. Smoke rose into the air from the campfires scattered across the camp. For a moment while gazing up at the stars and the slowly floating snowflakes, Lily simply listened to the river’s whispering current.
“I will not let their deaths be in vain. We will accomplish what we set out to do,” she murmured, her breath a pale wisp in the air.
With her orders passed down, the camp stirred with renewed purpose. Ropes uncoiled, stakes unrooted, tools clinking. Under the cover of darkness, two squads of earth and water mages slipped into the shadows of the water’s edge and made their way to their designated locations to begin construction of the tunnels, which would bring them a swift victory.
Lily watched as her people busied themselves. She could feel the pull of exhaustion in her bones, but rest would have to wait. Tomorrow, the river itself would be their secret weapon, fighting alongside them. This time, she would lead the charge and take the fort in one fell swoop.
The camp faded behind her as Lily crossed the snow-covered plain, the only sound the crunch of her boots in the hard snow. Dawn had yet to come, and the sky was a deep blue bruise above the horizon. Ahead, the outline of the fort was visible, its broken walls hallowed in the drifting mist.
Lily kept her cloak drawn tight and moved swiftly with her two fairy companions. Pisi being one of the two fairy scouts. They hid in her shadow unseen from any prying eyes. Far ahead, a faint glimmer of spelllight pulsed just out of sight of the fort. A dark hole in the ground on the side of a small hill carved the entrance of the tunnel where the mages were working. By the time she reached them, they had already moved a few hundred feet into the ground. The air smelled of cold stone and churned soil.
“Report,” Lily whispered.
The lead earth mage straightened his back. “We should be done in about two hours.”
“Good,” Lily replied. “Keep it stable only until we are through. Once my team clears the breach, collapse the entry.”
The mage nodded and returned to work. Large chunks of earth were being removed with each cast of his and the other two mages' spells. Each chunk of earth was compressed down into solid bricks and set aside as they continued forward. Lily gestured for her squad to follow and couched low as they advanced through the shallow trench the mages had carved, the earth around them damp and dark.
They moved quickly, and earth quickly turned to the familiar smoke-stench hallway she had been in before when she had burnt the supplies. Lily motioned for the mages to fall back and begin filling in the passage they had made before moving on towards the stairs that led to the surface. She merged into the shadows and quickly made her way topside.
When she reached topside, she was greeted with the shattered walls that were now patched up with solid earth. She only took a quick glance before continuing toward her destination.
The fort was quieter than she had expected. The night watch had grown lax, likely drained from the precious battle. Only the faint glow of torches dotted the tops of the walls, flickering weakly against the pale snow.
Her senses stretched through the darkness; every heartbeat, every breath around her carried into her ears.
Pisi’s whisper brushed against her ear, though the fairy herself remained hidden in the folds of Lily’s shadow. “Two sentries ahead. One moving left the other stationary.”
Lily gave a silent nod and stepped deeper into the darkness. The air rippled faintly as she crossed the open stretch, her body vanishing into the wall’s shade. She reappeared behind the stationary guard. Before he could turn, her dagger kissed his throat. A soft exhale, then silence.
The second sentry never noticed the body fall to the ground. A flick of Pisi’s mana sent the torch above him sputtering out. By the time he reached to relight it, Lily’s blade found him too.
“Clear.” Pisi whispered.
Lily cleaned her blade on the fallen guard’s cloak before slipping through a side arch that opened into the main courtyard. The snow here had been trampled into slush, stained with old blood. Scattered tools and broken crates hinted at the chaos from the earlier battle.
Above, she could hear muffled orders in low voices echoing the upper levels. Officers, likely gathered in the central keep. The stone stairs on the far end would take her there.
She melded into the shadows again, reappearing along the base of the keep’s wall. Pisi and the other fairy appeared briefly, scanning the entrance ahead.
“No patrols nearby.” Aeria, the other fairy, whispered, her translucent wings dimming as she landed lightly on Lily’s shoulder. “But there is movement inside. I hear voices… and metal. They’re armed.”
“Expected,” Lily muttered. Her eyes lifted towards the keep’s upper windows, where faint torchlight could be seen behind warped glass. “They’ll be inside the command hall, planning how to survive the next attack.”
The faint orange glow of torches rippled across the courtyard’s damp, muddy ground. Lily knelt beside a shattered crate. She drew a slow breath. “Quiet and clean,” she whispered. “We don’t want to alert the upper floors.”
Pisi and Aeria nodded before slipping back into her shadow. The main doors were barred from within, but the right-hand storage entrance, a smaller, iron-banded door once used for servants, hung crooked on a damaged hinge. Lily approached it alone and slipped into the shadows, repairing on the other side.
The keep’s lower floor was dim, the air heavy with a mixed scent of smoke, iron, and stale blood. Somewhere above, a floorboard creaked, followed by muffled conversation.
Pisi’s whispered words brushed across her ear. “The stairway’s ahead, far corner. I sense four above with strong mana.”
“Probably the generals and commanding officers.” Lily hummed softly. Her ears twitch, catching the scrape of chairs and the clatter of armor. They were moving something, what it was, Lily didn’t know, nor did it matter.
At the top of the stairs, Lily stopped beside the archway. A faint light bled through the half-closed door ahead, outlining the curve of her face. She could hear them clearly now, their voices deep and gruff.
Lily drew her blade, its sharp edge glinting in the faint light. “This is it, we wait for the signal,” she whispered. “No mistakes.”
Pisi and Aeria took their positions on either side of the door. Lily stood just under Pisi, blending into the shadows like the fairies, and waited. Waiting for the sign that would draw the enemy's attention while they finished the job once and for all.
♦♦♦
Outside the fort, the first light of dawn crept across the plains, giving the snow a tint of orange. Domar stood just beyond the forward line, his armor rimmed with snow. Around him, a force of three hundred soldiers waited in silence, crouched behind the earthen walls they erected.
He glanced toward the damaged fortress wall. “Signal flares ready?” he asked, his voice cutting deep through the wind.
A young fairy scout nodded, clutching the glass tube filled with flowing blue powder. “Yes, sir!”
“Good,” Domar reapplied. “When I raise my hand, fire them west. The enemy will look that way, while our mages will collapse the south portion of the fortress, and we will begin our ranged assault on the eastern wall.”
The fairy swallowed hard but nodded again.
Domar turned to the ranks behind him, three hundred soldiers. Tired as they were, they were still willing to be here to fight and finish this. “Remember,” he growled, “We’re not here to take the walls. We are only here to draw their attention, just as we did originally. Hold the line. The princess and the mages will end it for us.”
A chorus of quiet affirmation followed. Domar grunted approval. “Then let’s begin!”
He lifted his arm. The scout launched the first flare, and it burst in the sky like a shard of lightning. Its blue fire scattering across the snow. The echo rolled through the plains, a thunderclap that broke the silence of dawn. Two more followed in sequence, the burst painting the horizon in cold fire.
Far to the south, Domar saw a faint shimmer ripple along the ground, barely visible, but there. The mages had seen the signal. Now it was time to keep every pair of enemy eyes pointed the wrong way.
“Shields up! Bows ready! Fire!” Domar yelled.
The front line slammed their shields into the snow, forming a wall as archers loosed their first volley. The sound of bowstrings snapped through the air, followed by the satisfying crack of arrows striking stone. Torches flared, igniting along the ramparts.
Almost immediately, the fort stirred. Horns blared. Tiny silhouettes scrambled across the top of the fort’s walls. Orders were being shouted, and troops began getting into defensive positions.
“Good,” Domar grinned. “Take the bait.”






Chapter 16
The morning sun’s orange hue spread out over the white powdery snow, its golden glow giving birth to a new day. But the sounds of horns and the slap of boots on wood broke the morning silence. Within the fort, voices rose, and panic ensued as they rushed to defend against the incoming attacks. The enemy commanders barked orders, and the fortress answered with a surge of bodies.
Lily, still hiding in the shadows just outside the command room, could hear the muffled argument inside, the generals fighting over what to do next. She knew it would soon be time to move. She only had to wait for the signal, one she would not see but feel. A tremor could be felt through the stone under her boots, small at first, slowly growing stronger. Lily knew now was the time.
At the south wall, a muffled roar rose like thunder. The entire fort shook. It was as if the earth beneath had come alive, a monster opening its maw to swallow everything above it whole. The ground opened up, and the fort walls, which had stood for centuries in the other world, began to buckle and crack, until they finally crumbled and fell into the rushing waters below. The entire south section of the fort had been completely flooded.
The water rushed out of the crack in the ground, crashing into everything it came into contact with before suddenly rushing backward, as if the water had been paused and then rewound. It reversed course and returned to its original position, pulling everything it could with it, including parts of the fort wall, leaving only large chunks collapsed over the new fissure in the earth. Steam and dust mingled in the air, curling upward from the ruined chasm as fragments of stone continued to tumble inward. What had been the southern rampart was now nothing more than a gaping scar, a wound carved clean through the heart of the fortress.
Lily took this chance and slipped into the room. The chamber was dimly lit, the only light coming from the flicker of scattered candles that painted long shadows across the stone walls. The air was thick with smoke and the faint scent of oil.
Two generals and their captains stood gathered around a map spread across a wooden table, their voices low but edged with panic at the sudden turn of events—unaware that death had already entered the room. With so few guards and so much misplaced confidence, even as the fortress crumbled beneath them, it was the perfect place for Lily and her two fairy comrades to strike.
Like a snake sliding through the shadows, Lily and the two fairies moved as one.
♦♦♦
“I told you we shouldn’t have moved all the soldiers at once! Now look! The south wall is gone!”
“Like you knew the damn wall would collapse! Didn’t you say you would follow my lead, old man!?” General Uh’mij roared. No answer came, only the low crackle of the candle. General Uh’mij immediately felt something was wrong. His gaze dropped to the red liquid spreading across the map.
For an instant, confusion flickered across his face before the cold touch of steel grazed his skin. Warmth followed, too fast, too thick. He clutched his throat, eyes widening in shock as he turned toward the small figure in the doorway. A young girl with snow-white tipped ears and tail stood there, shadows draped around her like a cloak, two fairies hovering at her sides with wings faintly flowing in the candlelight.
“Don’t blame me for this.” Lily said quietly, “I have no other choice. This battle can’t continue any longer.” Her tone softened. “If you had just talked to me, worked with me, then maybe…” She exhaled, her shoulders lowering slightly. “I wish you a better life, if you are ever reborn.”
The general slumped forward over the map, joining his old friend and captains.
“Aeria, go launch the signal to tell the others that our mission was a success. With the generals dead, they should surrender.”
Lily tore a tapestry from the wall and wiped her blades, cleaning before stepping into the hall. Aerie gave a firm salute and darted through the window.
Seconds later, a sharp crack split the air. Green fireworks blossomed over the fortress, their smoke drifting like ghostly banners, a sign of victory. Below, shouts rose as enemy soldiers spotted the flare.
A squad of them stormed up the stairway, weapons drawn, only to find Lily standing at the landing, calm and expressionless.
“Your generals are dead,” she said. “You can either surrender or join them. If you don’t believe me, check the room.”
One soldier hesitated, then slipped past her and peered inside. A heartbeat later, he turned back, face pale, and gave a small nod.
The others slowly lowered their weapons. Their generals, who had the highest levels among them, were gone. None of them dared to challenge the girl who had slain them so effortlessly. It was clear from the state of the room that there had been no battle; it was a clean death for all four men.
Word spread quickly through the ranks. Domar had rounded up the last of the enemy soldiers and gathered them all in the courtyard under watch. This was not a war that Lily intended to drag out any longer than necessary.
“Pisi, send word to my grandfather. Tell him to break camp and move all the soldiers here.” Lily ordered.
“Yes, Princess!” Pisi saluted before darting off.
Lily made a mental note to see her rewarded later. The little fairy had exceeded every expectation and followed all her orders without pause. That could wait; there was still much to do.
They would be pushing further inland from here. The resistance ahead would be stronger, more desperate. They couldn’t afford another siege like this one. Forts would take time since they required careful planning and patience, but the towns and villages needed to be taken swiftly.
An hour later, the sounds of soldiers laughing and talking filled the camp. The smell of food drifted through the air. The prolonged standoff was finally over, and the tension that had hung over them for days began to fade. The prisoners of war had already been taken to Serenity, where they would be confined until the war was over, and then returned home.
Lily sat beside a crackling fire that danced in the daylight. Above, the clear blue sky stretched endlessly, snowflakes fluttering lazily down. The steady snowfall had made travel difficult, but with the roads kept mostly clear by civilians, it made moving south much easier.
Kristy sat next to her, a rolled map spread across her knees. Though she’d been locked behind palace walls, her knowledge of the world beyond them was far from stilted. She would listen and learn from those around her and put the information she gathered to work by plotting out the maps she had stolen during one of her outings while searching for food. It was one of the few things that allowed her to pass the time in the living hell her family had placed her in.
“From what I know, this town here, and the last one here, will be the hardest. I am not sure about now, but according to what I learned two years ago, I heard there are at least fifty thousand troops in both towns.” Kristy explained, pointing at the map.
“Then we will need to scout and plan accordingly. I am not sure how we will deal with it, but we will figure something out. For now, we have many towns and villages between here and the towns you speak of. As long as they are not flooded with soldiers, we can probably take them quickly.” Lily passed the bowl of food that was handed to her over to Kristy.
“You need to be careful. The towns here will have their own private armies led by the nobles who control them.” Kristy knew Lily and the soldiers here were strong, but she was still concerned about Lily’s safety.
“Then I guess we will just need to overpower them and try to reduce as many losses of life as possible.” Lily frowned, her ears twitching as a breeze brushed past them. She didn’t like having to kill, but there was no other choice. If she wanted to continue her march toward the capital, she would have to go through these towns. She couldn’t waste time digging through the snow to make a path around, and she couldn’t afford to leave the enemy strongholds behind to strike their rear.
The Black Dragon Clan’s empire stretched across an enormous expanse of land, wide and broken enough to march through, yet dangerous if they were cautious. She would need her scouts to watch the flanks, ensuring no surprise attacks came from the forests or hills. Taking towns would make things easier, leaving fewer enemies to sneak up behind them.
She hated to think what would happen if they were busting down the front gates of the capital only to have a few hundred thousand soldiers surround them. This thought alone sent shivers down her spine. She was neither Juna nor her mother. She didn’t have the ability to do wide area of effect attacks.
However, since starting this war, she had learned she had been lacking in many areas. If one day she takes over the kingdom in her mother’s stead, like she is now, she would need the power to handle things the same way her mother has since the start.
They say a weakness can only be seen during a fight to the death. She had long recognized her own shortcomings. There was also a saying that a ruler was only as strong as those they surrounded themselves with, but in this world, where levels meant everything, strength was still king, regardless of how good one's people were. They were still important, but they were not everything.
“Princess, you should take a long rest tonight.” Domar walked up and sat down. “You’ve not slept at all, so rest now while you can. We don’t know when we will be able to sleep without worry again during this conquest.”
Lily’s tail swayed as she smiled and nodded. “I have long planned on it. I can already hear the thrum of slumber singing, Lily, come, we will carry you to your dreamland.”
“Hehe…” Kristy couldn’t help but giggle. When she realized she had laughed, she covered her mouth and blushed, feeling embarrassed.
“Haha, Princess, if you're hearing strange things, it is long past your bedtime.” Domar chuckled and handed Lily a stick of rock candy. “Lord Ricky told me to give this to you. He is still checking a few things around the camp and will join us soon.”
Lily grinned brightly and took the stick of candy. She had been longing for something sweet, something that would feed her mind.






Chapter 17
The march continued. With new reinforcements from Serenity, Lily’s army had grown by another thousand soldiers, giving her well over two thousand under her command, twice what she’d led before. The column stretched across the white horizon, a line of banners and armor glimmered faintly beneath the sun.
Lily looked up, gazing at the flakes as they slowly fluttered down. To her, these were her mother’s tears, her sadness spread across the world, falling ever so slowly, mourning the loss of friends and family. People she cared deeply for. Lily could still remember the sound of her mother’s voice when she spoke about peace, the way her eyes dimmed each time another name was lost. Every flake was a memory of that pain.
It was also a reminder to Lily that her goal must not be hindered. She had to continue on, even if she had to stain her hands with more blood. The barrier was that important. It could save the lives of those she held dear, that her mother held dear. It would save the very planet itself, where the people who are unwilling to talk diplomatically live and dwell. They were frogs in a well. The only world they could see was what lay just above them, never knowing how vast the world truly was.
These thoughts lingered in Lily’s mind as she moved through the villages, helping those who needed it and showing the people they were not her enemies. Unlike some other armies that would pillage, murder, and do unspeakable acts, Lily wanted these citizens to understand they were safe. Her soldiers were not conquerors driven by hatred; they were just an envoy passing through, bearing no malice towards the people of the Black Dragon Clan’s empire.
“Young Miss! If you are heading to the town next, I must warn you. The count there is very evil…” A young woman with a missing leg, leaning heavily on a wooden crutch. “Truly evil. If he catches you, he’ll do things you’d only see in nightmares…”
Tears welled in the girl’s eyes, and Lily didn’t need to hear more to understand. She’d seen nobles like that before in her old world. Some cared for their people, while others hid behind their titles and used their power to indulge in cruelty. As long as the taxes were paid, those above never questioned the methods below. The citizens became little more than livestock, tools for the greed and pleasure of others.
It didn’t matter which race they were; this was a fact in many of the races. Abuse of power was just commonplace. Something Lily wished was not true, and was happy that her kingdom didn’t have such things.
Lily offered the girl a gentle smile. “Don’t worry, he will not go unpunished.” Lily turned, meeting Domar’s eyes.
He gave a curt nod and signaled silently with his hands. Two fairies broke from the shadows and shot into the sky, wings shimmering faintly as they vanished into the distance. Their mission was clear: verify the truth.
Lily pitied the young woman, but she had learned never to act on emotion alone. Compassion guided her heart, but justice demanded certainty.
Lily didn’t stay long in the village. Her soldiers were soon back on the road. She walked next to Ricky, their pace steady as the column continued south. It took half a day before they reached the outskirts of the first major town, puffs of smoke from the chimneys and workers repairing roofs could be seen from afar.
♦♦♦
In the largest mansion, behind heavy carved doors and lanterns that never seemed to go out, a rotund man sat at a long table piled with food. He held a knife and fork like a king at a feast. Two women leaned at each side of him, dressed in gowns cut so low they were obscene, youthful faces that should have belonged in a schoolhouse, not propped up on cushions at a lord’s table. The count’s tastes were blatant, the man reeked of indulgence, and spilled wine.
A man in a black suit hurried into the room and bent close. He whispered into the count’s ear. The count snorted, a greasy smile spreading across his face. He waved a hand as if brushing away flies. “Send the army out there,” he said. “Let them come. Cut them down.” His voice grew soft, almost casual, then sharper. “If we take out the barbarians, I’ll be raised higher than ever. Prestige, gifts, promotion. Let them bleed while I gain my rank.”
The man in the black suit gave a respectful bow before taking his leave. He walked out into the long corridor, his fingers curling into fists. He had seen things he never wanted to see, and he had done things he never wanted to have done. If punishment came for those sins, he would accept it willingly. Still, a small part of him hoped these invaders would tear down the count’s little kingdom. If this army could free the people who’d suffered under the count’s hand, then any price might be worth paying. He swallowed hard and started walking towards the servant stairs, making his way toward the knight’s barracks. If there was one person who shared his same thoughts, they would be found there.
The sound of metal striking against metal filled the air, mingling with the sharp scent of sweat that rolled off the knights in the training grounds. Each one clashing and training as if their lives depended on it.
Here, brotherhoods were formed, and many of these men only worked for the count to keep their families safe. This was particularly true for their younger sisters, as the count wouldn’t touch the families of those who worked under him, serving as a kind of incentive to join his military. As long as you followed his orders and did as you were told, you would gain a decent paycheck and the safety of your family.
This also meant doing things that went against your own morals. It wasn’t a place for those without a firm resolve to protect what’s close to them. Of course, some joined for the benefits of the leftovers as well. Things no one dared talk about.
The man in the black suit, the head butler for the count’s mansion, walked through the sturdy metal gates and made his way into the main building, where the knight captain was located doing paperwork as usual. He walked through the door without knocking and stood before the worn-out desk.
“Jefferies, what do I owe the honor?” The knight captain asked. He had yet to lift his eyes, but he could tell that the old man was anxious.
Jefferies turned and closed the door before walking over and whispering into the knight captain’s ear. His words stirred a strange sense of hope in the knight captain. “Is what you say true?”
“Yes, but we will need to plan accordingly,” Jefferies replied. “We need someone you trust that can make contact with them. If we make it so they are able to infiltrate the town…”
“Return to your station. I’ll handle the rest. Jefferies, just know that all of our hands are dirty, that those on my side are willing to face the outcome. Doing nothing to help others in need, all to protect our own families, is a stain on the knight’s code.” The knight captain gave a bitter smile.
Jefferies understood that his role was now done. He stood straight up, his tone shifting, “The count wants this done quickly so he can gain the prestige and rise in rank.”
“Understood. I will do as he wishes.” Their tones were formal and natural. Something they had done many times. There was no oddity in their interaction with one another. So if a spy were listening in, then they would only see it as a regular exchange.
The Knight Captain, Aden, took a deep breath and sat back in his chair. “I guess I will send Mik. He is the only one who can go there unseen. I just hope they will listen.”
The chair screeched across the stone floor as Aden stood up and made his way to the training grounds. He had to get Mik moving now, or it might be too late. There was another knight captain, one who indulged in the same depravity as the count. His hands weren’t clean, but they never went beyond orders.
He found Mik training his throwing daggers on the side of the training field. “Mik, come here for a second.”
“Sir?” Mik walked over. Aden whispered his orders, and Mik disappeared almost instantly. Across the way, the other knight captain narrowed his eyes but didn’t pay much more attention than that. Aden sending Mik on a mission was nothing new.
♦♦♦
Back at Serenity’s camp just outside the town. Soldiers were clearing snow to finish setting up. They took out already prepared tents from their inventories. Fully set up forges with fires still going all appeared out of thin air. The quiet path leading into town was filled with the clanking of metal and the chatter of the soldiers.
Lily stood just outside of camp, staring at the town from afar. She was still waiting for her scouts to arrive and give her the details of what they had found out. She didn’t expect them to appear until nightfall. She could only hope that the man wasn’t as described. But if he was, it would make it easier for her to deal with things without weighing too heavily on her conscience.






Chapter 18
It was dawn the next day when the fairy scouts returned. Both looked ragged as if they had gone through hell and back just to make it this far. Their wings were dulled from overuse, and their breathing came in shallow gasps.
“Princess, we come to report!” one called out the moment they arrived, their small bodies trembling from exhaustion.
“What happened? Did you get discovered?” Lily stood up quickly, her expression shifting from concern to alertness. She looked them over, scanning for injuries. Only when she saw that neither of them was hurt did her shoulders ease.
“We have seen things we wished we hadn’t,” the lead fairy replied, his voice unsteady. “This count isn’t a good person at all.”
Lily’s brow began to knit tightly into a knot. The more she heard, the deeper the disgust coiled in her chest until her stomach turned. Her fists clenched at her sides.
The count was worse than she could have ever imagined. She should have suspected as much after seeing the young woman’s missing leg, but as a leader, she couldn’t judge from one side alone. Now that she had the full picture, there was no doubt in her mind that this wasn’t a man who deserved to exist in this world.
“Princess, there is one more thing,” the other fairy continued. “On the way here, we met a man named Mik who was making his way over to speak with you. He’s currently waiting a mile out.”
♦♦♦
Not far off, standing in the snow and keeping off the main road to stay out of sight, Mik looked toward the enemy encampment not too far ahead. The campfires flickered in the distance, their orange glow cutting faint shapes through the curtain of snowfall. “I’ve never seen such creatures before,” he muttered under his breath, watching the faint movement of figures beyond the light. “But to detect me without even trying, when I was in full stealth... I need more training.”
He still felt the sting of embarrassment from earlier. Mik had been completely cloaked in stealth when the fairies called out to him, it was so sudden that he’d tripped over his own two feet and fell face-first into a snowbank. It was humiliating, but at least they hadn’t attacked. Instead, they’d questioned him, cautious but calm, and after explaining that he wanted to meet with their leader, they told him to wait. So here he was, crouched in the snow, waiting...
“Why are you in the snow?” a small voice asked from above. Mik stiffened and looked up to see a male fairy hovering there, arms crossed and expression quizzical. His wings shimmered faintly in the pale light, shedding a faint blue hue across the snow.
“I can’t let others know I’m here…” Mik replied, still half-buried in the snowbank. He wasn’t sure what to make of the situation. Twice now, his stealth had been pierced as if it were nothing. Were these little beings really that powerful, or was he simply that sloppy?
“You need to work harder on hiding,” the fairy said flatly, his tone blunt enough to make Mik wince. Then, with a twitch of his wings, he added, “Anyway, come. My Princess has stated that she wishes to meet with you.”
Mik brushed the snow off his cloak and sighed. He adjusted the strap of his blade and followed the fairy’s glow through the drifting flakes.
Fifteen minutes later, Mik sat inside a large tent lit by the warm glow of lanterns. Two intimidating men stood behind a young girl seated at a small wooden table. Their expressions were stern, unreadable, and the air around them felt heavy, almost suffocating. The girl herself couldn’t have been older than fifteen, yet her regal bearing and the soft twitch of her white, furred ears made it clear who she was. Her very presence carried weight, the kind of presence born only of command.
“I am Crown Princess Lily Cambel Harris, Princess of the Holy Kingdom of Serenity,” she said, her tone composed and formal. “If I am not wrong, you should be a scout from the town ahead, are you not?” Even when speaking to a supposed commoner, Lily’s voice carried authority, measured, polite, but edged with the assurance of someone used to obedience.
“Yes, I am Mik,” he replied quickly, lowering his head in respect. “I am a commoner, so I have no last name. I come on behalf of my Knight Captain, Captain Aden. He wishes to assist you in taking the town.”
From there, Mik spoke at length. He laid out everything he knew, how the soldiers under the count’s command were split between two factions, how some were only following orders to protect their families, and how others served willingly for coin and privilege. He didn’t hold back; the weight of what he’d seen had long since buried any hesitation. By the end of his account, his voice trembled faintly, though his words never faltered.
When he finished, Lily dismissed him to another tent to rest. She watched him leave before leaning back in her chair, her tail curling slightly behind her as she turned her gaze to the two men standing guard.
“Grandfather, Domar,” she began softly, “what do you think?”
Ricky crossed his arms, his eyes narrowing slightly. “I’m not sure if his words should be trusted,” he began. “If what he says is true, it could make things far easier for us. Walking through the front gate is better than climbing over the wall, but it’s a gamble either way.” He paused, studying Lily’s face. “Still, if there’s even a chance we can take that town without another siege, it’s worth the risk.”
Domar nodded in agreement. “I side with Lord Ricky,” he said, his voice low and steady. “If they truly intend to open the gates for us, then we should take advantage of it. Even if surprises are waiting, it is better to face them head-on than waste lives in another drawn-out assault.”
Lily remained silent for a moment, her eyes distant, weighing their words carefully as the faint rustle of the tent flaps echoed around them.
After a long silence, Lily sat up, spun around in her chair, and nodded. “We will try. We will be wary, but we will try. If this can lead to no deaths, then I think it’s worth a try.”
The tent hummed with quiet activity as aides shuffled papers and a nearby lantern guttered. Outside, the muffled sounds of men sharpening weapons reminded her that this was still war, not a parlor negotiation. Lily let the silence settle a little longer, tasting the decision before she let it loose.
“Then we will prepare accordingly. Should we call Mik back in?” Ricky asked.
“Nope! Let him sweat a bit. It would seem like we are too eager to take this chance and make ourselves look weak.” Lily didn’t want it to seem like they were rushing into things as if the enemy had given them a piece of candy and told them to follow them to their deaths, for her army to happily skip off the mountain cliff once told to jump.
She knew she was acting in such a manner, but she had to think about her people’s safety first. As long as they could come out of this unharmed, she would be happy. Just knowing there was an option was enough for her.
“Let Mik rest for an hour, then we’ll call him back. We need to review some plans in case things change later on. We need to be ready for any kind of betrayal.”
An hour later, Mik was informed of Lily’s decision and quickly left the camp. The falling snow slammed into his face as he moved toward town, his breath rising in short bursts. He moved swiftly, retracing his steps toward the town, and by the time he reached the outskirts, the faint ring of steel filled the air.
When he arrived at the training grounds, the knights were already assembling. Rows of armored men tightened their ranks, readying for the next command. Captain Aden stood at the front, calling out orders as his soldiers formed into position. Across the yard, the second knight captain was doing the same with his own men, separate forces that shared the same banner but not the same loyalty.
Mik approached Aden’s side, slipping through the line of men until he stood close enough to whisper into the captain’s ear. Aden listened without a word, his expression hardening, then gave a single curt nod. He issued a few more quiet orders to Mik, who nodded once in return before vanishing again into the shadows. His task was clear: to act as the liaison between Aden and Princess Lily, to ensure their efforts aligned perfectly when the time came.
Aden turned his gaze back toward his men. These were not soldiers driven by pride or greed; they were fathers, brothers, men who had obeyed out of fear for their families. The count’s cruelty had forced their hands for too long. The other knight captain still stood loyal to that tyrant, but Aden knew that his men were not the same.
As he watched them prepare, Aden’s grip tightened on the hilt of his sword. The time had come to atone for the sins they had all carried in silence. This battle would determine more than just who held the town; it would decide who among them still had honor left to protect.
Mik was covered in snow when he arrived back at Serenity’s camp. The white flakes clung to his cloak and hair, piling along the edges of his shoulders as he walked. He was flanked by two fairies who guided him through the perimeter guards and toward the command tent where Lily waited.
“Princess Lily,” Mik said, bowing quickly as the fairies stepped aside. “Captain Aden, my knight captain, has instructed me to inform you that their forces plan to move out in two hours. Once they move, the second squad of soldiers, those still loyal to the count, will attempt to flank. My comrades will intercept them, holding the line and giving you a direct path into town. We are willing to sacrifice ourselves to allow you to achieve your goals. Please, free our town from the count.”
“I will do that and more,” Lily replied, her tail flicking once behind her.
She understood why they had waited so long to act. The count’s cruelty had left them trapped; obedience was the only way to keep their loved ones alive. If they had rebelled earlier, those they meant to protect would have been the first to suffer. They had needed a stronger force to break the chains that bound them.
In truth, Mik and Captain Aden were relying on her army just as much as she was relying on them. Their trust was a heavy burden, but Lily would carry it without hesitation. She turned to Ricky and Domar, her tone steady. “Prepare the men. When they strike, we move.”






Chapter 19
Lily stood beneath the falling snow, her gaze fixed on the distant town gates. The tall stone walls loomed ahead, rising from the white-covered ground like an ancient scar across the landscape. Unlike the fortress they had taken before, these walls were plain and unadorned, built for function, not grandeur. She hoped it wouldn’t come to destroying them. Every stone shattered was a reminder of the lives it would cost.
The sun began to dip below the horizon, staining the snow with streaks of orange and gold. In the distance, faint sparks of battle flickered like embers in the darkening light. The wind carried the faint sounds of shouting and clashing steel, barely audible yet enough to quicken the pulse.
A figure emerged from the haze, stopping beside her before bowing his head. “Princess,” Mik said, his voice low but urgent. “Captain Aden says he is on his way and advises you to watch the right flank. That’s where the other captain will come from with his soldiers. He wants you to march directly toward him. Our armies will cross paths. The gates have already been rigged to remain open.”
Lily nodded once in acknowledgment, her expression calm but focused. Mik gave a quick salute before fading back into the white terrain, vanishing into the snow as though swallowed by it. He couldn’t afford to linger; if any of his former comrades caught sight of him, it would put everything at risk.
“Alright! Everyone, let’s move!” Lily called out. Her voice carried across the lines, cutting through the muffled quiet of the snow. Banners rose in unison, their emblems fluttering against the pale backdrop as the troops advanced. Domar took command of the rear guard while Ricky matched pace at Lily’s side, the steady presence she had come to rely on. They would engage only if forced to, this was meant to be a clean march, not a massacre.
Still, the tension was there. Every soldier could feel it pressing down like the weight of a mountain. Even on Aden’s side, nerves ran high; both armies moved with restraint, aware that a single wrong move could turn allies into enemies again. These were former foes walking the same path for the first time, bound by a fragile trust that could crumble at the faintest spark.
As the two armies drew closer, faint movement to the east caught Lily’s eye. A thin trail carved through the snow, barely visible unless one squinted, betrayed the approach of the flank. The snow there was disturbed in uneven lines, a quiet signal of soldiers on the move outside the town walls.
Lily didn’t break stride. Her expression hardened as her hand lifted, gripping the hilt of a dagger made entirely of ice. The weapon shimmered faintly in the dying light, its surface etched with intricate runes, her mother’s craftsmanship, gifted to her long ago.
“Charge!”
Her battle cry cut through the field, echoing against the stone walls and the blanket of snow. The soldiers of Serenity surged forward behind her, boots pounding in rhythm, banners whipping in the wind. But instead of the collision of steel and blood that should have followed, Lily’s troops parted the line, rushing past the enemy front and toward the open gates of the town.
At that exact moment, Aden raised his arm, signaling his own men. “Now!”
His soldiers turned sharply east, veering toward the newly forming flank. Their earth mages thrust their hands forward, shaping barriers and trenches as they advanced. Within moments, the two forces collided, one side fighting to protect the count’s orders, the other to destroy them.
“Aden! What is the meaning of this!?” the other knight captain shouted, fury shaking his voice as he swung his blade through the chaos.
“I’m doing what I should have done a long time ago,” Aden replied, his tone grim but steady. “Your days and mine have come to an end. With this, we’ll both be able to atone for our sins.”
His sword met the other man’s with a resounding crash, sparks scattering across the snow. Aden’s eyes burned with resolve as he faced men he had once called brothers. On the surface, they had shared duty and loyalty, but deep down, Aden had always despised what they’d become.
The battle that should have been between nations had turned into mutiny. Steel rang against steel, and the snow turned dark beneath their boots. Aden pressed forward with every strike, determined to see the count fall, no matter the cost. Yet in the back of his mind, a single question lingered, just how deep did the other captain’s loyalty to that monster truly run?
As Aden clashed against his old comrade, sparks flashing from their blades, Lily and her army were already advancing through the heart of the town. The sound of battle from the outskirts echoed faintly behind them, a grim reminder that every step forward came at a cost.
The main road stretched straight toward the Count’s mansion. Here, the cobblestone streets were strangely pristine, swept clean, the stones polished smooth beneath the soles of her boots. The surrounding buildings were well-maintained, their facades freshly painted, and their windows unbroken. It was all too neat, too deliberate. To Lily, the perfection of it felt like a mask, one carefully crafted to hide the rot festering beneath the surface.
“Princess, I will lead you to the mansion.”
Mik appeared at her side, his cloak still dusted with snow. The fairy scouts had already spotted him long before, and Lily had heard his approach herself; even through the steady fall of snow, his steps were unmistakable to her ears.
“Then lead the way,” Lily replied without hesitation. Her tone was calm but carried the weight of command. She didn’t slow her pace, her eyes fixed on the mansion that loomed in the distance. Every step she took echoed with resolve.
She wasn’t here to make a spectacle or bask in triumph, she was here to end this, swiftly and cleanly.
The citizens within the town shuttered their windows and hid in the alleys. To them, Lily was an invading party. They had no idea how they would be treated, and fear spread quickly through the narrow streets. Mothers pulled their children close, silencing their cries as they peered through cracks in the shutters. Shopkeepers barred their doors, the faint clatter of locks echoing down the lane.
The enemy could turn and kill them for the simplest mistake. Those already living under oppression had deep, hopeful thoughts but also feared what was to come. Whispers passed between neighbors behind closed doors, some praying this new army would bring freedom, others fearing it would only bring more bloodshed.
They could only sit and watch from the side, waiting to find out the outcome of what was to come, whether the invaders would bring liberation or another day of suffering.
Lily marched forward and soon arrived at her destination, a lavish mansion surrounded by a golden gate that gleamed beneath the falling snow. The sight alone made her stomach twist. It was as if the count wanted the world to know just how wealthy he was, flaunting his luxury for all to see. No doubt it was meant to impress any higher-ranking nobles who happened to visit, a shallow display masking the filth beneath his rule.
“Domar, open the gates,” Lily ordered, her voice sharp and unwavering. The disgust in her tone was unmistakable. To think that a man who had committed so many atrocities lived behind walls gilded in gold, it was almost unbearable.
“Yes, Princess!” Domar replied with a grin that carried more steel than humor. He strode up to the gate, his heavy boots crunching against the snow. Drawing back one leg, he lifted his foot high and drove it forward with all his strength.
The impact thundered through the courtyard. The golden bars buckled under the force, twisting and warping before tearing free from their hinges. The entire gate went flying, crashing into the garden beyond. It plowed through neatly trimmed hedges and shattered a decorative fountain, scattering shards of marble and crushed flowers across the pristine walkway.
The guards still in the mansion all rushed out. But as soon as they saw the massive army funneling into the courtyard, they began to scatter. Panic rippled through the ranks of the mansion guard; some dropped their weapons and fled through side doors, others bolted toward stables or servants’ passages, while a few froze for a moment, staring at the sea of faces and banners before finally turning and running.
Lily didn’t even look at them as she gave out her order. “Find the count! Tie him up! We will hold a public execution!”
Her voice carried across the courtyard, sharp and absolute. The command landed like a stone in a still pond; murmurs rose from the assembled soldiers and civilians alike, and a handful of captains immediately broke off, racing toward the mansion’s inner rooms to carry out her command.
Lily knew it was cruel, but for a man like the count who had done much crueler things, this was justice. She would allow the citizens of this town to take out their anger on this man. A stoning. She had witnessed it many times. It was a brutal death, but it allowed those who had been tormented to get the revenge they deserved for their families.
Ricky frowned slightly but didn’t say anything. As a man who had lived during more modern times, public executions were things of the past. He also understood that this was not for Lily or anyone from Serenity; it was for the people who lived their lives here.
In a lavishly decorated bedroom, on top of a bed large enough for twenty people, the count lay with a few of his wives who fawned over him with blank eyes, almost mechanical, as if trained to go through the motions. Gold thread and silk pooled around the pillows; candles guttered in crystal sconces, sending a lazy pool of light over the scene. It smelled faintly of stale wine and old perfume.
The captains of Serenity’s army barged in, boots thudding on the polished floor. The count bolted upright from his bed and cried out in surprise. “Who are you!? Don’t you know who I am!?”
Domar, who had followed behind the captains, walked into the room with a look of disgust on his gorc face. He took in the scene with a single hard glance, the loosened silks, the wasted luxury, the way the women’s faces betrayed nothing. “We know exactly who you are. And as of now you are a criminal and will be sentenced. Grab him! Cover him up and take the girls to get help…”
He paused, studying the blank expressions on the women’s faces. For a moment, something like a memory flickered across his features, a flash of his own wrongdoings from the past. He swallowed it down and added, voice steadier this time, “Make sure they get proper care.”
Two captains moved forward, rough hands seizing the count’s shoulders, hauling him upright as a silk sheet was thrown over his trembling form. The wives were led away by female medics called from the courtyard.






Chapter 20
“How bad is it?” Lily sat in a freshly washed chair in front of a freshly washed desk inside the count’s mansion. The room still smelled faintly of soap and wine, even after all the cleaning. Sunlight slanted through the curtained windows, and dust motes drifted like slow ghosts. She would leave soon for the stoning once everything was settled, but for now, she had to get everything else in order. Things were much worse than what the fairies reported, so much worse that Lily felt her stomach twist, and only by sheer will was she holding it in.
Ricky let out a long, low sigh as he looked at his granddaughter. She was still so young, not yet an adult, dealing with things that should have been handled by older hands. All he could do was stand by and help as best he could. “We found quite a few girls disfigured in the basement,” he said, voice rough. “Some have gone insane. They were being held in cells and, by how they looked, starved. The healers are doing everything they can. After their memories are adjusted they might be able to make a recovery, though many will have less mobility than before. There was also a room full of bones.”
Lily bit her lip and forced her hands to remain still on the armrests. She could feel the tears threatening to fall; it took all of her will to hold them back. “Okay. Keep cleaning up. Try to find the families of these girls,” she paused, then added, quieter, “Grandfather, did you find out anything about the battle outside?”
“It seems Captain Aden’s men were much stronger,” Ricky replied, rubbing his temple. “It’s only a matter of time before they finish things up. Do you want to send a squad out to assist?”
Lily shook her head slowly. “No. Let him decide things on his own. If he loses then we will clean up, but if he wins, we will let the people of this town judge them.”
♦♦♦
Three hours later, the battle outside came to an end. Aden stood over the other knight captain, blood darkening the snow beneath them. His gaze was firm, tired, and far older than his years. “This is the end,” Aden said quietly, his voice steady despite the exhaustion. “I am sure I will join you soon, but this is not the battlefield I will die on. My life belongs to those I have caused harm to.”
Aden didn’t hesitate. His sword found the captain’s neck. The man’s eyes blinked once, then fell still. Around them, the ground was littered with the bodies of those who had been brothers and the men they had become. Many of Aden’s own knights lay side by side with their ex-comrades, the snow drinking their blood and holding its silence.
“This… is our redemption,” Aden said, voice low. He bowed his head for a long moment, palms resting on the hilt of his sword, as if drawing strength from the steel itself. Then he straightened and looked at the survivors. “Hunt down those who ran. Kill them. Then return to town. We will accept whatever punishment comes there.”
There was no cheering on this battlefield, even though they had won. The heavy air spoke more than just words, a solemn note of what weighed on everyone’s shoulders. Men moved with slow, mechanical efficiency, collecting the dead, dragging the wounded, searching for those who crawled away to hide. No victory drums, no triumphant shouts, only the careful, grim work of clearing the field and the sound of men breathing through aching chests.
♦♦♦
In the town square, a circular patch of cobblestone where four roads met, a crude stage of packed earth had been raised by a handful of earth mages. On that low platform, Lily stood beside a rotund man, bound and wrapped in a rough sheet. His hair hung in a greasy tangle; bruises mottled his face and arms, dark purples and angry blues cutting through the pallor of his skin. Fresh cuts bled thin lines of blood, and dried streaks could still be seen.
Around the stage, the townspeople pressed in, faces upturned with a mix of fear and hope. They recognized him. They knew what he had taken from them. At the sight of this broken man brought before them, a small, fragile hope began to spread through the crowd.
Lily lifted her chin and let her voice carry. “Before you is a demon of a man. The same man who took your daughters, who killed your family members when you resisted, who has kept you in chains and hungry for as long as he could. My soldiers will give you a chance to take your revenge.”
She motioned with one steady hand. Nearby, soldiers set down baskets brimming with stones, large and small, rough and smooth, arranged in easy reach around the stage. “Use these,” she told them. “Release your anger. Until this man is dead, even then, he shall stay here on this stage. Till his bones are picked clean by the crows and only then will he be buried in an unmarked grave.”
A hush fell for a heartbeat. Then the murmur swelled into a low, dangerous sound, part prayer, part promise. Hands reached for stones. Faces hardened. The square filled with the quiet, steady rhythm of people preparing to settle an old score at last.
Lily couldn’t stay to watch what happened. She left that to Domar to handle. Instead, she headed out of town to the south, where their new base camp was set up. They never planned to stay in this town for long. Someone from Serenity would come soon to handle the town's affairs while they moved on.
The flap of the tent opened, and Lily walked in to see Kristy making tea. “You have amazing timing,” Lily said with a small smile.
“Hehe, I had one of the soldiers keep a lookout for me so I could be ready for when you arrived.” Kristy smiled warmly, a genuine smile that showed she had truly begun to open up over the past few days.
“You know you don’t need to do this, right? You’re not a maid.” Lily wanted to make sure Kristy understood that she was a guest, not someone expected to serve.
“I know, but this is one of the few things I can do now to repay you for everything you’ve done for me. Did you know I gained a few pounds? I looked in the mirror this morning and saw that I had gained weight. My cheeks are no longer sunken in.” Kristy’s tone held real pride. She no longer looked sickly. Color had returned to her face, her eyes brighter than before.
“I can tell. When you become empress, the citizens of your empire will look up to you and name you the fourth most beautiful woman in the world.” Lily teased, making Kristy blush.
“Who’s the first three?” Kristy asked curiously.
“Mama is first, then Auntie Juna, then me, then you.” Lily said proudly, causing Kristy to giggle. The two girls grinned at one another before sipping on their cups of tea.
“You plan to march straight to the capital?” Kristy asked after a moment.
“We will continue along the main road. If things go smoothly, we should be able to settle things quickly in the next few towns. Although the two towns with the most military will not be easy to deal with. That’s why we’ll be here for a few days while we await a delivery. We can no longer take things one step at a time, we need to use the weapons at our disposal.”
The two girls chatted until early evening when Ricky arrived, brushing the snow from his shoulders as he stepped inside the tent. His expression was calm, though a trace of weariness lingered in his eyes. “The count’s dead,” he reported. “The citizens are celebrating in the square. They wish to thank you for liberating them.”
Lily shook her head. “I have no time for celebrations. Right now, I’m waiting for our weapons so we can finish things smoothly, without needing to pull a huge force from Serenity.” Her gaze dropped briefly to the map spread across the table, tracing the line of towns still ahead. “Uncle Oinky is still at war with that Kiliean Empire, or whatever it was called, right? We’re too far out to be pulling anymore soldiers from him. He’ll need every soldier more than we will.”
“Alright, I’ll inform Domar to handle the citizens,” Ricky said, a grin tugging at the corner of his mouth. “They really seem to like him anyway. A few mothers have already tried to marry their daughters off to him.” He chuckled, shaking his head at the memory. “You should’ve seen the poor man. It looked like he’d rather wrestle an armored bear than deal with matchmaking women.”
“Hehe… It’s good to know they do not discriminate.” Lily’s lips curled into a small smile before her tone grew serious again. “Grandfather, when the weapons arrive, we move out. I want to arrive at the capital in a week’s time.”
“Shouldn’t be a problem,” Ricky replied firmly. “Every soldier here knows time is of the essence. If nothing unforeseen happens, we’ll take the capital within two weeks.”
The sun rose and fell twice before a dragon from serenity descended from the sky, its shadow sweeping across the camp like a living storm cloud. When it landed just beyond the perimeter, the ground trembled beneath its weight. On its back were several massive crates, each one stamped with the royal crest of Serenity. Inside were rifles, gleaming and freshly oiled, the same kind of weapons once used in the war against the gods. Now, those tools of divine defiance would bring a swift end to this conquest.
Soon after, the familiar sound of boots crunching through snow echoed across the plains. The soldiers of Serenity were once again on the move, their breath visible in the chilled air, banners fluttering faintly behind them. They passed through villages and small towns, their pace steady, their discipline unwavering. Any resistance that appeared was crushed quickly and cleanly, no drawn-out battles, no unnecessary loss of life. Lily’s army advanced like a tide that could not be stopped.
By midweek, they reached the first of the two fortified towns Kristy had warned about. It was vast, large enough to be called a city, its walls towering high into the pale sky. Rows of jagged battlements crowned the stone ramparts, and the faint shimmer of magical wards could be seen when the sunlight hit just right. Within those walls waited over fifty thousand soldiers, an overwhelming force compared to Lily’s mere two thousand. Yet as she looked upon the city from the ridge, her gaze remained steady. Numbers alone had never been what decided victory.






Chapter 21
“Princess, it seems we won’t have time to set up camp,” Domar said, pointing toward the distant gates. The town’s massive doors were slowly creaking open, and from within, ranks of soldiers began to pour out by the thousands. Their armor gleamed dully under the overcast light, shields raised, banners snapping in the wind.
Lily frowned and raised her hand. “Earth mages, raise the barriers, but keep the roads cleared!” Her voice carried with command, firm and measured. It had become an unspoken rule throughout her campaign: do not destroy the roads. Even when she set up camp, the roads remained untouched. They were lifelines, routes for supply and for the people maintaining them, proof that Serenity’s army came not as conquerors, but as liberators who respected the land.
The enemy formation spread wide across the open field. Their own earth mages moved in perfect rhythm, clearing snow with practiced precision, the white drifts melting into slush beneath waves of mana. Lily’s troops took their positions behind the newly risen earthen barricades, rifle barrels glinting faintly above the tops.
She never intended for a prolonged, face-to-face battle. Her goal was simple: kill as many soldiers as swiftly as possible, then force a surrender before the enemy could reorganize.
“First volley!” Lily’s clear voice broke the tension like a crack of thunder. “Take aim! Fire!”
A storm of blazing red light erupted across the battlefield. The air screamed as streaks of crimson energy tore through the ranks of the advancing army. These were the newest model of Serenity’s god-killing rifles. Unlike the first version that fired straight, these beams arced and chained through targets, splitting and multiplying with every hit. The result was devastating, a spreading lattice of red lightning that leapt from soldier to soldier, reducing entire lines in seconds.
“What is this!?” one voice cried out amid the chaos.
“I don’t want to die!” another screamed before being consumed by the beam’s glow.
Panic rippled through the enemy ranks as the soldiers broke formation, stumbling and retreating in disarray. Their barriers, strong enough to stop siege spells, shattered instantly under the weapon’s power. Within minutes, the field became a sea of red light and smoke.
Lily watched from behind the line, her expression unreadable. This weapon didn’t just kill; it broke morale, shattering the enemy’s will to fight. As she studied the weapon’s effect, her thoughts turned forward. With a few more adjustments and the barrier they sought from this empire, the coming assault on the heavens itself might not be as impossible as once believed.
The enemy commander’s face fell as he watched his thousands of soldiers scatter in every direction. The weapon the invaders wielded was beyond anything he had ever seen. Even as his army pushed forward, it was only to march into death. Each volley of red light carved through the ranks like divine wrath, arcing, splitting, striking down man after man. The moment the front line fell, the soldiers behind them began to panic. The red beams chained outward, hunting those who fled, cutting through shields and armor as though they were made of paper.
Screams of terror filled the air. The once-disciplined army now looked like a broken tide retreating from the shore, tripping over one another in desperation. The commander’s heart sank. No orders could hold his men together under a weapon that defied reason.
With a pale face and dry throat, he knew that they needed to surrender. Even if they retreated behind the walls, the beams would pierce straight through the gates and tear into anyone nearby, soldier and citizen alike. There would be no point in prolonging the slaughter.
He turned away from the chaos, his boots heavy in the snow as he walked toward the rear line. There, seated atop a warhorse draped in black steel, was an older man in ornate black armor. The commander knelt before him, his voice low but steady despite the quiver in his hands. “Sir, we cannot win against such a weapon.”
The older man’s gaze never left the battlefield. For a moment, he said nothing, only watched as the final red flashes faded into the distance. Finally, he exhaled. “It’s fine. We’ll raise the flag of surrender.” His tone was resigned but calm, the voice of a man who had seen too many wars end this way. “Better to live and answer for our failure than to watch our men die needlessly. From what I’ve seen, these invaders are not here to harm the innocent. If their leader is willing, I would like to speak with them myself.”
On Lily’s side, she raised her hand sharply, signaling the troops to halt their assault. “Lower your weapons!” Her voice rang clear across the field, carrying command and calm in equal measure.
Snow drifted lazily through the air, and from within it, Lily could see a lone figure approaching, a man astride a black warhorse. In the rider’s hand fluttered a white flag, the universal mark of surrender.
“Grandfather. Domar. With me,” Lily said quietly, her eyes never leaving the figure ahead. “We’ll meet this man ourselves.
She had a feeling, an intuition that this conversation would prove important. Something about the way the old man carried himself didn’t reek of desperation, but of dignity. Perhaps, she thought, speaking with him might open a door that would make the rest of her march to the capital just a little easier.
Lily strode forward with Ricky and Domar flanking her, boots crunching in the snow-packed road. They stopped halfway between the two armies, where the silence hung heavy but respectful.
The old rider reined in his horse and dismounted with care, his movements measured and deliberate. He stood tall despite his age, the years carved into his weathered face.
“I am Crown Princess Lily Cambel Harris,” she said, her voice steady. “Princess of the Holy Kingdom of Serenity.”
The old man gave a faint smile, inclining his head. “It is an honor to meet such a young commander, a Princess, no less. I am Duke Deacon, son to the current Monarch.” His tone carried both fatigue and respect. “I came alone, as proof that I mean no harm. I wish to speak with you, Princess. Perhaps there is a path here that does not require any more blood to be spilled.”
A small table and two chairs had been set up beside the main road, the snow cleared away to reveal the dense, frost-kissed grass beneath. Lily sat beside Kristy. The girl, who was usually talkative, sat quietly with her head lowered, her hands clasped tightly in her lap. Behind them, Domar and Ricky stood in silence, ever watchful, ready to move at the faintest sign of danger.
Across from them, Duke Deacon studied the young women for a long moment, his expression thoughtful. His gaze lingered on Kristy, and his brow furrowed slightly. Seeing one of his own blood, a half-blood of the Black Dragon Clan, alive and well after so many years, stirred something deep within him. He had heard rumors that she’d been sent to the front lines to die, and yet here she sat, safe under the protection of Serenity’s princess. It changed his opinion of the girl beside her more than words could.
“Princess Kristy,” the Duke said at last, his tone soft and heavy with regret. “It is good to see you in good health.”
Kristy didn’t respond right away. Her shoulders trembled faintly until a warm hand rested on her shoulder. She looked up and saw Lily giving her an encouraging smile, one that gave her the strength to lift her head and meet her uncle’s gaze. “You… you as well, Uncle,” she said quietly.
“I am not one to involve myself in another family’s affairs,” Lily said suddenly, her tone sharp enough to make the Duke glance at her. “But your father sickens me.”
Her words hung in the air, fierce and unyielding. “As someone who grew up in the slums, I know better than anyone what it means to suffer under oppression. Kristy endured what no child should have to bear. Did she ask to be born of two races? Did she get a choice inside the womb to pick which race she should be?”
The sudden outburst caught everyone off guard, even Ricky and Domar. Her anger carried weight, not wild but focused, like a blade sharpened by experience.
Lily closed her eyes for a moment and drew in a steadying breath. “I will not apologize for what I said, but I will apologize for when I said it. There is a time and place, and this is not it,” she said, voice calmer now, though her tail flicked once in restrained frustration. “Knowing you are her uncle, it angers me to think you allowed such cruelty to happen. I understand that values differ between races, but in my kingdom, no one is born lesser. Not for their blood. Not for their appearance.”
“Your anger is not misplaced,” Duke Deacon replied after a long silence. His shoulders sagged slightly as he exhaled. “I may be her uncle, but I hold no power within the imperial family. I cannot dictate what they do with their children. I left the main household many years ago, while my brother remained, and with him, the corruption that has festered ever since.”
“I see.” Lily folded her hands atop the table, her blue eyes narrowing slightly. “I will not say more about that, but you do understand what it means for me to have Kristy here, don’t you?” Her tone sharpened, calm but edged with authority. “I’m sure you’re a wise man, Duke.”
“You wish for her to take the throne?” Duke Deacon asked, his expression unreadable. He was no fool. He had left the royal family precisely because he could not stomach their cruelty or politics. Unlike his brothers, he had found peace here, ruling a single town, not a vast province. His land was small, but his people were loyal, and in return, he gave them honesty and protection. Corruption had no foothold here. He had once believed that was enough.
But now, facing this young princess who had marched through their lands and taken town after town, fortress after fortress, with unshakable resolve, he began to wonder if perhaps more could be done.
When the empire had been brought to this new world, his father, the monarch, had withdrawn entirely, sealing the capital and keeping the empire’s main army locked behind its walls. Orders were sent out only to stall or slow invading forces, never to confront them directly.
“Yes,” Lily said firmly, her voice cutting through the air. “This empire needs a compassionate ruler, not a tyrant who abandons his people to corruption and decay. Someone who understands the weight of suffering and carries it willingly.”
Her gaze softened for a brief moment as she glanced toward Kristy. “Someone who knows what it means to be powerless, and would never let her people feel that way again.”
Duke Deacon closed his eyes, imagining the young girl across from him sitting on the throne. He pictured the uncertainty in her gaze, the way she held herself, small, fierce, tired, but he could also see the steadiness beneath it. If Kristy were to rule, perhaps there was a chance to steer the empire away from what it had become. He exhaled slowly. “She will need someone to guide her…”
“I think between the two of us, we can do that. One from my side, one from yours?” Lily replied calmly, her voice even, the plan laid out like a map between them.
“You’re putting trust in your enemy?” Duke Deacon asked, frowning. The line at his mouth tightened. “Princess Lily, you know I could turn on you at the drop of a hat.”
Lily met his stare without flinching. Snow glittered on the road at their feet; a distant hammer struck somewhere in the town. “A man who would surrender to save his men and sit down and talk to me is more trustworthy than the people I have had to deal with so far.” Her tone carried a hard truth. “Plus… I would rather have someone with some influence to help her out. And having a larger army to fight for our cause is not bad either.” A brief, knowing smile touched her lips. “If you have me at the forefront you can help me deal with what is to come. Do you really think your father will allow us to waltz into the city without sending every able body at us first? I would prefer not to cause a massacre if I can avoid it. After all, this only started because your father didn’t try diplomacy with me.”






Chapter 22
Duke Deacon scanned the young girl’s face. “What exactly are you after?” he asked, his tone cautious yet heavy. To begin annexing land out of nowhere without any formal declaration of war made no sense to him. He couldn’t understand how a kingdom with such strength gained from all this.
“The barrier which can block the attacks of the gods.”
Lily’s voice fell like a stone down a mountainside, steady and absolute. The air between them tightened, and Duke Deacon instinctively straightened his back. He had heard the stories, whispers of a kingdom that had recently fought against the gods and won, but to hear it confirmed here made his pulse quicken.
“You… it was your kingdom, the ones who forced the gods into retreat?” Duke Deacon’s voice grew serious. He had been treating this meeting as a matter of diplomacy, but now it had become something far greater.
“Yes. At great cost, we were able to push the gods back and keep them from destroying this world.” Lily’s tone carried no pride, only the quiet weight of loss. “But only temporarily. We have one year before we enter the heavens and drag down the god who thinks nothing of us, who uses us as a means of entertainment for the gods beneath him. The barrier is essential for us to start such a war, because if we do not win…” Her eyes flicked down the road toward the town. “This world, you and I, we will cease to exist.”
She didn’t hide anything. There was no reason to. She would’ve said the same to the monarch himself, had he been willing to send an envoy before she was forced to march through his empire and take what she needed by hand.
Duke Deacon’s expression turned pale. The stakes were too high for comfort. He knew the barrier was indeed what she claimed, but to give it away was something his father would never allow. The old man’s pride would never permit parting with their ancient treasure.
But Deacon was not his father.
His gaze drifted toward his niece, a girl born of black dragon and fairy blood, the living bridge of two worlds. A girl who might yet become the beacon of hope this broken empire needed.
“I will talk with my men to calm their hatred for those lost,” he said at last, voice low but resolute. “We will follow your lead, and I will support Her Highness, Princess Kristy, in ascending the throne.”
Duke Deacon rose and crossed the short distance to Kristy’s side. The clinking of his armor filled the brief silence. He went to one knee before her, his head bowed. “As your uncle, I have failed you once. But this time, I will see to it that you become the Empress.”
Kristy’s expression went blank, her mind unable to grasp the sudden shift in the situation. For so long, she had been little more than a shadow among her siblings, an afterthought at best, and now someone from her own family was kneeling before her, vowing to place her on the throne. The weight of that promise pressed against her chest, and she found herself unable to breathe for a moment. Her gaze flicked uncertainly toward Lily, who met her eyes with a soft, reassuring smile. The princess tilted her chin slightly, a gentle motion urging Kristy to speak.
With trembling hands, Kristy clutched the hem of her shirt, fingers twisting in the fabric. “I-I will be counting on you,” she managed, her voice small but earnest.
“Mmm…” Duke Deacon’s lips curved faintly, the deep rumble of his voice softening for the second time that day. “Princess, we will first need to fix your timidity. But for now, this is fine.” His tone carried the rough warmth of an old soldier trying to be gentle. He straightened fully, brushing the snow from his armor with a faint metallic scrape before continuing. “I will head back and talk to my soldiers, explain things in detail. I would offer for you to enter the town, but right now would not be good.”
His gaze lingered on Kristy with a warmth that surprised even himself. Once, he had looked upon her as fragile, too quiet to lead, too gentle to command. Now he could see the faint spark Lily had noticed all along. Perhaps that was what his family had lost: the ability to see beyond blood and title.
“Princess Lily, I will head back now. Thank you for speaking with me.” Duke Deacon bowed his head deeply, his voice steady, his respect genuine. Lily inclined hers in return, her eyes glinting with quiet trust.
“I will wait for your word. But try to hurry, we are limited on time.” Her words carried calm authority, but the tension beneath them was unmistakable.
“Give me until tomorrow morning,” the duke replied, adjusting the clasp of his cloak as he prepared to leave. “I will have everything settled by then.”
Lily cleaned up the hastily arranged seating. The air had cooled, carrying the scent of smoke and trampled grass as the camp settled. Once the tents were pitched and the fires began to flicker against the dusk’s setting sun, she returned to her own tent.
Inside, Lily sank onto a small stool and gazed up at the canvas ceiling, its faint movements tracing the rhythm of the wind outside. “Finally,” she whispered, a quiet exhale escaping her lips. Relief washed through her chest, loosening the knot that had been there for days. For once, someone had been willing to speak with her, someone from this empire who could actually listen, who understood more than pride or command. “Too many have died because of this,” she murmured, her words barely carrying in the still air.
“Lily…” Kristy’s soft voice came from the entrance as she stepped into the tent, her fingers nervously tangling together. “Are you sure this is okay? For me to become the empress?”
Lily’s lips curved into a smile,  and a light giggle escaped as she turned toward her friend. “Of course,” she said warmly, her tone gentle but firm. “You’ll have people beside you to guide your steps, but more importantly, you’ll breathe life back into this empire.” She leaned forward slightly, her eyes glinting with reassurance. “Don’t worry about the fine details just yet. You’ll learn, slowly but surely. Your uncle and one of my people will be here to assist you.”
She stood up and walked over to Kristy, reaching out to brush a loose strand of hair from the girl’s face, her smile softening. “For now, what matters most is that you still have someone from your family willing to stand by you. That alone is enough to start rebuilding.”
“Mmm…” Kristy couldn’t help the sudden rush of emotion. Now that things were finally moving into the last stretch, Kristy’s nerve finally broke. She had been holding herself together, pretending she was fine and taking what little solace she could from her first friend’s presence, but seeing her uncle kneel before her made everything feel real. The days until she would become empress were counting down; soon, the number would hit zero.
Lily said nothing, only rubbing the crying girl’s back in small, steady circles. This was a trial Kristy would have to pass on her own; there was no grand gesture to fix it, only gentle support. With people from Serenity at her side, Kristy could feel a steadier ground beneath her, enough that she might keep her head and learn what leadership required. Leadership was learned, not given, and Kristy would learn on the job.
At dawn the next day, Duke Deacon rode out with two of his generals at his flanks. The air tasted of hoarfrost and damp leather as the column moved. “Listen,” he said, voice low and hard, “no matter what, do not ask for their weapons. If either of you even utters such a thing, I will hand you over to Princess Lily to deal with.”
“Duke, we know this already,” one of the generals replied. “We are about to make an enemy of the monarch to free the empire from tyranny that has been rooted too long. We will need to be careful of Duke Oscar, his family has been loyal to your father for ages. He will not stop until every soldier under him is dead.”
“I know,” Duke Deacon answered, tightening his grip on the reins. “We are only there to ensure the Soldiers of Serenity are not taken by surprise and to help clear our path to the palace.” He scanned the horizon, the weight of what lay ahead bending his shoulders for a moment. The road would be brutal, but there was no other choice. He would bring down his father, a man who no longer acted like a monarch.
“We’ll fight with you. We’ll make sure the path is open. Since you have decided to put Her Imperial Highness, Princess Kristy on the throne, then we will assist you all the way.” the other general explained.
The three had ridden and bled together for years, scarred hands, shared oaths, and the same old ache behind their eyes, yet this felt different. There were no banners on a foreign field, no neat enemy at the map’s edge; instead, beneath the pale dawn light and the horses’ low snorts, they prepared to march with an invading force to topple the very empire they had once sworn to defend, trading one kind of loyalty for another in a single, brutal decision.
Lily was already waiting outside when they arrived. Snow clung to her hair and fox ears, a light dusting that sparkled as the wind brushed past. Her fluffy tail swayed slightly behind her, its tip dusted white like frost. “Welcome, Duke Deacon.”
“Princess Lily, it’s a pleasure. You could have waited in your tent,” the duke said as he climbed down from his horse, boots crunching in the snow. He handed the reins to one of Serenity’s soldiers, a silent gesture of trust.
“It’s only right that I greet you,” Lily replied with a polite smile. “As of now, we are two leaders of our own forces working together. Respect should be shown since we are equals.” Her tone was even, her words measured, each one meant to convey sincerity rather than authority.
“Your parents have raised you well.” The duke’s lips curved faintly; despite the morning chill, there was warmth in his voice. He found himself admiring her calm demeanor.
“My mother, The Ice Goddess Desaray, has taught me very well,” Lily replied proudly, her ears flicking slightly as her tail swayed once behind her.
Her words hung in the air for the duke. The title Ice Goddess didn’t sound like mere reverence or exaggeration. He had a feeling it wasn’t just for show. During the battle with the gods, reports from his spies had mentioned several god-like figures standing against the enemy deities themselves, fighting them directly.
Duke Deacon cleared his throat after a moment’s pause and turned to the two men at his side. “These two are my generals and have fought beside me since I was young. They are trustworthy and will help keep the men in line.” His voice carried the weight of long camaraderie, each word edged with quiet authority.
“It’s a pleasure,” Lily said, inclining her head politely. “I know we were enemies less than a day ago, but I hope we can put what happened aside for now. Compensation for the lives lost will be provided once matters are settled here. I know I can’t bring the dead back, but I will atone for what I can. After all, it is I who started this war to begin with.”
The words left a faint bitterness on her tongue. She wished they had sought diplomacy before blades were drawn, but some things could no longer be undone. What had happened had happened; no amount of regret would change that. She drew a slow breath and forced a small, weary smile. “Let’s get out of the snow,” she said, her tail flicking once as a gust of wind brushed between them.






Chapter 23
The meeting that followed stretched on for several hours, the low murmur of strategy filling the tent as the lanterns burned low. Lily and Duke Deacon poured over maps and scouting reports, outlining their plan to strike at Duke Oscar’s forces. Deacon would use his men to draw out the bulk of the enemy from the town’s defenses, while Lily and her soldiers lay in wait to strike swiftly from the flanks.
The risk was in timing. To avoid friendly losses, Deacon’s troops would rely solely on bows and magic to lure the enemy away, no close combat, no reckless pursuit. Lily made sure every movement was planned to the heartbeat.
“Give me a day to get my soldiers ready, and we will march to Duke Oscar’s town,” Duke Deacon said as he rose to his feet, his armor giving a muted creak. He bowed his head respectfully. “Princess, as always, it was a pleasure.”
“Take two days,” Lily replied, her voice calm but firm. “We will march the day after tomorrow.” She knew her soldiers needed the rest; their bodies and spirits had been stretched thin. A brief pause would make all the difference before they advanced toward the capital. Two major battles still waited on their path, and she would need every bit of strength her people could muster.
As Duke Deacon departed, Lily lingered over the map, her fingers tracing the inked roads toward the heart of the empire. The coming march would be long, but with Deacon’s support and the might of Serenity’s weapons, the way forward finally seemed clear.
Two days passed quickly. At dawn, the soldiers of Serenity broke camp, their movements steady and precise as pale snow drifted soundlessly around them. The air held a faint morning chill, left over from the night, though the day itself promised warmth. The shimmering flakes blanketed the ground and tents alike, never melting unless crushed underfoot, so the soldiers moved carefully, brushing it from armor and clearing paths as they formed their marching lines.
A rider from Duke Deacon’s camp arrived soon after, his horse’s hooves pressing crisp tracks into the snow as he came to lead Lily and her forces through the nearby town. A thread of unease still lingered between the two armies. It was only natural; not long ago, they had faced each other as enemies.
Yet as Lily walked down the main road, Duke Deacon’s soldiers kept a clear path ahead, silent and composed. The townsfolk peeked from doorways as snowflakes gathered on rooftops and shoulders alike. No words of resentment passed between either side. For now, they were allies, bound by duty and necessity, moving together beneath a sky that constantly shed its quiet, unmelting snow.
As they left town, Lily was greeted with a massive army all standing in rank. This was Duke Deacon’s main force and the soldiers he had trained. Each one had some form of magic and knew how to use long-range weapons when needed. Of course, there were those more skilled at it than others, but it was still beyond words. The banners fluttered in the warm breeze, and snow clung in thin layers to helmets and shoulders.
Duke Deacon walked up and bowed his head slightly to Lily. “Princess Lily.” He then turned and gave a deep bow to Kristy, showing ultimate respect towards the future empress. “Princess, Kristy, I am glad you are still doing well.”
“Uncle…” Kristy’s voice trembled; she kept her hands folded at her front, trying to hold herself upright beneath the weight of so much attention. The moment felt unreal, with soldiers watching and banners raised, yet the kindness in his bow steadied her.
“Princess Lily, we are ready to leave. My soldiers will flank the side and take the front. We want Duke Oscar to think that it’s just my army. So please lower your flags.”
“Just like we planned.” Lily motioned with her hand, and an order was quickly passed down. The flags of Serenity were lowered in a practiced, almost silent choreography. She had kept her banners high earlier to test Deacon’s memory of the plan; now she watched the response for confirmation.
“Of course.” The duke smiled briefly before his expression hardened. “Let’s hope our campaign will go smoothly.”
“There is no hope. We will finish this and bring a new dawn not only to your empire but also to this world.”
The march began. Columns of soldiers moved steadily through the falling snow, their armor glinting beneath the pale light. The snow clung to their cloaks and boots, leaving a trail of crushed white behind them as they advanced. It would take a full day and night to reach Duke Oscar’s town, passing through several smaller settlements along the way.
Within the empire, both Duke Deacon’s and Duke Oscar’s towns were massive, city-sized strongholds that served as vital economic hubs. Their markets, guilds, and trade routes kept the empire’s wealth flowing. Duke Oscar had little reason to claim vast stretches of land when the prosperity and influence of his great town were already enough to rival entire provinces.
They marched through the night, the snow falling in its quiet rhythm, until dawn of the next day, when the faint silhouette of Duke Oscar’s walls appeared ahead. From nearly a mile out, the distant clang of alarm bells reached them, carried by the wind. The sound grew sharper, more frantic, echoing over the open fields.
Lily lifted her hand, signaling the column to stop. They would not move closer yet; it was better to wait for Duke Oscar’s response.
Duke Deacon sat tall in his saddle, eyes narrowing on the distant gate. “He’s already moving,” he said, recognizing the pattern of alarm. “It won’t be long before the gates open and his troops come pouring out.”
The soldiers shifted quietly, the unmelting snow crunching beneath their boots, as they prepared for what was to come.
As Duke Deacon had predicted, it didn’t take long for Duke Oscar’s soldiers to pour out from the town gates. Soldiers marched into formation, their armor flashing dully beneath the snowfall before the order came to advance toward Duke Deacon’s line. Normally, in conflicts between nobles, a formal declaration of war would precede the first strike, but this was no time for ceremony.
Duke Deacon lifted his hand high, his voice cutting through the wind. “Fire!”
A roar followed. Arrows and bursts of magic filled the air, streaking toward the advancing troops in a deadly storm. The front ranks of Oscar’s soldiers staggered beneath the assault, but still they pressed forward, shields raised against the barrage.
While Deacon’s men held the enemy’s attention, Lily and her forces were not idle. Her soldiers worked quickly, shaping the snow-packed earth into raised perches. The ground trembled faintly as mages reinforced the makeshift platforms. Every rotation had to be perfect, each volley followed by a pause to recharge their weapons and magic in flawless sequence. If things unfolded as Deacon had warned, this battle would drag on until the last man fell.
Meanwhile, high atop the town walls, Duke Oscar watched the chaos unfold with disbelief. Snow drifted down across his shoulders as his gaze swept the field, struggling to make sense of what he saw. “What is that fool doing?” he muttered, eyes narrowing. “Why bring his entire army here, and without warning?”
Moments earlier, he had sent a messenger, but the poor man had been struck down before reaching the enemy lines. Oscar’s expression hardened, the truth dawning with grim clarity. “This Bastard! Has he decided to turn against the throne!?”
It was the only conclusion that made sense, the only explanation for the betrayal now unfolding before his eyes.
“Duke Deacon, open the front lines!” Lily shouted, her voice carrying clearly over the clash of steel and the hum of magic in the air. From where she stood near the front, she could see the steady stream of soldiers pouring out from the town gates, forming tight ranks as they prepared to charge. The barrier her mages maintained was beginning to waver, faint cracks of light running across its surface. It was holding for now, but not for much longer.
“Princess Lily, just a little longer!” Duke Deacon called back, his tone calm but forceful. “As soon as those gates close, I’ll give the order to open the front lines. Trust me, my mages can hold out longer than you think.” His gaze stayed fixed on the battle ahead, calculating each movement. He wanted to end it in one decisive moment, when the timing was right.
Lily pressed her lips together, her tail flicking once behind her as she forced herself to wait. “Very well,” she said quietly. She didn’t like the feeling of standing still when every instinct told her to act, but she could only put her faith in the duke’s judgment for now.
Still, her eyes never left him. Every order he gave, every shift in his formation, she watched closely. Trust wasn’t something she gave freely. Duke Deacon had earned part of it, but not all. Not yet.
Minutes passed, and Duke Deacon’s sharp eyes locked onto the town gates. They were beginning to close, the last of Duke Oscar’s soldiers spilling out in a thin, uneven line. One by one, they cleared the threshold until no more followed. The great wooden gates slammed shut, sealing off the town and cutting the men outside from any chance of retreat.
“Open it up!” Duke Deacon’s voice rang out, firm and commanding as he raised his hand.
Lily followed instantly, her own voice carrying over the field. “Once you have a clear line of fire, take the shot! Keep rotations tight and don’t let a single man get away!”
The orders rippled through both armies in perfect sequence. Duke Deacon’s soldiers shifted formation, parting like a wave, their shields dropping just as Serenity’s ranged units moved into position. The air trembled for a heartbeat, and then red beams of light cut across the battlefield. They tore through the enemy’s front ranks, arcs of crimson lightning snapping from one soldier to the next, cutting down all they touched.
The impact was devastating. Duke Oscar’s vanguard collapsed in seconds, confusion spreading as men stumbled over fallen comrades. The beams continued to flash across the snow, striking deeper into their defensive lines. Within seconds, the field was littered with motionless bodies, the smell of scorched earth and iron thick in the air. Thousands had already fallen, and the battle had only just begun.
Duke Oscar, still atop the wall, stared down at the hellish scene below with a flicker of fear in his eyes. The air shimmered with red light, the snow beneath turning dark where it met the fallen. His gaze shifted toward a group of soldiers whose armor bore an unfamiliar design, sleeker, reinforced with strange materials that caught the light differently. “The invaders…” he muttered, realization dawning as his jaw tightened. “He actually aligned himself with the invaders.”
The old war veteran narrowed his eyes, scanning the lines of Serenity’s troops until his gaze caught on a familiar face. A young girl, her posture stiff but determined, stood among them. He had seen her once before, at the palace. She thought she’d gone unnoticed, hiding behind the others in a worn dress and tangled hair. Yet now she stood in fitted leather armor, beside a fox girl whose sharp eyes and furred ears marked her as no ordinary ally. “So that’s how it is…” he murmured, the pieces finally falling into place.
Understanding struck him with a cold clarity. Duke Deacon hadn’t turned his back on the empire out of greed or rebellion; he had chosen his side, and now he was standing firm with it, aided by these outsiders. Oscar gave a hollow laugh, one that grew louder as the realization settled in. “Haha… hahaha! It seems I am destined to lose today.” His expression softened into something like resignation as he straightened his back. “So be it. If I am to die today, then so be it. We have chosen our sides. There’s no stopping it now.”






Chapter 24
The war was swift. Duke Oscar’s forces were wiped out in less than an hour. Over fifty thousand men lay dead, their armor scattered across the snow like broken mirrors reflecting the red-stained light of dawn. Lily stood in silence, her gaze fixed on the devastation before her. She forced herself to take it all in, the smoke, the stillness, the faces of men who would never rise again. This was her doing. Her choice.
She couldn’t tell herself it was the will of the gods or that it was necessary. The truth was sharper than any blade: she had led this battle, and the blood that soaked the field was on her hands. Every decision she made carried a weight she could never put down.
Beside her, Ricky stepped closer. The man’s towering figure cast a long shadow across the snow as he reached out, resting a calloused hand gently on Lily’s head. For a moment, neither spoke. He only stared out at the silent battlefield with her, his expression unreadable. Deep down, he wished his granddaughter had never had to witness something like this, but this world was not so forgiving. What they had done here was only the beginning. The road to the capital would demand much more.
♦♦♦
Far away, within the crystalline halls of the Ice Palace in the Kingdom of Serenity, a young woman stirred upon a bed carved from solid ice. Her lashes fluttered, and slowly, golden light glimmered from behind her eyes as they opened.
“Desa!”
The familiar voice trembled with relief. Desaray turned her head, vision clearing until she saw Becky standing nearby, tears streaming freely down her cheeks.
“Sorry,” Desaray said softly, her voice weak but calm. “I must have worried you all.” She tried to smile, the faintest curve of her lips forming against the pale glow of the room. “How long have I been out?”
“A month and a half,” Becky replied quickly, her voice catching between words. “I was starting to lose hope. Your wound took so long to heal, and even after that, you wouldn’t wake up.” She sat at the edge of the bed and pulled Desaray into a tight embrace. “Thank you for waking up…”
“I should be thanking you instead,” Desaray murmured, returning the hug with a gentle hand on Becky’s back. “You look like you haven’t slept much. How are things in the kingdom?”
“The kingdom itself is fine, but we’re fighting a war on two fronts.” Becky’s tone grew heavy, her earlier relief fading into worry. “The Kiliean Empire has brought a massive force to the western coast. Oinktera is leading the defense there. And to the south, in what was once Brazil, Ricky, Domar, and Lily are locked in battle against the Black Dragon Clan. The Black Dragons have a barrier so strong that even the gods couldn’t break through it. Lily went to retrieve the technology behind it, but because of how the citizens were treated, and how they attacked without a word of diplomacy, she’s now marching toward the capital. I heard she plans to place a discarded princess on the throne.”
Desaray’s eyes widened, golden light flickering within them. My little girl… started a war? For a long moment, she sat in silence, torn between disbelief and reluctant pride. Her daughter would never move without reason, of that she was certain. Still, the thought that her sweet, curious child had become the one to lead an army made her chest tighten with a mix of emotions.
Her gaze drifted toward the frosted window beside her bed. Beyond the glass, snow blanketed everything in sight, the world quiet and still beneath its endless fall. She decided not to press further, at least for now. If Lily had chosen this path, she would let her follow it. With Ricky and Domar at her side, she knew Lily was not alone.
“Snow?” Desaray murmured, reaching a hand toward the window as if testing the air.
“It’s been snowing ever since you passed out,” Becky explained softly.
Desaray tilted her head, the faintest crease forming between her brows. She could feel it now, a familiar trace of her own mana in every drifting flake. This snow wasn’t natural; it was hers. Raising her hand slightly, she wove a small gesture, summoning a faint shimmer in the air as her status window flickered to life before her eyes.
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A few things immediately stood out as Desaray scanned the glowing panels of her status window. The first was her realm. She had ascended to the rank of Demi-God. Her gaze moved lower, and she nearly froze. She had gained over four hundred levels. The section that once detailed her realm and evolution requirements was no longer there, as though the system itself no longer had the authority to dictate her growth.
Her eyes continued downward. Her monster rank had climbed to triple S, and both her health and mana had increased by ten million each. But what truly caught her attention were the final two entries. Her Elemental Affinity: Ice, had reached one thousand percent, and her Skill Points had accumulated to well over twenty thousand.
“These numbers…” she whispered, blinking in disbelief. “They’re insane.” A faint chill gathered in the air around her as her realization sank in. “It seems I somehow forced my realm and evolution to advance…”
Her words trailed off, eyes narrowing thoughtfully. Whatever had happened after she passed out had caused more changes than she could have ever imagined.
“Desa?” Becky tilted her head, confusion etched across her face.
“It’s nothing,” Desaray replied softly. “The snow is my fault. I’ll cancel the spell in due time, but for now, from what I can tell, it isn’t harming anything. Until Lily finishes her march, I’ll let it continue.” She let out a slow sigh, her golden eyes dimming slightly. Her thoughts drifted to Juna, the pain of her capture still fresh, and her hands curled into tight fists before she forced herself to breathe, pushing the anger down. “How’s Tera? What about Lilith and the other gods?”
“Tera’s fine,” Becky said, her tone easing. “He was actually happy when the Kiliean Empire landed on the western shores, it gave him an excuse to vent his frustration on them. As for Lilith, she took the other gods, Yi Ling and Cinder, with her to train. I heard they went to Silas’s domain.”
“If that’s the case, they’ll be fine.” Desaray’s gaze drifted upward toward the frost-lined ceiling. “I also need to grow stronger… and find out just how powerful I’ve become. My current level is over eight hundred.” She shifted, trying to sit up, only for Becky to press a hand firmly to her shoulder.
“Right now, you need to rest,” Becky said, her tone leaving no room for argument. “You’ll stay here for at least another week. I’m your doctor, so you have to listen to me.”
Desaray chuckled softly and sank back into the icy sheets. “Alright, I’ll listen to you, Miss Doctor.” Her smile turned faintly teasing. “You should go, Regal probably needs your help with something.”
“Humph! He went and upgraded our weapons without me,” Becky huffed, crossing her arms in mock irritation. “I heard the new models channel lightning that jumps between targets. Can you believe that? I wanted to be the one to come up with that design!”
Desaray’s laugh was quiet but warm, echoing softly through the frozen chamber as the unmelting snow outside continued to fall.
After Becky left, Desaray was left alone in the quiet room, her gaze fixed out the frosted window. The world outside shimmered with that endless snow, and inside, the silence felt heavy, full of thinking. She needed to get stronger. She needed to take out the bastard god who had taken over Juna’s body and used that very body to stab her through the stomach. The scene replayed itself in her mind, the sharp, burning pain as the root drove in, the cold shock that followed. “Juna must be in a dark place right now. That bastard of a god actually kept her awake while controlling her,” she whispered to the empty chamber.
Desaray leaned back and pressed her forearm over her eyes. Her skin was cold and unchanging. From the corners of her eyes, tiny flakes of ice formed, solid tears that fell in slow, glittering arcs. They struck her cheek and rolled down like pearls of frost, leaving faint crystalline trails in their wake. Memories of Juna, her closest sister, her companion through everything, cut through her with quiet precision.
She let herself feel it for a moment, the ache, the hot flash of fury, and then forced her breath even. The muscles along her jaw worked as she breathed in slowly, then let it out even more slowly. Desaray knew Juna better than anyone; she knew the woman would fight until the bitter end.
When she finally opened her eyes, they were hard and clear. Ice gathered at the window’s edge and caught the light like tiny daggers. “When I storm the heavens,” she vowed quietly, voice low and cold as the air, “I will make sure that bastard of a god doesn’t die easily.”
♦♦♦
A massive bonfire burned high into the sky, the heat warping the air as it consumed the piled bodies of fallen soldiers. It wasn’t the kind of farewell any man deserved, but it was the only mercy they could offer. Leaving the dead to rot outside the town would invite disease, and the last thing anyone needed was another form of death spreading through the land. Sparks drifted upward into the ever-falling snow, melting into nothing before they reached the clouds.
Only one man from Duke Oscar’s army still lived, Duke Oscar himself, and even his time was slipping away. Blood stained the snow beneath him as he knelt amid the destruction, breath shallow, but his eyes still sharp.
Duke Deacon stood before him, silent for a long moment before shaking his head. “You may think I’ve turned against the empire,” he said quietly, “but everything I’ve done is for the empire’s sake. My niece, Princess Kristy, is the only one who deserves to be Empress.”
Oscar gave a faint, broken laugh, his cracked lips curling into something almost like a smile. “You have chosen, then. Duke Deacon, these old eyes are not blind. I’ve seen Princess Kristy among your ranks, a child of mixed blood, dismissed and unwanted.” He coughed, blood staining the snow at his knees. “It’s almost poetic, isn’t it? The monarch despised her, yet still kept her alive, only to send her to the battlefield to die. Who would have imagined that he was sending her straight into the arms of his enemies? Enemies who don’t seek conquest, but instead wish to place the one he hated most upon the throne.”
He paused, his eyes drifting toward the burning pyres as another wave of heat rippled through the air. “But remember this,” he continued, voice rasping but steady, “today you may have won here, and my men have fallen… but the army at the capital is hundreds of times larger and far stronger.”
There was no malice in his tone, only the weary weight of truth from a soldier who had lived too long in war. “Take this as a warning, Deacon,” he said with a thin smile. “Even if I die here, the empire’s shadow won’t fall so easily.”






Chapter 25
The march continued. After Duke Oscar was dealt with, Duke Deacon and his army joined Lily’s forces on the long road to the capital. The snow fell in steady sheets as they advanced, the unmelting flakes piling along the sides of the path, marking the passage of an army bound for history. Along the way, resistance was minimal, towns surrendered without a fight, and garrisons fled before the approaching banners.
When the capital came into view, the scale of what awaited them became clear. The city was enormous, its walls stretching for miles, its towers gleaming dark against the horizon. Within those walls waited the full weight of the monarch’s might, an army of over one million soldiers. And Lily knew, as did Duke Deacon, that even if those soldiers fell, the monarch would force his own people to take up arms.
Both commanders understood the grim reality ahead. Duke Deacon planned to use the same strategy he had against Duke Oscar: a feint to draw the enemy out before Serenity’s forces unleashed their full strength. But the capital was no minor stronghold. Every step closer felt heavier, the air thick with the promise of bloodshed.
If only the monarch had chosen to talk instead of fight, none of this would have been necessary. But now, there was no turning back.
♦♦♦
Within the black stone palace of the Black Dragon Clan, the monarch's court was in chaos. The vast hall, lined with dragon-carved pillars, echoed with the panicked voices of officials.
“Your Majesty, what are we to do!? The invaders have reached the capital’s gates!”
“Your Majesty, we must deal with this once and for all! Even one of your sons has joined their side!”
The monarch sat slouched on his throne, one hand pressed to his temple as the council’s fearful shouting washed over him. His eyes, once sharp and commanding, now carried the dull glint of exhaustion. In his long reign, he had always been the one on top, the victor, the conqueror, but now, an army of mere thousands had carved its way through his empire, dismantling what he had spent a lifetime building. Even his own blood had betrayed him.
“Your Majesty,” another noble began, his double chin quivering as he spoke, “there are reports that Princess Kristy, the halfbreed you sent to the front lines, has been seen standing beside the enemy commander.”
The hall fell into uneasy silence. The monarch’s hand lowered slowly from his temple, his expression darkening. The whisper of his breath was audible even over the crackle of the braziers.
“So,” he murmured, voice low and venomous, “That disgusting thing now marches against me as well.”
The plan to have her die on the battlefield, to purge the disgrace that had stained his family tree, had instead pushed the girl into the enemy’s hands. Now there was the real danger that she might stake a claim to the throne. Half-breed or not, she still carried his blood.
“There is only one solution,” the monarch snapped, voice cold and flat. “Gather every able-bodied man and every troop. Since they want war, we will give them war.”
♦♦♦
In the dark reaches of the abyss, flashes of light cut through the endless black. The air vibrated with each burst, the sound swallowed by the void around them.
“Sister Ling!” Cinder shouted, her voice echoing faintly as she sprinted toward the source of the light. She caught Yi Ling by the arm just as another shadow beast dissolved into smoke behind her.
“Cinder, I’m fine. Thank you.” Yi Ling straightened, brushing dark ash from her arm. Her body burned faintly with living flame, the orange glow pushing back the suffocating dark for only a few paces. “Even after a month down here, these shadow monsters are still troublesome.”
The two stood together, surrounded by an ocean of shifting black mist. They had come here expecting to train with the other gods, but instead, Silas had cast them straight into the abyss itself. A place crawling with creatures born from pure darkness. His only command had been simple: Survive.
If they could live through this, he said, they would emerge hundreds of times stronger than before.
Lilith and the others had argued fiercely against the idea, unwilling to risk such a punishment disguised as training. But Yi Ling and Cinder hadn’t hesitated. They both knew what was at stake. If they wanted to fight alongside Desaray again, truly fight at her side, they couldn’t afford to remain weak. Their resolve had silenced the protests of Lilith and the other gods.
Now, a month later, that resolve was all that kept them standing in the abyss as they fought day and night without being able to rest.
“We are getting better,” Cinder said, her tone steady despite the weariness in her eyes. “If not for our affinity with fire, we would have died long ago. But with every fight, our levels rise. It’s as if this place was made for beings like us.” Flames coiled around her hands and shoulders, burning bright against the endless dark. She was the Demon Queen of Cinder, ruler of flame, while Yi Ling, a human turned fire elemental during the apocalypse, stood at her side, her own aura flickering like a torch against the void.
The two of them had already reached a point where, together, they could challenge a lower god. Now, after surviving in this pit for so long, they might even be able to take one down alone. Their growth had been staggering, strength blooming under constant pressure. And yet, the danger never lessened. A single lapse in focus, even for a heartbeat, could mean death. Every sound, every faint ripple of shadow demanded their attention. They were always waiting, always ready to strike.
The abyss tested more than just their strength. The constant darkness, the silence between battles, the flickering illusions that came and went, all of it clawed at the edges of their sanity. Down here, power wasn’t the only thing being forged. Their minds were hardening too, tempered by fear, exhaustion, and the will to survive.
On the other side of things, Lilith, Khione, and the other gods weren’t having it any easier.
“Lilith! Are you sure that bastard isn’t taking revenge on us for talking bad about him!?” Nyx gasped between words, her tone half outrage and half exhaustion. She was actually out of breath, a goddess, out of breath! “Look at that loser husband of mine! He’s already half dead!”
“Nyx, the more you complain, the harder it feels,” Khione replied calmly, her voice steady despite the impossible strain on her body. “Believe it or not, this training is incredible for accumulating divine power. You know how difficult it is to grow stronger once you reach our level. Only Desa managed it quickly in her past life.”
Khione sat cross-legged, her breathing measured. A massive boulder balanced perfectly atop her head, with two more resting on her outstretched arms. They weren’t normal stones; they radiated a heavy, oppressive energy, each one filled with the grief of fallen worlds and weighing as much as a planet. The gods had been ordered to hold these impossible burdens to their limits, forcing divine power to flow through their bodies until it reshaped them.
Levels alone could no longer carry them forward. Once a being reached the realm of a demi-god or higher, strength depended on something else, divine power, a force the system could not measure, visible only through the use of one’s spells.
“I know already!” Nyx snapped, pouting as sweat rolled down her face. Her gaze shifted toward Lilith, who was trembling where she knelt. The woman’s body was rigid, her skin marked by faint veins of shadow and light colliding beneath the surface.
As one aligned with darkness, this training was torture. Silas had ordered her to learn how to balance both chaos and divine energy, to master the two forces that warred inside her. Lilith’s jaw tightened; she couldn’t even spare the strength to speak. Every breath felt like fire crawling through her veins. The pain was constant, suffocating, threatening to break her resolve.
She clenched her teeth and endured. If she opened her mouth now, she knew she wouldn’t be able to stop herself from screaming.
High above them, Silas hovered in the open air, arms folded as he looked down at the gods enduring their trials below. The faint shimmer of divine energy rippled around him, but his expression held a quiet distance.
“I can’t do much for her,” he murmured, voice low and thoughtful, “but I can at least help strengthen her forces. I wonder if there will ever come a day when she’ll rely on me again… when she’ll see me as she once did.”
The words hung softly in the air, swallowed by the wind. He knew it was wishful thinking, an old longing he couldn’t quite let go of, but still, he held onto it. Somewhere in the back of his heart, he believed that time might bring them together again, that Desaray might one day look at him as she had before.
He understood that the woman she was now wasn’t the same as the one he had known. She had changed from who she was before. Yet even so, Silas’s resolve remained unshaken. Whatever distance grew between them, one thing would never change.
He would only ever love her, and no one else.
♦♦♦
“Heh, if it’s not one thing, it’s another…” Oinktera muttered, staring down at the corpse of the Fonta sprawled before him. The creature’s twisted body was still faintly twitching, its blackened ichor seeping into the ground. He had more than enough to handle, the Kiliean Empire’s invasion on one side and these Fonta swarming in waves on the other. His army clashed with the empire’s troops across the coastline, while he faced the monsters alone.
“Well, at least I’ve become strong enough to deal with them.” He tilted his head back, eyes tracing the clouds floating across the sky. His hand clenched into a fist, the air around it flaring with power. “I still need to grow stronger… At least these Kiliean bastards are good for something, they give decent experience points. But they’re like flies pouring out of that damned portal.”
Despite the chaos, a grim smile tugged at his lips. The fighting kept his mind from wandering, kept him from dwelling on her for too long. The gods had taken Juna, his wife, his anchor. And he knew the kind of torment she must be living through, after she was forced to harm the very goddess she had sworn to protect. The thought twisted deep in his chest.
“I’ll bring you home,” he said quietly, lowering his gaze to the burning horizon. “We’ll repent together. I’ll bear your sins with you.” The aura around his clenched fist flared brighter, reflecting in his eyes like embers refusing to die.






Chapter 26
In the underground research lab under Serenity City, Regal was hard at work trying to improve the new weapons. Well, he was trying. The bench was a mess of metal ribs, coils, and half-soldered circuits; the air smelled of oil and hot metal. A certain snow white dragon girl was standing at his side, staring down at him, pouting, her scales faintly iridescent under the lamplight. “Becky, if you have something to say just say it.”
“Humph!” Becky let out a small, disgruntled hum, folding her arms as a puff of breath steamed in the cool, underground air.
“That’s not an answer.” Regal shook his head, wiping grease from his fingers onto a rag. “If you don’t want to say that’s fine. I will just continue to work.”
“You! Aren’t you supposed to try to coax me into feeling better!?” Becky looked at her man in disbelief and stomped her feet, the single click echoing off the concrete. “You know very well why I am upset! You went and made something amazing, leaving me out of it!”
“You were healing my Sister, your best friend!” Regal hardly ever called Desaray his sister, but it was true that they now shared the same last name. He pushed a stray wire aside and met Becky’s glare with a crooked, apologetic smile.
“I know…” Becky still couldn’t help but pout. She loved two things, creating weapons and digging into the past no one knew about. A sudden thought came to mind, making Becky’s eyes light up. “Maybe I will go down there…”
“Not on my watch! Look, I know you want to find out more about this planet’s past, but right now, there are more important things we need to deal with.” Regal cut in, interrupting the girl before she could ask to head into the underground ancient site. His tone was firm yet gentle; he set his wrench down with a clang, emphasizing his point like a punctuation mark.
“What if there is some kind of clue or technology that can help us? You never know what is down there. Because of those damn gods, I was unable to explore the entire place. Think about it, Babe, what if there is something down there that can be of use to us? Like long lost technology?” Becky was pleading her case, and Regal couldn’t help but curse because she was making a sound argument.
“Alright! You can get a team together. But your safety takes priority. Take some of the Toblins with you. They are some of our strongest warriors, if there are any issues, they should be able to bring you back safely.” Regal let out a sigh as he pulled the girl in front of him by the arm so she was now face-to-face with him and gave her a kiss. The kiss lasted for only a few seconds before he released her. She glared but couldn’t hide the small smile tugging at her mouth. “Remember. Your safety comes first. If you die on me, I will go to the underworld to spank your arse!”
“Hehe! I love you!” Becky leapt onto the short, stocky man and showered him with kisses, each peck landing with comic fervor until Regal’s face flushed from ear to ear. She was paying him back for his earlier teasing, and she had to admit she liked it when Regal was forceful, though she preferred being the one to launch the first attack more often than not.
While Becky began packing and ticking off a list for her trip, bolts of wire, spare coil cores, and a small toolkit for the Toblins, Rose, who had been holding the kingdom’s reins in Desaray’s and Lily’s absence, rubbed the spot between her brow. “I really wish Lily would come back. It sucks not being able to go have a drink.” Her voice held a tired sort of humor.
Rose knew things were the way they were because she alone had the strength and patience to handle the kingdom’s daily grind. If anyone suggested she take the throne for good, she would gladly beat them up and stuff them in a trash barrel, an image she found almost therapeutic. What Rose loved most, truly, was doing absolutely nothing: pure, unfathomable nothingness. Sitting with a glass of wine, a bowl of grapes, and no demands on her time was paradise, not sitting behind a desk pushing endless papers.
“I’m sooo going to ask for compensation for this!” she sighed dramatically, then picked up her pen and returned to the mountain of documents with a resigned, if slightly amused, clack of the nib on parchment.
Back in the Ice Palace, Hina sat perched atop Desaray’s head, tugging at long strands of blue hair in a fit of irritation. “I know! I know! I’ll be more careful, I promise! But you can’t blame me for what happened,” Desaray said, her voice carrying a touch of exasperation as she felt the faint tugging. It didn’t hurt, but it was still distracting.
“Just be more careful…” Hina huffed before disappearing back into the thick locks of Desaray’s hair. For someone who lived there, she was remarkably demanding.
Desaray couldn’t help but smile. “I will, I promise,” she said softly.
Her gaze drifted toward the window, where the slow, unending snow drifted down in gentle spirals. She had to admit, even though it was her own magic that was making it snow, it was beautiful. The untouched white landscape shimmered under the faint glow of morning light, quiet and still. The sight soothed her, the tranquility easing the weight that always pressed on her thoughts.
Still, her mind wandered to Lily. Every instinct as a mother told her to go, to fly straight to her daughter’s side, but she held back. Lily needed to walk her own path, to grow into the role she had taken upon herself. She was no longer just a princess of Serenity, but a leader who carried the weight of a kingdom on her shoulders.
“Maybe I should step down…” Desaray murmured. The thought lingered, whispering possibilities. To let Lily take the throne fully, to allow her to guide their people while Desaray watched over them from the shadows and continued her own growth, perhaps that was the path forward.
Desaray sat in her bed, a blanket made of ice like her dress lying across her lap. Its surface shimmered faintly, catching the soft light of the chamber in hues of pale blue and silver. It was surprisingly comfortable, smooth, and soft against her skin, even though it was ice and not cloth. Every part of the bed, from the frame to the mattress, sheets, and even the pillow, was crafted entirely from her magic, sculpted with care and precision. The entire room glowed faintly with that same crystalline brilliance, a reflection of the goddess who ruled over it.
Desaray was following Becky’s orders and staying in bed. Nina would stop in every so often to bring her snacks or a cup of tea, but for the most part, she was left alone, and she was bored. She had grown so used to constant motion, to overseeing matters, protecting her people, or refining her magic, that simply sitting still felt foreign. She couldn’t even remember the last time she had allowed herself to rest like this.
Her thoughts inevitably drifted back to Juna. Each time they did, a quiet frustration stirred inside her. She wanted to act, to find some high-level dungeon to clear, to test her limits, to keep climbing higher. That was how she had consistently grown stronger. But this time, as she sat quietly and grew accustomed to her newfound strength, she could sense that something was different. Strength alone wasn’t enough anymore. There was something deeper within her, something she needed to understand.
“I hate to say it,” she muttered, staring out at the falling snow, “but I’ll probably need to visit Silas. I need to speak with Lilith and the others… find out what I’m missing.”
She didn’t like the idea of relying on Silas, but right now, he might hold the key to growing much stronger. If she was going to face the gods again, she needed every ounce of power she could muster. The war to come would demand everything from them all, and she intended to be ready.
Desa leaned back in her bed, resting her head on her pillow as her eyes tracked the pale patterns on the ceiling. “I guess that place is the only place I can go. But I think I will deal with the Kiliean Empire first. If they don’t submit, they will need to be destroyed; otherwise, they will continue to target Serenity. I just wish people would understand that everything rides on each nation cooperating. Those who cannot will need to be ripped out by the roots.”
For the battle to come, she had no plans for world domination; she only wanted her home to be safe, not subject to the whims of some god who cared nothing for the people of this world.
“I guess for now I’ll just take a nap…” Desaray slowly closed her eyes.
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